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“Daph, on in ten!” my manager, Hugh, said as he barged into my dressing room.

I gasped and quickly pulled the artfully ripped t-shirt I was going to wear onstage over my head. He was always walking in unannounced. I was half-convinced he checked the door at every show I did, just to see if I’d forgotten to lock it like I had today. 

“God, Hugh, ever heard of knocking?” I snapped.

“Sorry, doll. I thought you’d be dressed,” he said, pasting a slimy smile on his lips.

Yeah, I knew better. He was probably hoping I’d be naked, or close to it. I was so glad he wasn’t going to be coming on the whole tour with me. Just tonight. Then he was sending one of the newer managers at his company, Josh, with me for the rest of the tour so he could focus on a new client who had just signed with him. God, I couldn’t wait until I could get out of my contract with him. Note to self: never sign a contract longer than a year ever again.

“Almost. Sorry. I dozed off after the VIP meet and greet. I literally just got done doing my makeup,” I lied. 

I’d actually been texting with my best friend, Taylor, about the roses I’d gotten in my hotel room this morning, and he’d been trying to calm me down. 

Fans left me gifts all the time. That was nothing new. But the note I’d gotten with the flowers? That was new. And it freaked me out.

 

I know you’re in love with me too. One day soon, we’ll be together. I promise. I’m trusting you to behave until I come for you.

 

But I couldn’t tell Hugh how much it scared me. I’d gotten weird gifts and messages from fans before, and Hugh always said the same thing: “You’ve got millions of adoring fans, Daph. There’s bound to be a few crazies in the bunch.” And the logical side of me wanted to say that he was right and I was overreacting. But the crazy notes had never been this crazy before, and I just had this weird feeling in my gut.

“Give me two minutes and I’ll be out there,” I promised.

“You got it, doll.” Hugh left the room with a wink and shut the door behind him.

I sighed in relief as he left and then went to lock my dressing room door before changing from my sweats and sneakers into my leather pants and heeled boots. I quickly ran a brush through my shoulder-length blonde hair, then flipped it down and back up. Looking in the mirror, I ran my fingers through it, trying to pull some of my signature pink highlights to the front. I kind of missed being able to change the color of my highlights like I used to in college, but, as Hugh was so fond of reminding me, I wasn’t just a person anymore. I was a brand. And the pink highlights were part of that brand.

Yep, there she was. Daphne DeVille, chart-topping musician. The new P!nk, they were calling me. I wasn’t so sure about all that, though I was beyond flattered to be compared to her. She was one of my biggest idols and my main inspiration as a musician. And I’d actually gotten my start as her opening act.

Trying to drum up the excitement I’d been feeling earlier about playing my first show at Madison Square Garden, I headed out of my dressing room, slamming the door a little too hard.

“Whoa, Daph. You okay?” my photographer, Reagan, asked me.

I sighed. “Hugh walked in on me changing. Again.”

She rubbed my shoulder sympathetically. “I can’t wait until you can dump his ass and find someone new. He creeps me out, and I’m not the one who has to deal with him on a daily basis.”

“Need me to have a little chat with him, Daph?” her boyfriend, Aaron, asked. He was a detective with the Ashview Police Department, and I could tell he was only half-joking.

“Thanks, Officer Friendly. I’m good,” I chuckled weakly. “Did they get a comfortable chair for you out front, Reag? I made sure to add it to my rider for this show.”

“Yeah, they did. Taylor and Phoebe are making sure no one tries to steal it until I get there,” she told me as one of her hands drifted to her stomach.

Reagan was seven months pregnant, but she was one of my best friends and she’d insisted on being here to take pictures of my first show at Madison Square Garden. But, after everything that had happened in her life recently, Aaron had insisted on accompanying her, so I’d gotten him a backstage pass and a VIP ticket too. He promised he’d stay out of the way and let her do her job. But I figured the least I could do for her was make sure she had a comfy chair to sit in for the show.

I smiled. “Thanks for being here. It means a lot to me.”

“I wouldn’t miss something this huge for the world,” she said, grinning. “You know how proud everyone is of you, right?”

I nodded.

“Cutting it kind of close, doll,” Hugh scolded as he walked up to me, sliding an arm around my waist and letting it slip down to my ass, squeezing slightly.

I jerked out of his touch. Why the hell did he seem to think that I was his property just because I paid him to manage me? He was good at his job, I’d give him that, but he was such a perv.

Aaron glared at Hugh, and he backed off a little. I sighed in relief. Maybe having him here wasn’t such a bad idea, after all.

“I’m here, aren’t I?” I scoffed. “Let’s do this.”

One of the tech guys ran up to me and handed me the headset for my mic and my earpiece for the monitor so I could hear myself singing, then helped me get the battery pack for the mic attached on the back of my pants. Of course, Hugh took the opportunity to stick his hand up my shirt, brushing his fingers along my skin as he grabbed the cord for the mic and pulled it down so it could connect to the battery pack. Again, Aaron glared at him, this time raising an eyebrow too.

Mercifully, Hugh left without another word after I was miked up.

“I’d punch him in the face if he ever called me ‘doll,’” Reagan muttered.

“Whoa, calm down. We don’t want you going into early labor,” Aaron said, sounding genuinely worried.

Reagan gave him the stink eye, and I had to stop myself from snorting out loud, since my mic was on.

The lights in the house dimmed and the strobe lights and smoke machines started working, and the sold-out crowd’s cheers gave me the hit of adrenaline I needed. The video camera that was going to start the live stream appeared in front of me. My performance started below the stage, walking toward the rising platform on camera, and then my backup singers and I would rise up onstage in the middle of the song.

“Okay, Daph, going live in ten…nine…eight…seven…six…five…four…” Greg, my cameraman, said, then counted down the last three numbers on his fingers before pointing to me.

I heard the opening chords of the cover song I was opening with, P!nk’s “Get the Party Started,” start to play, and a video monitor showed me that the camera was showing the band. Then I saw my face on the monitor. I started singing, and the cheers were so deafening that I almost couldn’t hear myself singing even with my earpiece in. I smiled and touched my ear, signaling for tech to turn my monitor up. Reagan walked around me and stood on my other side as she started snapping pictures. She and Aaron would head down to the front row of the audience once I got onstage, but she wanted to get some shots here too.

As I walked toward the rising platform, my three backup singers, Bailey, Samantha, and Willow, came up behind me, singing the harmony for the song. We stepped onto the platform, and it slowly started to rise. 

The girls started walking off the platform and to their places onstage right on time, but too late, we realized that the platform had stopped working. Because Samantha’s foot caught on the stage and she fell down, landing on her elbow. The camera quickly left her and went to Willow instead, and I glanced at her to see if she was okay.

The agony was written all over Samantha’s face. She’d hurt herself. Badly. Who the fuck hadn’t checked this fucking platform to make sure the timing was perfect? 

Great. I was so pissed off that my inner Taylor was coming out to play. He was the one who dropped F-bombs right and left, not me. I only really talked like a sailor when I was either pissed off or in the throes of passion.

Wait. It had been working perfectly when we did the sound check this afternoon. What had happened between now and then?

Samantha quickly waved her hand at me, telling me that the show had to go on, and I took the four-inch step up to the stage and finished the song. During the audience’s cheering after it was over, I risked a quick look back to where my girls were supposed to be, and Samantha wasn’t there. I guessed someone had gotten her offstage. Well, I’d had to go with just two girls before, when Willow had laryngitis for a week. So it wasn’t the end of the world. But I was worried about Samantha. That fall looked bad.

I couldn’t think about that right now, though. I was onstage at Madison Square Garden in front of thousands of people. The show had to go on. So I took a deep breath and pushed my worries about Samantha from my mind.

“What’s up, New York City?!” I screamed. “How are we all doing tonight?”

The cheers were deafening, and I grinned.

“Are you ready to get this party started?” I yelled.

Again, more cheering. Damn, it felt good to be here in my element. I loved recording, I did, but performing? This was what it was all about. There was nothing else like it.

“Okay, so let’s go back a few years,” I said. “I think a few of you might know this song.”

My band started playing my first chart-topping single (at least the first one I’d written), “Queen of the Angels.” The crowd’s cheers were deafening as I started to sing.

 

I know who I am

And I know where I stand

I can fall a hundred times

But my wings will not be tied

 

And they can try all they want

But I will not be broken

 

I’m the queen of the angels

I speak for those who don’t have a voice

I stand with the broken

My voice will rise above the noise

 

As I sang, I walked over to where one of my tech guys was going to attach the cord to my harness so I could fly above the stage. You know, like an angel. Corny, but with the lighting and smoke machines, it looked awesome, at least according to the pictures Reagan had shown me. It looked to me like my eyesight was fading and it felt like I had to work to keep from coughing from the fake smoke while I was singing.

I started to rise above the stage, and I could feel that something wasn’t right. It was slight, but I’d done this stunt more times than I could count. It was a staple of my show. And I knew how this harness was supposed to feel. This was wrong. Halfway up, I raised my left arm instead of my right, my pre-arranged signal to tell tech that something was wrong and they needed to bring me back down.

I felt myself heading back down toward the stage, but about four feet up, the harness suddenly dropped me. I’d done safety training for this and I knew I needed to brace myself for the fall so I wouldn’t get hurt. The bad thing, though? I’d done all of the safety training in sneakers. I probably should have done it in the high-heeled boots I always wore onstage. But I hadn’t, so as I fell, I rolled one of my ankles, and I could instantly tell I would have to have it looked at. 

I didn’t miss a note, but I could tell that the crowd was worried. Especially my four friends, who were looking at me with horrified expressions. So, during the instrumental bridge, I spoke.

“Don’t worry. Even the queen of the angels falls sometimes, but her wings are never broken.”
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What felt like an eternity later, the show was finally over. I still had to go out and perform an encore, but at least I had a couple of minutes to find out what the hell had happened tonight. 

If it had just been tonight, I might have chalked it up to things going wrong on the venue’s end. But it wasn’t just what had happened tonight. This was just the latest in a string of mini incidents that could have had far more disastrous consequences than they’d ended up having. 

Joe, my lead guitarist, had been electrocuted by a faulty wire last month, and I’d ended up having to bring in a substitute guitarist in at the last minute for a few shows while he healed. Not the end of the world, and from my understanding, it had actually helped that guitarist land an awesome gig, because he had the short stint playing for me on his résumé. 

And then, two weeks ago, one of the gates that was supposed to be a barrier between the fans and the stage had collapsed, and five people had ended up in the hospital. When that happened, I’d gone and personally visited each one of them after the show, given them a ton of swag, and arranged to pay all of their medical bills. I hated that they’d been injured after they’d paid good money to come to one of my shows.

I wasn’t a diva. Really, I wasn’t. I didn’t throw tantrums over every little thing, and I didn’t ask for much in my rider. And I’d tried to be understanding, because I knew everyone made mistakes. But fucking with people’s safety like this? Nope. This was crossing a line. Someone was losing their job.

I reached back and clicked the switch to turn my microphone off as I stormed over to Hugh. Well…okay, it was more like really fast limping. Because my ankle hurt like a bitch.

“What in the actual fuck happened out there tonight, Hugh?” I demanded. “The rising platform not coming up all the way? My fucking harness giving out and dropping me onto the stage?”

“I-I don’t know what happened, Daphne,” he stammered, looking everywhere but at me.

“This is completely fucking unacceptable,” I growled. “You’ve worked with me for four years, Hugh. You know I don’t ask for much and I don’t complain about stupid shit. But I could have fucking died if I hadn’t realized the harness wasn’t hooked up properly! And do we even know what happened to Sam?”

“They took her to the hospital. I’m still waiting for news,” he told me.

“I’m headed there right after this show is over,” I said. “And you are not going to stop me. Do you understand? Besides, I think I sprained my ankle when I fell. I need to have it looked at.”

“I’ll call over there and tell them to expect you,” he sighed.

“Okay. Now, I’m going to go back out there and end this show with a bang, and then you’re going to get me a ride to the ER. Do we understand each other?” I said, staring him down like it was a contest.

“Got it, doll,” he said. “Now, go give ‘em hell.”

“It’s what I do,” I muttered, starting to walk away and then looking back over my shoulder. “And stop calling me ‘doll’!”

I switched my microphone back on and gave the signal to my musicians and the two backup singers I had left that we were going back onstage. The musicians went on first, and they started playing an extended intro to the first song of mine that had ever gotten any sort of airplay or recognition: a cover of Elton John’s “All the Girls Love Alice.” It was one of my favorite songs to perform because I’d recorded it for Taylor and he always loved hearing me sing it. Besides, I loved giving a nod to the musicians who came before me, and it was still a crowd favorite too. Apparently people liked that a woman was singing the song and giving it a new breath of life.

I jogged back onstage and looked in the VIP section for Taylor, Phoebe, Reagan, and Aaron. They all looked worried, and I smiled at them, hoping to give them some reassurance that I was okay. I knew they’d be concerned after watching me fall from my harness, and having been to my concerts before, they’d know that I hadn’t done all of my normal stunts and choreography because my ankle was hurting.

Taylor and Phoebe grinned back at me, and one corner of Reagan’s mouth tipped up in a half-smile. Aaron still looked stressed, though.

“This one’s for you, Taylor!” I said into the microphone, blowing a kiss at him.

Taylor’s smile got even bigger, if that was possible, and he made a show of catching the kiss and blowing one back to me. I chuckled silently, then started singing on the next repetition of the intro.

After singing one more song that I’d just written, which was called “Reason to Smile,” I walked off the stage, tore my microphone and earpiece off, and went to my dressing room. Yes, I needed to get to the hospital, but I needed a few minutes to decompress first.

I sank down onto a couch in the room, and the first thing I did was grab the Chuck Taylors I’d been wearing when I got here and change my shoes. Then I pulled out my phone and opened my group chat with my tribe. These crazy people were my best friends, who I’d known since college, since I’d been playing gigs in bars and clubs, not imagining in my wildest dreams that I’d ever end up making music as more than a hobby. 

Since I’d become a professional musician, it seemed like everyone wanted something from me. But these guys? They’d never asked me for a damn thing, except for the occasional concert ticket when I was playing a venue close to our hometown, Ashview. And I was always happy to oblige, because I loved having friendly faces in the crowd. New York City was about three hours away, but I’d wanted a few of my friends in the audience tonight since it was a pretty monumental occasion, so I’d paid for a limo ride and swanky hotel rooms so Taylor, Phoebe, Reagan, and Aaron could travel in style. 

Just like I’d predicted, I had some worried messages from my friends who were here tonight. So, by this point, the rest of the gang knew too.

Taylor: D!!! OMG ARE YOU OKAY???

Phoebe: What the hell happened, Daph???

Olivia: Wait, what happened?

Dahlia: Did she get hurt?

Reagan: We don’t know. Sam fell and got rushed off the stage during their entrance and then something happened with Daph’s harness during “Queen of the Angels” and she fell at least three or four feet onto the stage. She didn’t miss a beat and she put on a killer show like always, but she wasn’t doing all of her normal choreography.

Elle: OMG!!! Daph, are you even alive right now???

Harper: Divaaaaaa! Are you okay?

I snorted at Harper’s message. She always called me “diva,” basically because she knew I wasn’t one. I took a deep breath as I typed my reply.

Me: I’m good, guys. I think I sprained my ankle in the fall, but besides that, I’m fine. Headed to the hospital to get checked out and check on Sam now. I could tell she was hurting pretty bad when she fell. I hate doing this, but someone’s losing their job over this shit.

Taylor: Oh, thank fuck. You’re okay. 

Me: T, Phoebs, and Reag, I’ll meet you guys back at the hotel in a little while. Hugh already called and told them to expect me at the hospital, so I don’t think it’ll take long. Probably just need my ankle wrapped and maybe get some prescription painkillers so I can still perform.

Reagan: Okay. Just let us know if you need us to come there. Love you!

[image: ]

“Sam,” I said as I walked into her hospital room. “I am so sorry, babe.”

“It’s not your fault,” Samantha sighed. She sounded exhausted, or maybe a little loopy from the pain meds. “Everything was working during the sound check. No one could have known the shit would hit the fan like that. Heard about your fall too. Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine. It’s just a sprain. Would you believe the boots I was wearing actually saved me because the high ankle stabilized it?” I chuckled. “But it’s ripped jeans and Chucks for a few shows while it heals.”

“Channeling your inner Avril Lavigne,” she snorted. “Nice.”

“What about you? What’d the doctor say?”

“Fractured elbow. I might need a few shows off until I can go without the pain meds,” she said apologetically. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t you dare apologize. Bailey and Willow can handle it by themselves. You take care of you. I might be canceling a couple of shows anyway. Until we can figure out what happened and why, I’m not putting anyone else’s safety at risk.”

“Hugh’s going to have your ass for that,” she reminded me.

“Well, he can kiss my ass. He’s not the one on the stage putting his life in the hands of the people who fucked up royally tonight.”

“Don’t say that. Knowing him, he might actually kiss your ass,” she chuckled.

I snorted. “True. Get some rest, Sam. Text me tomorrow, okay?”

“I will,” she promised. “Go put some ice on that ankle.”

I gave her a quick hug, then left and headed out the back entrance, where I’d come from, on my crutches. My ankle really was killing me. 

When I got outside, Hugh was waiting there with a private car.

“What’s the verdict, doll?” he asked as he opened the back door for me.

“Just a sprain. I can still perform, but I need to cut back on some of the stunts and choreography,” I told him as I sat down. “And no heels for a couple of weeks while it heals.”

“Thank God. I heard Sam’s going to need a few shows off, though.”

“Yeah, I just talked to her. I told her to take as much time as she needs.”

“That wasn’t your call to make,” he scolded me.

“She’s my backup singer. And my friend,” I reminded him. “And Bailey and Willow handled themselves great tonight without her. But we need to find out what happened and why.”

“I had security vetting everyone. I even personally sat in on most of the questioning. We can’t figure out who did this or why.”

I sighed and put my head in my hands. No one had been able to figure out what had gone wrong with the other two shows either, and who had been responsible for it. If we didn’t know who was responsible for this colossal fuck-up, there was only one thing I could think of to do. I hated even considering it because Lord knew times were tough right now. But I also couldn’t jeopardize not just my safety, but my band’s safety and my fans’ safety too. So I had no other choice.

“Hugh, I need you to listen to me,” I said, looking up at him. “There’s no changing my mind about this. I want new stagehands, a new tech crew, and a new security team. Give everyone we’re letting go two months’ pay as severance and make it clear that we’ll give them a stellar reference for future employers. If we don’t know who did this, just like we didn’t know who messed with the shows in London and Paris, I don’t know who to replace. So I’m replacing everyone who could have had anything to do with it. And until it’s done and the new people are trained, you are canceling all of my shows. We can reschedule them on the tail end of the tour or during breaks.”

“Do you have any idea how much that’s going to cost, Daphne?” 

“A whole hell of a lot less than an accidental death or dismemberment lawsuit if something worse happens,” I countered. “I’m not an idiot, Hugh. I hate doing this. I know how tough times are and I hate putting so many people out of jobs. But I have to consider my safety, my band’s safety, and my fans’ safety. And this is the only way I can think of to do that.”

He sighed. “Okay, doll. I’ll get it done. You’ll have new staff by the end of the week.”
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“I’ll see you soon, jelly bean,” I said to Arielle, holding her tight to my chest. “I love you to the moon and back. You know that, right?”

“I know,” she sniffled. “I love you too, Daddy. I wish you didn’t have to go.”

Damn, I felt like the shittiest father on the planet. I’d never left her for this long before. I’d taken security jobs out of town, but it was never for longer than a month or two at a time. Now, I’d be gone for four months. Then I got a month off before another four-month stint. I knew my sister and brother-in-law loved Arielle like their own, but it still felt all kinds of wrong to foist her off on them for this long.

“Me too, munchkin,” I told her. “But you know I’m taking this job because I love you, right?”

“Yeah, I know. And it’s with Daphne! Do you think you’ll get to meet her?”

I had to chuckle. At least being Daphne DeVille’s new head of security was going to get me some cool dad points. I swore, Arielle was the biggest Daphne DeVille fan on the planet.

“I think I’ll have to meet her, since I’m her new head of security,” I said.

“That’s so cool that you get to protect her!” she exclaimed.

Sure, if you called working for an entitled princess who threw a hissy fit and fired half her road crew for no reason cool. I’d seen the articles all over Facebook about how she’d just lost her shit and fired her techies, stagehands, and security team for no reason whatsoever. 

I was prepared for four months of pure hell, having to do shit like fetch her coffee…if I even lasted that long. And I wasn’t sure the pay, as good as it was, was worth the trade-off of having to be away from my daughter for so long.

My buddy Aaron had insisted that there was more to the story than what was in those articles, and that Daphne was actually really cool and laid-back. But Daphne was his girlfriend, Reagan’s, friend, not his friend. So he didn’t know her that well. He probably only knew the persona she put on for her fans.

But I’d have to work with her every day. I was sure I’d get to see the real Daphne. The one no one talked about. The one who did things like fire half her road crew on a whim.

“It is pretty cool,” I said with a smile, not wanting to shatter my daughter’s image of her idol. “Look, jelly bean, I’ve got to get going. But I promise I’ll FaceTime you later, okay?”

“Okay,” she said, giving me another hug. “Love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too, Ari,” I said, choking down the lump in my throat. “Be good for Aunt Rachel and Uncle Tim, okay?”

“I will,” she promised.

I let out a sigh as I walked out of Rachel’s guest bedroom and shut the door behind me. Rachel was standing there with a sympathetic smile on her face.

“You know we’ll take great care of her, right?” she said.

“I know. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you, Rach,” I told her as she walked me out of her house. “I hate leaving Ari for this long, but the pay for this gig is…”

“I get it, Ezra,” she assured me. “She’s a platinum recording artist. Between the pay and the way it’ll look on your résumé, you can’t afford not to take this job.”

“If I last that long. She threw a hissy fit and fired half her road crew. Aaron said she’s pretty laid-back and down-to-earth, but I’m not getting my hopes up. It’ll probably be hell,” I chuckled. “But at least I get cool dad points with Ari now.”

She laughed. “I’m sure what she doesn’t realize is that you’ll be spending very little time with Daphne.”

“Actually, I’ll probably be spending more time with her than you think. The company wants me to take lead on this.”

“Ezra, that’s amazing! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I just found out yesterday. The original guy backed out at the last minute because he didn’t want to be away from his family for so long. I guess I was the best available.”

“Don’t go selling yourself short like that,” she scolded me. “You’ll be great.”

“If I can deal with being stuck protecting a whiny, entitled princess,” I groaned. “Anyway, I’ve got to get out of here. I have to get to the office so we can head out, and I have to drop my car at Mom and Dad’s first. Our flight leaves in two hours. She sent a private jet for us.”

“Be safe and text me when you land in D.C.,” Rachel said, giving me a hug. “I promise Tim and I will take good care of Ari.”

I let out another sigh and headed back to my car. I really did hate leaving my daughter for months at a time like this, but I couldn’t take her with me.
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“Ready to meet our new slave driver?” I asked the guys as we got out of the van at the arena Daphne was performing in tonight.

“Don’t judge the girl before you’ve even met her, man,” Hector laughed.

“Normally I wouldn’t, but who fires half their road crew on a whim?” I countered.

“Maybe there was a good reason for it,” Garth said optimistically.

“I doubt that.” I opened the door and held it for the guys before walking in.

“You’re the guys from Eagle Security?” a short, thin man with brown hair and glasses that were way too big for his face asked as he walked up.

“That’s us,” I said.

“Which one of you is…Ezra Ramsay?”

“That would be me,” I told him.

“Hi, Ezra,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m Josh Griffin, Daphne’s tour manager. I work directly with her manager, Hugh Shapiro, who couldn’t join the tour.”

“Nice to meet you.” I shook his hand. “This is my team. Hector Gonzalez here is my number two, and this is Garth O’Brien, Frankie Edwards, Neil Yates, and Pete Banks.”

“Great to meet all of you. Sorry to ask you to come in when you just landed, but Daphne asked to meet with her new crew personally before sound check and the meet and greet. She’s pretty hands-on,” Josh explained.

“Likes everything a certain way?” I scoffed.

“No,” he said quickly. “Not at all. She’s super cool and easy to work with. I think she just wants to reassure all of you that your jobs are safe. She hated having to do what she did, but after what’s been happening at her shows and no one knowing who was responsible, she didn’t see another way to ensure her safety and her crew’s safety.”

“You might have to get me up to speed,” I admitted. “My daughter’s the Daphne DeVille fan, not me.”

The guys on my team snickered. They gave me a hard time for doting on Arielle so much—except for Hector, who was one of my closest friends and her surrogate uncle. But it was just me and her, so as far as I was concerned, it was just called being a good parent.

“Daph wanted to explain all of that to you herself, actually,” Josh told me. “But before I take you to meet her, I have non-disclosure agreements for you all to sign. You’re welcome to read over them, but they’re pretty standard. What happens behind the scenes stays behind the scenes. Just for her protection.”

“Understood. We’re used to NDAs,” I told him.

We quickly signed the papers, then handed them to Josh. He scanned over them, making sure we’d all signed and initialed where we were supposed to, and then put them in a manila envelope.

“Okay, looks good,” he announced. “Come with me. Daphne’s waiting in the green room.”

He led us into a large room with a bunch of cushioned chairs, tables, and televisions, plus air hockey and foosball tables. On one table in the middle of the room, there was a huge stack of pizza boxes, and the whole room smelled like pizza, which made my stomach growl. And sitting in one of the plush chairs off to the side was the rock star my daughter idolized.

Daphne was tiny, almost like a pixie. All of the professional pictures I’d seen of her showed a woman who had a commanding presence, just demanding the attention of everyone around her. Now, she looked almost timid. And, though she had a concert tonight, she was dressed in a dark gray hoodie, sweats, and sneakers, and had no makeup on. If it hadn’t been for that wavy, shoulder-length blonde hair with those famous pink highlights, I wouldn’t have even recognized her. Even though I’d already known what she looked like before walking into this room, I’d never seen a picture of her like this before. And I was blown away by her natural beauty.

“Daphne, the new security team’s here,” Josh said.

“Hey, guys.” Daphne smiled as she got up to greet us. She was a good four inches shorter than she looked in her pictures. “You can call me Daph. We’re not formal around here. I’m sorry, I’m horrible with names, so it might take me a little bit to put names with faces.”

“I’m Ezra Ramsay,” I introduced myself. “And I guess I’m your new head of security.”

“Nice to meet you, Ezra,” she said, grinning and shaking my hand.

The second my hand touched hers, it almost felt like an electric shock. I felt warmth flood through me where she’d touched me, like someone had just cranked the heat in the room up. I’d never experienced anything like it before.

“And this is my team,” I said, then introduced each team member.

Daphne was all smiles as she shook hands with everyone. Then she sighed. 

“Look, I know there have been some rumors flying around about why I did what I did, replacing half of my road crew,” she started. “So I want you guys to hear the truth from me. I hated doing what I did, but I didn’t see another option. At a few major shows recently, there have been serious equipment malfunctions. At my show in London, one of my guitarists got badly electrocuted by a faulty wire. At my show in Paris, a gate that was supposed to be a barrier between the stage and the audience collapsed and put five people in the hospital. And then at my show at Madison Square Garden, a couple of vital pieces of equipment were tampered with after we did the sound and equipment check, causing one of my backup singers to fall and fracture her elbow and me to fall from my harness and sprain my ankle. My manager, Hugh, personally questioned every person on the tour who would have had access to that equipment, and no one would admit to knowing anything about it. My intention was just to fire the people who were responsible, but when we couldn’t find out who those people were, my only other option was to replace everyone. So, here we are.

“I like to think I’m pretty easy to work with. I don’t ask for a lot and I don’t complain about much. But the one thing I ask is that you do your jobs correctly and that you don’t compromise my safety or my crew members’ safety. Otherwise, I’m looking forward to getting to know you guys and working with you. I know you just got in from a two-hour flight, so I ordered some pizzas for you. Feel free to dig in. There should be plenty for everyone.”

I was momentarily speechless. Why hadn’t any of this gotten out? I would have thought that something like someone tampering with equipment at a world-famous rock star’s concert would have been newsworthy. Aaron had told me there was more to the story, but I wondered why he hadn’t gone into more detail. Maybe he couldn’t for some reason? Maybe Reagan had told him and he wasn’t supposed to know at all, so he didn’t feel comfortable sharing it?

And the way she was talking to us, explaining everything, coupled with the fact that she’d gone out of her way to buy us lunch before we started working… It wasn’t at all what I’d been expecting when I’d walked into this room.

“We appreciate that, since we came here straight from the airport,” I managed to say.

“I know. I really appreciate you guys getting here on such short notice, so I didn’t have to cancel any more shows,” she said.

“It’s no problem. Anything we should know about your security protocol? Or is Josh going over that with us?” I asked.

“No, I’ll talk to you guys while you eat. Um, obviously, you’ll need to sweep the venues and my hotel rooms before I can go in. And I get escorted from whatever hotel we’re staying at to the venue for sound check and I stay at the venue until the show starts. I’ll need two or three of you for the VIP meet and greet. It doesn’t happen often, but some guys have tried to get a little frisky in the past. I don’t go into the audience during the show, so you’ll just need to have guys posted in either wing offstage in case someone gets a bug up their ass and tries to jump onstage or something. And then you’ll just coordinate with the venue security for what happens with security in the audience. I will let you know that I don’t care about people taking pictures or video. I don’t even really care about the flash on cameras. I can’t see it anyway, with the strobe lights and stage lights shining in my face. So if you see venue security giving someone a hard time about it, please stop them. The only other thing is that I do try to go out to sign autographs and take pictures for fans after all of my shows, weather permitting, and if that happens, I’ll need a couple of you with me.”

“Okay, can do,” I told her as I grabbed a couple of slices of pepperoni pizza and sat at a table.

So far, this wasn’t horrible. It was all pretty standard. And she got points in my book for signing autographs and taking pictures after her shows, not to mention for being cool about pictures and video at her shows. A lot of artists weren’t. I’d worked security for a couple of artists—a lot less famous than her—who literally made people put their phones in a locked bag when they walked in the door and go to designated areas if they needed to access them during the show.

“There’s one thing I need to ask you,” I continued after taking a bite. “Protocol at Eagle Security is to use a code name for you among the team, so if anyone hears us radioing to each other, it’s not immediately obvious that we’re talking about you. Do you have a preference as to what we call you?”

“As long as you’re not calling me ‘bitch’ or ‘hey you,’ I don’t care,” she laughed, revealing a cute set of dimples that I’d never seen in any pictures. “I’ll let you guys figure that out. Just let me know what you decide on, so I’m aware of it if I need to be.”

“Let Ari pick it,” Hector snickered with his mouth full.

I laughed. “Let her pick it and we’ll be stuck calling Daphne ‘fairy princess’ or some shit.”

“Who’s Ari?” Daphne asked, cocking her head slightly.

“My daughter, Arielle,” I explained. “She’s a huge fan of yours, actually.”

“Aww,” she giggled. “It would be adorable to let her pick the name out. You should. Does she know who you’re working with?”

“Yeah. Apparently I’m the coolest dad ever now,” I chuckled.

“What’s her shirt size?” Daphne asked. “I’ll put together a swag bag for her.”

Shit. The last thing I wanted was for her to think I was fishing for free stuff for my kid on my very first day.

“You don’t have to do that,” I mumbled, embarrassed. 

“I want to. No way in hell will we sell all the stuff anyway, and if she’ll appreciate it, I’m happy to give her some of it,” she insisted.

Again, I was blown away by her going out of her way to do something nice for my daughter. She’d never even met Arielle, and she’d known me for all of ten minutes. But then again, she probably did things like give away swag bags all the time. It was probably nothing to her.

“Kids’ medium,” I told her. “Thank you. She’ll be thrilled.”
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Half an hour before the VIP meet and greet, I was sitting outside Daphne’s dressing room. Since Daphne was getting dressed and I had some down time, I decided to see if I could FaceTime with Rachel so I could check in with Arielle.

“Hey, dude,” Rachel said by way of a greeting as her face showed up on my phone screen. “Slacking on the job on your first day?”

“I’m working,” I insisted. “I’m sitting right outside Daph’s dressing room. She’s getting ready for the VIP meet and greet, so I’ve got some down time. Thought I could check in with Ari.”

“Daph? Already? Getting pretty friendly with her,” she teased.

“She insisted on us calling her Daph. She’s way more laid-back than I expected. Actually really easy to work with so far. Anyway, is Ari around?” I asked.

“Yeah. Give me a second.” She walked out of the living room and down the hall to her spare bedroom, where Arielle was staying. “Ari, your dad’s on FaceTime. He wanted to check in with you while he had a few minutes.”

“Really?” came Arielle’s voice.

“Really,” Rachel chuckled. “Here you go, sweet pea.”

There was a scuffle as the phone was changing hands, and then I saw my favorite face in the world. My daughter’s face. The one face that had the power to make even the absolute worst day better just by smiling at me.

“Hey, jelly bean,” I said, smiling at her. “You behaving for Aunt Rach and Uncle Tim?”

“Yeah. Did you meet Daphne?”

“I did. She’s nice. I actually think she might be putting together some stuff for me to send to you. But I just wanted to FaceTime you while I have a few minutes. I’m about to take Daphne to meet the people who have VIP tickets.”

“Oh. Okay. I miss you, Daddy.”

“I miss you too,” I said, feeling my eyes sting a little.

I wanted to see a real smile on Arielle’s face before we got off this call, so I made a decision on the spur of the moment. I hadn’t actually planned on letting her pick Daphne’s code name, but if her suggestion wasn’t too horrible, we could run with it, I supposed. And I knew Arielle would love getting to be involved.

“Hey, my team and I have a very important job for you. We need a secret name for Daphne, for when we’re talking about her on our radios. Uncle Hector said we should let you pick it, since you’re such a big fan.”

“Angel,” she said immediately. “From my favorite song. ‘Queen of the Angels.’”

That…actually wasn’t terrible.

“Okay,” I chuckled. “Angel, it is. Hey, I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

“Okay,” she sighed. “Bye, Daddy.”

“Bye, munchkin,” I said, then ended the call.

I put my phone in my pocket and looked over to find Daphne standing next to me. I immediately stood up and cleared my throat. Great. I’d been caught slacking on the job on my first day.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“Don’t apologize,” she said with a smile. “That was your daughter, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah. She’s staying with my sister while I’m on the tour.”

“It’s just the two of you?” she asked.

I nodded.

“How old is she? Oh, my God. I’m sorry. I can’t believe I just asked you that when we barely know each other. I swear, I’m not a creeper. I just want to get to know you a little, since we’re going to be spending a lot of time together. The whole crew is kind of like one big family, and other than my band, you’re going to be the ones I’m working the closest with, so…”

I smiled. I would never have expected her to be a rambler, but it was kind of adorable. 

“It’s okay,” I told her. “She’s eight.”

“You don’t look old enough to have an eight-year-old daughter,” she chuckled.

“I was seventeen when she was born,” I admitted without even thinking.

Why in the hell had I just told her that? It wasn’t like I tried to hide my age (or Arielle’s age), but I also didn’t usually admit to perfect strangers that I’d been a sad statistic thanks to a broken condom. 

And that was what Daphne was to me. A stranger. I hadn’t even known her for an entire day yet. 

“Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“I’m sorry for dumping it on you like that. That’s not usually something I share with strangers.”

“Guess we’re not strangers anymore, then. Can I ask what happened with her mom? It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

“Well, you already know that much,” I sighed. “We were both seniors in high school. Katelynn wanted to keep the baby, so we tried to make it work. But then she left when Ari was one, and I couldn’t put Ari up for adoption. I loved her too much. So it’s just been the two of us since then. I was going to go to school for law enforcement, but then I had to provide for her, so I got into security instead.”

Daphne smiled. “You’re a good dad. I can tell. Do you have a picture of her? Jesus! That’s even more of a creeper thing to ask than how old she is.”

I laughed. “No, it’s not. Here.”

I showed her the home screen picture on my phone, which was a selfie I’d taken of us at the park a week ago. Her long brown hair was a mess because it was windy as hell that day, but I loved the picture because her brown eyes—one of the few features she had that came from me—were shining bright and she was grinning from ear to ear, showing off her missing canine tooth.

“Oh, my God! Look at her with that missing tooth!” she giggled.

“Yep. She was a happy camper that day because the tooth fairy was awesome and brought her your new album. I felt bad because the darn thing was hanging on by a thread, but it just wasn’t coming out, so we had to yank it. Figured she’d earned a good gift for that one instead of just a couple of bucks,” I chuckled.

“Aww, poor thing. She’s adorable. Um, anyway, I hate to cut this short, but it’s almost time for the meet and greet.”

“I know. Let’s roll,” I said, heading toward the stage. “Oh, by the way, apparently your code name is Angel.”

“Angel? That’s what she picked?”

“Yep. Her favorite song is ‘Queen of the Angels.’”

“That’s so cute. I love it,” she said, grinning and showing off those cute dimples again.

As we walked to the place where the meet and greet was being held and I saw her personally greet every person we passed and even take a few minutes to talk to one of her backup singers—I guessed the one who had been injured at her last show, based on the cast on her arm—I realized that the diva I’d built up in my mind didn’t exist. 

Maybe the next four months wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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“Anything unusual we should know about the meet and greets?” Ezra asked me as we got to the designated area.

Another guy from his team—whose name I felt awful for not remembering yet—was standing outside the door waiting for us.

“Not super unusual. I don’t mind giving hugs, but if someone tries to get too handsy with me, stop them,” I told both of them. “And I also don’t mind retaking pictures if they say it didn’t come out good. They paid good money for the VIP tickets and the professional photo op, so I want to make sure they have a good picture. Other than that, just make sure no one tries to kiss me or grab my boobs or my ass.”

Ezra chuckled as he held the door to the room open for me. “You’re not what I expected.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What did you expect?”

“Honestly?”

“Let me guess. A high-maintenance diva who treated everyone around her like her personal slaves?”

His warm brown eyes darted downward, like he was trying to avoid my gaze, and he stuck his hands in his pockets. For the first time since I’d met him, he seemed unsure of himself, like he was nervous around me.

“I get it,” I assured him. “If I’d read the articles that have been flying around online, I would have thought the same thing. But if you ever think I’m acting like that, please don’t be afraid to tell me and take me down a peg or two. Because that’s not who I want to be. I hated putting all of those people out of jobs.”

“But you did it anyway,” he muttered, then sucked in a breath of air. “Shit. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay,” I cut him off, putting a hand on his arm and trying not to notice how his bicep flexed under my palm. “I understand where you’re coming from. A lot of those people had families to support, just like you have your daughter. That’s why I gave every single person I let go two months’ pay as severance and made it clear that we’d give them a good reference for whatever jobs they applied for. I have friends who are just barely getting by, and I’d never want to be the reason someone ends up on the street. I just honestly didn’t feel like I had another choice, because at the end of the day, keeping that crew was putting people’s safety on the line.”

“Why didn’t any of that get out? Why didn’t you release a statement?” he asked.

“I wanted to,” I sighed, sinking down into a chair. “Hugh and Josh both said it would be best not to. They said that drawing attention to it would just make it worse, not better. I pay them for advice like that, so I’m following their lead.”

“All due respect? I don’t think it was good advice. Because the Daphne DeVille I just met isn’t the Daphne DeVille all of those articles are portraying. You have a lot of kids—and adults, for that matter—who look up to you, and right now, what they’re reading is shattering the image of you that they’ve built up in their heads. I’m not trying to tell you what to do, but that’s coming from someone who would never have let his daughter meet the woman he read about online, but would love for her to meet the woman I’m talking to right now.”

I smiled. “I hope I can meet your daughter someday. She seems like a sweetheart. And I’ll talk to my PR rep and tell him I want to release a statement anyway. You’re right. Hugh and Josh are good at their jobs, but I think sometimes they forget that there are actual flesh-and-blood human beings reading stuff like those articles.”

Our eyes met, and I couldn’t quite decipher what I saw in his gaze. It was almost like he was trying to find the real me. Who I was beneath the celebrity exterior. And, for some reason I couldn’t explain, I wanted to let him see that version of me. I had no idea why. I’d known him for less than three hours and all I knew about him was that he was a single dad with an eight-year-old daughter that he obviously loved to pieces. But I couldn’t deny the pull I felt toward him if I tried.

“Anyway, you ready to meet your adoring fans?” he asked, giving me a playful smirk.

I liked Ezra already. My last lead security officer was a man old enough to be my father, and he was as bland and dull as dry white toast. I’d spent the past three years and six tours trying to get to know him, and the most I’d ever gotten out of him was that he had a wife, three kids, and five grandkids. I didn’t even know their names, and it wasn’t because I was awful with names. And with as much time as I spent with my security officers, I wanted to have some sort of relationship with them.

“Absolutely,” I told him.

He left, and a few minutes later, I heard him talking to the VIP ticket holders. 

“Remember, Daphne is a person, just like you. So, please respect her personal space. She doesn’t mind hugs, but gentlemen, her shoulders are here, not here or here.”

I couldn’t help giggling at that. I could just picture him gesturing to his shoulders, and then to his chest and his butt.

“And just remember, everyone else here paid for this privilege, same as you. So please be respectful and wait your turn. Daphne does have the right to ask any of you to leave if you’re making her uncomfortable.”

The door opened, and Ezra escorted the first VIPs in, a pair of girls. I took a breath and pasted a smile on my face. Showtime.
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“Okay, we just have one more person,” Ezra announced.

“Okay,” I said, keeping the smile on my face.

“You look tired,” he noted.

“Is that a polite way of telling me I look like shit?” I chuckled.

“No!” he said quickly. “Not at all. I just meant…”

I laughed. “I’m kidding. I am exhausted. Even though I got a few days off while we were getting the new techies and stagehands trained, it’s still been a long couple of months. Madison Square Garden was my first show back in the States after I got done with the European leg of the tour. I was supposed to be playing three shows there because the first one sold out within like two hours and they asked me if I was okay adding a couple more shows to fill the demand, but I had to reschedule them for a week when I was supposed to have a break. So I’m not even getting another break until that month off. Jesus. Sorry. I ramble sometimes. Feel free to tell me to shut up any time you want. Go ahead and bring the last person in.”

He smiled, then walked back out. 

When he re-entered with the last person who had been waiting to see me, my chest tightened and the blood in my veins turned to ice water. I wanted to scream or run or at least give some sort of indication to Ezra that I had no desire to be on the same continent as this person, let alone in the same room, but I couldn’t. I was just frozen there like a statue as the Ghost of Relationship Past stalked closer and closer to me.

“Daph,” Chad drawled, the creepy grin that had haunted so many nightmares spreading across his face. “Long time, no see.”

“Chad,” I choked out. “What are you doing here?”

“I bought a ticket. Since apparently you’re too important to answer my calls now,” he scoffed as he walked up to me and hooked an arm around my neck. “Did you really think you’d get rid of me that easily, kitten?”

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. I was suspended in time, in horror, as my ex-boyfriend stood there with his arm around me. It had been four damn years since I’d left him, and the terror now was just as fresh as it had been that night.

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to come with me,” I heard a voice I didn’t recognize saying.

“Oh, it’s okay. We go way back. Don’t we, Daph?”

“Get out,” I managed to squeak.

“I paid good money to see you, Daph. So I’m going to get my money’s worth,” Chad insisted.

He pulled me even closer to him and yanked my face around, crashing his lips on mine. Finally, my brain kicked into gear, and I tried to shove him off, but it was useless. He was too strong, and he continued to suffocate me as he plunged his tongue into my mouth. I felt someone yanking on him, trying to get him off of me, but he was fighting back, clinging to me with all his strength. So I did the only thing I could think of. I bit his tongue as hard as I could.

“What the fuck, Daph?” he growled as he backed away.

I saw two pairs of feet approaching, and each of them got on opposite sides of Chad. They started leading him away, but I couldn’t make myself look up to see who had come to my rescue. I couldn’t look at him again.

“You need to come with us now, sir,” I heard that same unfamiliar voice saying.

I was still incapable of looking up, but the two people continued to lead Chad out of the room.

“Oh, come on, kitten. You loved every second of it. There were lots of things you pretended not to love, but you and I both know you miss it,” Chad taunted, and then I heard the door shutting.

As soon as I was alone, I collapsed to my knees, unable to stand anymore. My breath came in short gasps as tears clouded my vision, and I felt like there was an invisible hand clutching my heart, making it beat erratically.

I knew Chad’s family were politicians here in D.C., but I never thought in a million years that he’d go so far as to pay the amount of money I knew the record company charged for my VIP tickets just to come back and haunt me. Especially not with all the security at my shows. Why? He had to know I would just send him right back out the door, and blacklist him from ever buying a ticket in the future.

“Daphne? Hey, it’s okay. He’s gone. You’re safe now,” I heard a soothing voice say.

I tried to breathe, but I still could only manage small gasps of air.

“Deep breaths. In through your nose, out through your mouth,” the man encouraged.

I tried to obey, and I managed something that was slightly more like an actual breath. The man in front of me took a deep inhale through his nose and then let it out slowly through his mouth, and I tried to match my breaths to his.

“That’s it,” he praised me. “Just keep breathing. You’ve got this. Can you look at me, Daphne?”

I forced myself to raise my head and found myself looking into the anguished eyes of my new security guard. What was his name? Something that started with E. Emilio? Elijah? Edward? No, wait. Ezra. That was it.

For the first time, I allowed myself to really look at him. I took note of his strong jawline, tanned complexion, and the dark scruff that was too prominent to be considered a five o’clock shadow, but not long enough to be considered a beard. And those eyes. Dear God, those gorgeous brown eyes. I could get lost in them for days. Not to mention his toned, muscular build that seemed to burst out of the dark t-shirt and cargo pants he was wearing. He was seriously gorgeous.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t get him off of you sooner,” he said, sounding genuinely remorseful. “I shouldn’t underestimate people’s strength like that. I’ll make sure I have a second person in here with me for your meet and greets in the future. If I even still have a job after that piss-poor performance. I’m so sorry.”

I snapped out of my shameless ogling. The poor guy was probably shaking in his boots, worried I was going to send him right back out the door. But it wasn’t his fault that Chad was probably still juicing, just like he had in college.

“It’s not your fault,” I managed to say. “He…he took steroids. When I knew him.”

“Ex-boyfriend?” he guessed.

I nodded.

“Why wasn’t he blacklisted from your concerts?” he asked. “Not that I’m blaming you for what just happened. I’m just curious.”

“I haven’t even seen him since I broke up with him in college,” I explained, sniffling. “The thought of him buying a ticket to one of my shows honestly never even occurred to me. He never came to see a single one of my gigs when we were dating. But I’ll get Hugh on it as soon as I can make my hands stop shaking enough to make the call.”

“Do you want me to call the police? That was sexual assault, Daphne. You could press charges,” he pointed out.

I pondered it for a second. It would serve the asshole right. But I knew I didn’t need another scandal. Not right on the tail of this last one. As long as he’d been thrown out tonight and I could get him blacklisted from coming to any more shows, I didn’t care about him going to jail.

“He’s gone, right?” I asked.

“Yeah. Hector and Garth dragged him out and made it clear that he’s not allowed back in. I snapped a picture of him before I came back in, and I’m going to send it to all of my guys, and have one of them posted in the VIP section tonight in case he tries to get past the venue security. He’s not getting back into this arena tonight, I promise you.”

“Then don’t call the cops. I hate to sound like my asshole of a manager, but I don’t need another scandal. Not after I just replaced half of my road crew,” I sighed.

He chuckled weakly. “Okay. It’s your choice. Can I get you anything? Water? Something to snack on?”

I shook my head. “I’m sorry he showed up on your first day. Not the best way to start a job. I promise, it’s usually way less exciting than that.”

“Nothing like just jumping in with both feet to let you get a feel for the job, though,” he said, one corner of his mouth turning up in a half-smile.

I snorted. “Pulling my juiced-up abusive ex off me isn’t jumping in with both feet. It’s getting thrown from the boat into shark-infested waters.”

“Well, I like to think I’m a pretty good swimmer, either way.”

“You are,” I sniffled. “Thanks. For helping me. Um, would you mind walking me back to my dressing room? I know you still have to finish your sweep before we open the doors.”

“My team can handle it,” he said with a kind smile. “Come on.”

Ezra helped me stand back up and then opened the door for me. The other guy who had been stationed outside the room gave me a concerned look.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “Still a little freaked out, but I’ll be okay. Thanks for your help.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” he said.

“I’ll be back to help finish the sweep in a few, Garth. I’m going to take Daphne back to her dressing room,” Ezra said.

Garth. The blond guy with the goatee was Garth. Blond, goatee, Garth. I repeated that in my head a few times, like a mantra, hoping his name would stick in my memory.
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My heart leapt into my throat when Ezra and I walked back into my dressing room. Sitting there on the vanity was a huge gift bag with a card leaning on it.

No. I couldn’t handle this. Not after Chad. I couldn’t deal with another creepy gift too.

“Everything okay, Daph?” Ezra asked me.

I tore my eyes away from the gift bag and looked at him. Again, he looked genuinely concerned.

“That wasn’t here when I left,” I whispered.

“Give me a second,” he said, then pulled his radio off his belt and spoke into it. “Ramsay to Team Angel.”

“Gonzalez here. Go ahead,” came Hector’s voice. That was an easy one to remember, because he was the only Hispanic guy on the team.

“Angel and I just got back to the dressing room, and there’s a gift bag on her vanity. She said it wasn’t here when she left. Anyone know where it came from?” Ezra asked.

“Yates to Ramsay. Josh dropped that in her room while she was at the meet and greet. Said it was a delivery from a friend,” someone else said.

“Ten-four. Thanks, Neil,” Ezra said. He put his radio back on his belt and turned to me. “Want me to stay while you open it? Make sure it’s nothing bad?”

I nodded. “I’d appreciate it. Right before my last show, I got a super creepy note with some roses. I just want to make sure it’s not something like that.”

“No problem,” he assured me with another of his gorgeous smiles.

I took a deep breath as I opened the card, and then I immediately sighed in relief. It really was from a friend. Actually, more than one friend.

 

Daph,

Just a little something to remind you we love you. Go kick arse at your first show back. Wish we could be there for real, but since we can’t be, we sent this little guy in our place. We named him Michael. You know, the King of the Angels, to go with our Queen of the Angels.

Xoxo,

Taylor, Olivia, Phoebe, Dahlia, Harper, Elle, and Reagan

 

I chuckled as I read the note. Obviously, Taylor had been the one to write it, or at least had input on it, since the word “arse” had made an appearance.

“It really is from a friend. More than one, actually,” I sniffled as a couple of tears stung my eyes. “My best friends.”

Upon opening the gift, I could definitely tell Taylor had something to do with picking it too, because there was real Cadbury and Galaxy chocolate in it, accompanied by an adorable stuffed elephant (my favorite animal).

“Is that…European chocolate?” Ezra asked as I pulled the candy out of the bag.

“English, actually. My best friend, Taylor, is from England. He still has family there and they send him good chocolate on the regular. He’s the one good thing that came out of my relationship with Chad.”

“One of Chad’s friends?”

I snorted. “No. Definitely not. Um, I walked in on Chad…with Taylor. Taylor was obviously beyond drunk, and they were half-undressed. Chad was clearly into it, but the second I found my voice and asked what the hell was going on, it was like a switch flipped and he just turned into this raging lunatic, blaming Taylor for the whole thing and calling him a faggot. Then he punched him in the face and tossed him out of the apartment. Again, he was obviously juicing, because Taylor’s not a small guy, but he was just throwing him around like a rag doll. I told Chad to go fuck himself and dumped his ass. I should have left him the first time he left a bruise on my arm from dragging me out of a party, but it took seeing him cheating with my own two eyes to make me realize what an asshole he was.”

“And you stayed friends with Taylor after walking in on him with your boyfriend?” Ezra questioned, raising an eyebrow.

I laughed, sniffling a little, as I sat down at my vanity. I knew that made absolutely no sense to anyone who didn’t know the whole story.

“I know how it sounds,” I told him. “Um, that wasn’t the end of it. Taylor played football at our college, and Chad started spreading rumors about him, telling anyone who would listen about how Taylor took advantage of him. There were even stories flying around about Taylor slipping him a roofie. His entire team turned against him, and soon it was pretty much the whole school. He told me later that he got beaten up more than once too. 

“But I saw it and I knew that wasn’t how it went down. The look on Taylor’s face that night…it was more than just being embarrassed that they got caught. He was terrified. Of Chad, yes, but also of what happened in general. I could tell he was still figuring himself out, and Chad took advantage of that. I knew how that felt, because I remembered that feeling when I was coming to terms with being bi. There was a girl in high school who took advantage of that, made out with me, and then told the whole school.

“Anyway, I saw Taylor in the library at our college one day and I could tell he needed a friend. He needed just one person on that whole campus who knew the truth. So I went over to talk to him. And we just clicked. I know it’s the weirdest story ever, but it doesn’t even matter how we met now. He’s my person, you know? The one person I can talk to about absolutely anything. I mean, I can talk to that whole group who sent the gift, but I’ve always been the closest with T.”

I didn’t know why I’d just told Ezra all of that. But somehow, it didn’t feel wrong. Maybe because he’d been so sweet after I’d had my panic attack. Or maybe because he’d told me about his daughter and her mom earlier. But, again, I felt an inexplicable pull to him that I couldn’t deny.

“You’re lucky to have such good friends,” Ezra said, looking a little sad. “I lost most of mine when I became a dad at seventeen. They all wanted to go out and party, and I had Arielle to watch. Honestly, the guys on my team are my closest friends. And your friend Aaron too.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” I said, smiling. “They seem like good guys. And I know Aaron’s a good guy. He’s been really good for Reagan.”

“They are good guys. And I swear to God, we’re going to do a better job of making sure no one else hurts you,” he said, sorrow lacing his voice. “Anyway, I should get out there and help them finish the sweep. Are you okay now?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” I assured him. “Thanks for everything.”

Ezra left, and I grabbed my phone. The first thing I saw was a text from Hugh.

Hugh: Everything going okay at your first show back, doll?

I rolled my eyes as I backed out of the text and opened the group chat with my friends.

Me: So, I got a bunch of English chocolate and an adorable stuffed elephant named Michael delivered to my dressing room today. Any of you know anything about that?

Reagan: Nope. Not a thing. *angel halo emoji*

Phoebe: I think you’ve finally lost it, Daph. *laughing crying emoji*

Dahlia: *Chris Farley shrugging and saying “no idea” GIF*

Taylor: Yeah, what’s this English chocolate you speak of?

I giggled as I typed my response.

Me: Hate to break it to you, Phoebe, but I lost “it” back in high school. ;-)

Me: Seriously, thank you guys. I needed it today. Chad showed up at my meet and greet and kissed me. I think he was juicing, because it took two of my new security guards to pull him off of me.

Olivia: Chad? As in your asshole ex, Chad?

Me: Yep.

Elle: Ewwww! Doesn’t he realize you’d rather screw a rusty nail than him ever again?

Harper: Aww! He wanted to get his little dicklett wet.

Harper: *five-second video of her wiggling her pinky finger around*

I snorted. Harper was hilarious. I never knew what was going to come out of her mouth. Or appear in this chat.

Taylor: Fucking Chad! Hope you cut the arsehole’s fucking dick off before you threw him out.

Reagan: You okay after that?

Me: Yeah, I’m okay. My new head of security talked me through the panic attack I had and made sure I got back to my dressing room in one piece. And then I saw the yummy chocolate and my new buddy Michael. You guys are the best.

Reagan: It’s because we love you. *kiss emoji*

Me: In other news…holy shit, is my new head of security hot. I’m in so much trouble.

Harper: Go on…

Harper: *Blanche from Golden Girls eating popcorn GIF*

Taylor: Got a photo for us to drool over?

Me: And I’d be able to explain taking it how?

Olivia: Who said he has to know you took it? Smile, hottie! You’re on candid camera!

I almost spit out the drink of water I’d taken laughing at Olivia’s message. I supposed I could try to get a picture for these crazy ladies (and one gay gent) to drool over.

Reagan: My man’s friends are all fiiiiiine! But no, I don’t have a pic of this one to share. We’ll have to rely on Daph.

Dahlia: What’s his name?

Me: Ezra.

Phoebe: Damn, bitch. Even his name is sexy as fuck. I hate you a little right now.

Me: *laughing crying emoji* Love you too. And I’ll try to sneak a pic for you guys at some point soon. Anyway, I’m going to set an alarm and try to catch a cat nap before the show. Panic attacks are exhausting.

Olivia: *Sully from Monsters, Inc. hugging Boo GIF*

Dahlia: *monkeys hugging GIF*

Taylor: *Ezra Fitz and Aria Montgomery from Pretty Little Liars hugging GIF*

Elle: Get some rest, Daph. We’re here if you need us.
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“I’m still waiting for a picture of Mr. Hot Stuff,” Taylor whined over the phone. “It’s been over a week! Why are you holding out on me? Fuck, even Alex wants to see him!”

I laughed. “Sorry. I haven’t had a chance to take a picture without him knowing. Usually when I’m with him, he’s paying pretty close attention to me. You know, like he’s getting paid to do.”

“It’s because he can’t take his eyes off you, you sexy thang,” he teased.

I couldn’t help it. I was one of those people who had to start singing when they heard anything that even remotely sounded like a song lyric. So, I started singing Hot Chocolate’s “You Sexy Thing,” which made Taylor laugh.

“Nerrrrrrd,” he cackled.

“Says the gamer,” I giggled. “You’re one to talk, Yulashin.”

Yulashin, a female elf warrior, was his character in an online role-playing game called Everquest 2. He played a lot with Elle, one of my friends from college who basically lived on her computer. Surprisingly, they actually met through the game, even though they had speech class together at Ashview University before he dropped out.

“Don’t bring her into this! At least I own my nerdiness. You’re still in denial.”

“I’m a rock star. I’m too cool to be a nerd,” I quipped.

He chuckled. “Don’t let your head get too big, babe. It won’t fit through the door.”

“It fits through the door just fine, thank you very much,” I informed him as I walked out of my dressing room for sound check. “So, how’s my sweet girl, Penny?”

Penny was Taylor’s baby sister, and through a series of absolutely awful circumstances, Taylor and his fiancé, Alex, had ended up taking her in. She was two years old and the light of his life. And the most adorable kid in the whole world.

“She’s good. Growing up so fast. And misses her Auntie D. She still adores the elephant stuffie you gave her. Insists on calling it Affie.”

I choked on a sob. I hated that I missed so much of my friends’ lives. And I hated that I was missing watching my adopted niece grow up. I really needed to talk to Hugh about getting some down time after this tour.

“Aww! Tell her to stop growing, damn it! I don’t see her enough as it is,” I said, unable to stop my voice from breaking. “Is she there?”

“Sorry. Alex is giving her a bath right now. Though it’s more likely the other way around. I swear, that girl gets more water out of the tub than in it.”

I chuckled weakly. “It’s okay. I’ll talk to her tomorrow. Maybe I can FaceTime with you and see her for a minute.”

“Yeah, for sure. If you call early enough, you can catch Alex before he leaves for work, too,” he told me.

“I’ll set my alarm just for him,” I promised. “I haven’t talked to him in forever. Anyway, I’ve got to get going, babe. I need to get to the sound check.”

I felt a pair of arms hug my shoulders, and given that one of them was way harder than normal, it didn’t take a genius to figure out that it was Samantha and the hard arm was her casted arm. I turned around for a real hug and kissed her cheek.

“Hey, T, Sam’s here. Want to say hi to her in your sexy British accent before I let you go?” I teased. 

Samantha giggled; she loved Taylor’s accent. I did too, but after being friends with him for so long, I only really noticed it when he said certain words.

“I have a sexy British accent? Sure, put her on,” he laughed.

I put the call on speakerphone. “Okay, T, you’re on speaker.”

“All right, love? How’s tricks? Bloody hell, bollocks, and all that. There. British enough for you?” Taylor said, laying his accent on extra thick.

I laughed so hard I started crying, and Samantha’s giggles turned into full-blown laughter too.

“Yep,” she said when she could talk again. “Too bad you’re not straight. Otherwise I’d make you fall in love with my awesome Boston accent. Pahk the cah in the yahd.”

He laughed. “Sorry, love. Maybe if you were a bloke, you’d have a fighting chance.”

She mock sighed. “All the good ones, I’m telling you. Either taken, gay, or fictional characters.”

“T’s gay and taken. Double whammy,” I giggled. “Anyway, I’ll talk to you tomorrow, T. Give Alex and Penny hugs for me.”

“Will do,” he promised. “Love you, D.”

“Love you too.”

I hung up and noticed that I’d gotten a text while I was talking to Taylor, so I checked it.

Hugh: You okay, doll? How’s the tour? Haven’t heard from you in a while.

I sighed and slid my phone into my jeans pocket. He should have known how the tour was going, because Josh was supposed to be keeping in touch with him. 

Then I turned to Samantha, who, besides my friends from college, was one of my closest friends.

“How’s the arm holding up, babe?” I asked.

“It’s okay,” she sighed, tucking a lock of her long brown hair behind her ear with her good hand. “Still kind of hurts, but I can live with it. It’s more annoying than anything, since it’s casted at this awkward angle. Makes washing my hair a bitch.”

“I can imagine. At least they gave you a waterproof cast,” I said optimistically.

“No joke. I can’t even imagine if I couldn’t take a shower! Especially with all the dancing we do during the show.”

“Right?” I agreed. “Anyway, ready for sound check?”

“Born ready. Let’s do it.”

We started to walk toward the stage, and we passed Ezra doing his first sweep.

“Hey, Ezra,” I said with a smile.

“Hi, ladies,” he said with a nod.

“See you in a couple of hours,” I told him.

He just nodded again, and I shook my head. He was a nice guy, and we did talk sometimes, but when he was in the middle of doing his job, I knew better than to try to have a conversation with him.

“Okay, if you’re not going to say it, I am. That man is H-O-T, hot,” Samantha giggled when he was out of earshot.

“Don’t I know it?” I groaned. “He’s also my security guard.”

“So? Doesn’t mean you can’t mix business with pleasure.”

“Yeah, no thanks. What happens when it doesn’t work out and I still have to see him every day?”

“Okay, first of all, hi. I’m Sam Reynolds, the girl who’s eaten your pussy more than once, yet still somehow manages to stay friends with you and do her job in your band just fine.”

I doubled over laughing. She was insane. But she also wasn’t wrong. She and I were friends first, with very occasional benefits. And we had a mutual understanding that if one of us ended up in a relationship, it would stop.

“And second of all, who says it’s not going to work out? What if it turns out to be something amazing?”

“Right,” I scoffed. “Because my Prince Charming’s going to turn out to be a sexy-as-sin security guard I literally just met a week and a half ago.”

“Why can’t he be? I know you’ve been screwed over more times than you can count. By that girl in high school, by your boyfriend in college, and then by Blaine Bates.”

“Ugh! Can we not talk about Blaine?” I groaned. “Eight months later and I still haven’t gotten over that. And I had to go to his damn movie premiere last month. Fly back in from freaking Belfast for one day just to make nice with him after he left me for his co-star. All because I recorded that duet with Mikey Ecosta for the end credits.”

“We’re not talking about Blaine. We’re talking about the new man candy who’s working for us now. And have you gotten a load of Garth, too? Hello, gorgeous!” She fanned herself. “I think you should give one of them a shot.”

“They’re all yours, babe,” I chuckled as we got to the stage. “I’m good over here keeping things friendly, but professional.”
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“Hey, Daph, we’re sending someone over to the Panera down the street for dinner. Want anything?” Samantha asked just as Ezra and I were getting back to my dressing room from the meet and greet.

“Actually, yeah. I’d kill for a Bacon Turkey Bravo with an apple and a green tea,” I told her. “Thanks. And hang tight for a minute. I’ll get a hold of Josh before you go so he can call ahead and put it on my card.”

“You sure?” she questioned.

“When do I not pay for everyone when I’m in on the order?” I reminded her.

“You pay for it half the time when you’re not ordering something too. You realize we all love you anyway, right?”

“I know. I just like to be able to do stuff like this for you guys. You all do so much for me, and this is a way I can say thank you for being so awesome,” I insisted.

“Wow. A woman in the entertainment industry who actually eats real food?” Ezra teased.

“You do realize I’ll burn most of the calories dancing tonight, right?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

“That’s not a bad thing. I’m impressed,” he said. “I expected you to be one of those girls who orders a salad and then takes like three bites and claims to be full. I don’t think I’ve actually seen you eat at all this week.”

“Because I’m so tiny? I got blessed with a fast metabolism. Doesn’t mean I don’t like to eat. You’ve just been busy working when I have breaks. Speaking of, do you and your guys want in on dinner? Like I said, it’s on me.”

After Ezra radioed his team and got their orders, I called Josh and had him call ahead for the whole crew and give them the card number. It was always hilarious when they questioned that it was really me and then I had to talk to the person on the other end of the phone. Most of the time, it turned out to be a fan who just wanted to say they got to talk to me on the phone. And that was what happened this time. Not that I minded.

“Sam, come hang out in my dressing room while I’m doing my makeup. We’ve barely gotten ten minutes together since you came back to work,” I said once I got off the phone with Josh and the restaurant.

“It’s still so weird to me that you do your own makeup. Even after four years,” she remarked as we walked in.

“I hate people sticking shit in my eyes. If someone’s going to be applying stuff like mascara and eyeliner to my face, it’s going to be me,” I reminded her, and then I froze in my tracks as my heart started to race and my breathing accelerated.

Sitting on my vanity was a Victoria’s Secret bag with a card leaning against it. And I knew for a fact that my friends would never have bought me anything from there, even as a joke. 

My stalker was still out there, even after I’d fired half of my crew, including my old security team. I’d put all of those people out of jobs for nothing.

I rushed back to my door, and Ezra was already a good fifty feet away.

“Ezra!” I called.

He turned around.

“Come back here for a second,” I told him.

He jogged back, and I asked him to come into the room. I didn’t want to do this in front of everyone, but I needed answers.

“Can you ask your team where this came from?” I asked. “Please?”

He sighed. “I’m going to guess that one’s not from your friends.”

“Nope,” I agreed. “Definitely not.”

This time, when he radioed to his team, no one had any idea where it had come from. No one had seen it get dropped off, which told me that someone had made sure to do it while they were all doing a sweep. And that meant that whoever it was had to know when they did their sweeps. Which narrowed it down to…pretty much anyone on this crew.

“I hate to be the person who asks this, but are you going to open it, Daph?” Samantha said in a small voice.

I took a deep breath.  Part of me didn’t want to open it. But I knew I needed to. So I clenched my fist to stop the slight tremors and then opened the card.

 

Here’s a reward for being such a good girl. I know you’ll look so sexy when you put this on for me. I can’t wait to see you in it soon, when we’re finally together like we’re supposed to be.

 

I felt bile rise in my throat and I swallowed it back down as I pulled the contents from the gift bag. As I expected, it was lingerie. And, actually, if it hadn’t been creepily delivered to me, it might have been something I would have picked out. It was a gray, lacy thong with a matching bra and teddy. But the creepiest part about all of this was that it was my exact size, and with my small frame and bigger boobs, the chances of that being a lucky guess were slim to none. Had someone snuck into my hotel room and gotten my bra size?

The bile rose again, and this time there was no stopping it.

“Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” I gasped, quickly grabbing the trash can from next to my vanity so I could puke into it.

Samantha rubbed my back and handed me a bottle of water from the mini fridge in the room. I gratefully accepted it and took a few drinks to get the taste out of my mouth. I put everything into the Victoria’s Secret bag and started to throw it out.

“Wait,” Ezra said. “We might need that for evidence. And I swear to God, I’m not just saying that because it’s lingerie.”

I never would have thought I would actually be able to manage a laugh at a time like this, but Ezra proved me wrong. I chuckled as I handed him the gift bag.

“If you want, you can have any future gifts or messages delivered to my team so we can vet them first,” he offered. “We’ll let you know about everything that comes through, but that way, if you do get any more deliveries like this one, we’ll know about it first. And we’ll be able to tell you who delivered it.”

I nodded. “Thanks. I’ll take you up on that. I’ll let Josh know.”

“I’m going to go put this somewhere safe,” he told me. “Are you going to be okay, Daph?”

“I’ll stay with her,” Samantha promised.

“Good.” Ezra sounded relieved. He grabbed a piece of paper and a pen off my vanity and scribbled on it for a second. “That’s my personal cell. If you need anything, you can call or text. It’s on twenty-four-seven in case there’s an emergency with Ari.”

I took the paper and pulled out my phone, putting the number in my contacts. And now I had an excuse to take a picture of him. For his contact profile. Which meant that my friends could now ogle to their hearts’ content.

“Smile,” I said, holding my phone up and making sure I zoomed the camera out to get a full body shot. “I need a picture for your contact info in my phone.”

He snorted, but let me take the picture. Then I texted him.

Me: Guess who? :-P

“You’re one of the few people who has my personal cell number now. You should feel special,” I teased.

“Wow. I’m honored.” He smirked. “I’ll see you ladies before the show.”

After he left, shutting the door behind him again, I sank down onto the couch in the dressing room. I had a couple of hours before showtime, and I needed to unwind after that disturbing gift and note. 

But before I did that, I needed to make sure I told Josh about having all gifts and messages from fans go through the security team before they made it to me. I pulled up my text thread with Josh and sent him a message.

Me: Please make sure any gifts or messages from fans go to the security team before they come to my room from now on.

Josh: Why?

Me: Because I just got another anonymous gift and note. This time it was lingerie in my exact right size and the person was telling me they couldn’t wait to see me wear it. Creeped me out. I had Ezra ask his team where it came from, and no one knew, because it came while they were doing their sweep. He offered to have everything go through his team first in case someone tries to send something that could hurt me.

Josh: Got it. I’ll get the word out. Sorry that happened.

Me: Life of a rock star, right?

Josh: You know it.

I sighed and put my phone down on the arm of the sofa. I wished Josh and Hugh would put themselves in my shoes instead of blowing this off. I understood that this happened to celebrities from time to time. They’d get fans who were obsessed with them and did stuff like this, and most of the time, it was harmless. 

But what if it wasn’t this time? This didn’t seem like someone who had a harmless obsession. If it was harmless, how could they have gotten my lingerie size?

Samantha sat down next to me and wrapped her arms around me, kissing my cheek. I half-smiled as I slid an arm around her. This was why I loved her so much. Because she always knew how to calm me down. She knew when I needed to talk things out, but she also knew when there were no words for a situation and I just needed someone to be there with me.

Right now was the latter. I had no idea what to say. 

What was this person’s plan? Were they going to kidnap me? Try to kill me? My mind was racing with possibilities, each thought more disturbing than the last.

I needed to make it stop. I’d never be able to get on that stage tonight like this. I wouldn’t be able to make my vocal cords work to sing a single song.

“What can I do, Daph?” Samantha murmured. “How can I help you?”

I turned to look at her. And, just like that, I knew how to quiet the thoughts swirling around in my head at a million miles an hour.

“Make it stop. I need to forget,” I sniffled. “Help me forget, Sam.”

“You sure, babe?” she asked, putting her hand on my face and looking me right in the eye.

I nodded. And that was all the invitation she needed. She crashed her lips to mine and sat back on the couch, pulling me over to straddle her.
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“Ezra,” Josh called, sounding frustrated, as I was walking back from dropping Daphne’s unwelcome gift in the car we’d be taking back to the hotel tonight.

“Josh,” I replied.

I wasn’t entirely sure what this guy’s issue with me was, but he didn’t seem to like me much. He didn’t have a problem with anyone else on the team. Just me. From day one, since Daphne’s asshole ex had shown up at her meet and greet and I’d handled the situation and offered to call the police for her. Maybe he felt like I was encroaching on his territory or something, but I was there when that happened; he wasn’t.

“I just got a text from Daphne asking me to have any gifts go through your team first. You realize that’s not in your job description, right?”

“I do realize that. But it’s something we’ve done before for other clients. It’s still in our wheelhouse.”

“Well, I handle vetting all of her gifts personally,” he scoffed.

“And you thought lingerie accompanied by a message telling her that the person couldn’t wait to see her wear it for them when they were finally together was an appropriate gift to deliver to her?” I challenged.

“It was completely harmless.”

“Physically, maybe. But it scared her so much that she threw up,” I told him.

“She needs to grow a thicker skin, then,” he said, like a petulant toddler.

“She shouldn’t have to have a thicker skin,” I insisted. “Because gifts like that should never even make it to her. Maybe this person is harmless, and maybe they’re not. If they are harmless, it’s not like us vetting the gifts is going to hurt anything. If this continues, we’ll be able to assess the threat and involve law enforcement if it becomes necessary. And since Daphne is the one employing all of us, I think you should honor her wishes.”

His mouth opened and closed a couple of times, but nothing came out. Clearly, he knew I was right, but he didn’t want to admit it.

I turned around and walked away before he could try to come up with another flimsy excuse. I couldn’t prove it, and I damn sure wasn’t going to say anything to Daphne until I could, but I wasn’t entirely convinced that Josh wasn’t the person behind this gift, and the one in her hotel room in New York before my team was brought on board.

“Ramsay to Team Angel,” I said into my radio.

“This is Gonzalez. Go ahead,” Hector responded.

“This is for the entire team. I wanted to give you all a heads-up that from here on, we’ll be vetting any gifts or messages for Daphne before they get to her. That gift that was left in her dressing room earlier upset her so much that she threw up,” I told them. “And somehow it got past Josh and his guys and ended up in her room.”

“Damn,” Hector replied. “Is she okay now?”

“I think so. Her backup singer Samantha was with her when she got the gift, and she promised to stay with her when I left.”

“Good,” he said.

“I’ll make sure to add it to our official protocols and update the home office when I get back to my laptop, but I just wanted to let you all know now in case anything else showed up tonight. Josh didn’t seem too thrilled with it when I talked to him just now,” I sighed.

“Because you called him out on not doing his job?” he snorted.

“Probably. Anyway, if any gifts come to you tonight, that’s why.”

“Ten-four. Everyone hear that?” Hector asked.

“Got it,” came Frankie’s garbled voice. Apparently he was in an area that didn’t have great reception.

“Ten-four,” Neil replied.

“Heard you loud and clear,” Garth said.

“Yep,” Pete chimed in.

“Thanks, guys,” I said. “Ramsay out.”

I knew I should go and help the team finish their sweep, but I decided to go back and check on Daphne. Even though I’d left her with Samantha, I was still concerned about her. 

Josh was right, in a way. It wasn’t that she didn’t have a thick skin, but she was sweet and sensitive. And I knew that gift had upset her more than she’d let on.

As I approached Daphne’s dressing room, I heard whimpering and yelping, and I picked up my pace, thinking she was hurt or crying. And then I got closer.

“Oh, God,” I heard Daphne’s breathy voice saying. “Oh, fuck, Sam!”

I knew I should leave. Just walk away and forget about it. It wasn’t like this was the first time I’d heard something like this coming from a musician’s dressing room. But, for some reason I couldn’t explain, I couldn’t leave. It was like my feet had turned to lead and I was incapable of moving them.

“Fuck!” Daphne moaned. “Sam, I’m gonna come! Don’t stop! Don’t fucking stop!”

“Good. Come all over my face. You’re so fucking close,” Samantha purred.

“Shit! Oh, my fucking God! Sam!” Daphne screamed, then started panting like she’d just run a marathon. “Your turn, babe. Come sit on my face.”

Couldn’t they at least be a little quieter about it if they were going to have sex in the damn dressing room in full earshot of everyone? Really. How hard was it to have a little tact?

This was a job, damn it. I needed to remember that. This was a job, Daphne was a client, and we’d all signed a non-disclosure agreement for a reason. What happened behind the scenes on this tour stayed behind the scenes.

There wasn’t much I hadn’t seen working security for musicians. I’d had to call an ambulance when someone overdosed on heroin. I’d seen famous musicians snort cocaine right in front of me. I’d seen people who were household names tripping balls and hallucinating on ecstasy. I’d seen married men with their tongues down other women’s—and other men’s—throats. Hell, I’d actually seen one of my clients having sex with some random girl up against a wall after a show, in plain view of everyone. And I always just took it in stride and looked the other way.

Now? I was frozen in place and annoyed as fuck listening to Daphne and Samantha in the throes of passion. It was like I couldn’t make myself move from this spot. And I didn’t understand why.

It might have had something to do with the fact that my pants were suddenly way too tight. I mean, who wouldn’t get turned on listening to two women getting their freak on? Right?

Finally, after a couple more minutes of hearing these women’s impassioned moans and screams, I forced my feet to move and hurried in the other direction, desperate to get away from the live action porno happening behind that door.
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Thirty minutes before the concert started, I reluctantly walked back to Daphne’s dressing room so I could be there when she came out. I really did want to make sure she was okay. And it was my job to make sure she got from her dressing room to the wings safely.

Thank God, all was quiet when I got there. I pulled up a folding chair and sat down to wait for her, pulling my phone out to text Rachel.

Me: Hey, just checking in. Sorry I didn’t have a chance to FaceTime with Ari today before the show. Things were kind of crazy. How’s she doing?

Rachel: Good. Misses her daddy, but she’s being an angel for us. How are you?

Me: Tired. It’s been a long day. Give Ari a kiss goodnight for me and tell her I promise I’ll talk to her tomorrow.

Rachel: I will. Hope you get some rest tonight. Love you.

Me: Love you too. Thanks again for everything.

Rachel: You know it’s our pleasure.

The door to the dressing room opened, and Samantha and Daphne both walked out, clearly in their own little bubble, oblivious to everyone and everything around them. 

I could tell Daphne was still at least a little uncomfortable about what had happened earlier based on her face and her demeanor. She looked…sort of lost, I guessed. And Samantha was concerned. I couldn’t tell if it was just concern for a friend or if they were more than friends. If I took what I’d heard earlier this evening out of the equation, the way they acted around each other didn’t seem like they were a couple, but how was I supposed to know?

“You okay now, Daph?” Samantha asked, rubbing Daphne’s arm.

“Mostly,” Daphne sighed. “Thanks, Sam. I know it’s not fair to ask you for that.”

“Not like I wasn’t into it,” Samantha chuckled. “And you needed it. I get that.”

Daphne half-smiled. “You’re too good to me.”

Samantha’s lips curved into a sly smile, and she winked. “It was more than just good for me, babe.”

Daphne snorted. “It was way more than just good for me too.”

Then she kissed Samantha. And it wasn’t just a friendly peck, either. It was so intimate and passionate and personal that I had to look away because it felt like I was intruding on a private moment.

It was bad enough when I heard them earlier. Now? Seeing Daphne kiss this girl made me want to punch something.

Damn it, why did I even care? What did it matter if she was in a relationship with Samantha or not? It wasn’t like she and I had a relationship that was anything but professional. And seeing my other clients, male or female, with someone else had never bothered me before. So why the hell was this upsetting me so damn much? 

“Oh, my God!” Daphne exclaimed. “Oh, my God, Ezra. I am so sorry. I didn’t realize you were sitting there. How long have you been here?”

“Not long,” I choked out as I turned to look at her.

“I’m so sorry. I swear to God, I usually don’t go kissing my friends in front of my crew like that. I feel awful.”

“Friends?” I asked before I could stop myself. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

“It’s okay,” she chuckled awkwardly. “She’s just a friend. With very occasional benefits. I was upset after that freaking lingerie got delivered to my room and she was there and…anyway, I’m so sorry you had to see that. I really do try to keep my private life private.”

“That’s why I signed an NDA,” I muttered.

“The NDA wasn’t supposed to be for stuff like that. It was supposed to be for stuff like where my hotel room is and what time I get to the venue. I really am sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I bit out. “Ready to head to the wings?”

She nodded, looking almost guilty.

It’s just a job, I reminded myself as we started to walk. Daphne’s just another client.

And I needed to remember that if I wanted to keep said job.
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“Care to share who pissed in your Cheerios today, Ezra?” Hector asked as he walked back to the couch on the security bus with three Budweisers and handed one to me and one to Garth.

“No one,” I muttered. “I’m fine.”

“And I’m the President of the United States.” Garth rolled his eyes. “Talk to us, man. What’s going on?”

I took a long pull from my bottle, not saying anything. I knew exactly what was annoying me so much, but, despite the fact that these guys were my two closest friends, it felt wrong telling them about what I’d heard coming from Daphne’s dressing room this afternoon. It wasn’t my business, and it wasn’t theirs either. Besides, all I wanted to do was play a video game that wasn’t Just Dance or Rock Band and forget about it for a night. Thank God Garth had brought his Nintendo Switch, along with his huge collection of games, with him.

“It’s not a big deal,” I finally said. “Are we playing sometime tonight, or what?”

“Someone’s deflecting,” Garth teased.

“Fine. If I tell you, can we drop it and play Smash?” I groaned.

“Depends what it is.”

“I walked past Daph’s dressing room during my sweep, and…well, let’s just say she and Sam weren’t exactly keeping their extracurricular activities quiet,” I sighed. “Then right before the show, they walked out and I guess they didn’t see me there, and they kissed right in front of me.”

“And now I’m jealous,” Hector laughed. “That’s fucking hot.”

“Some things should be kept behind closed doors,” I countered. 

“We’ve seen way worse than a little girl-on-girl action,” he pointed out. “So what’s really bothering you?”

“I don’t know. I’m just irritated,” I admitted.

“Do you like her?” Hector wondered.

“I mean, yeah, I like her. We’re friendly, which I guess is a good thing since I’m working so closely with her,” I told him. “I don’t see what that has to do with this, though.”

“How long’s it been, man?” Garth asked.

“How long’s what been?” 

“Since you got some pussy.”

I rolled my eyes. “And that’s your business because…?”

“Because sharing is caring,” he said, shoving my shoulder.

“I don’t know. Like six months?” I said, trying to remember. “I’ve got a kid. It’s not like I’m out hitting the bars every weekend.”

“That’s your problem. You need to get laid. And you’re kid-free for four whole months. Make it count,” he told me.

He wasn’t wrong, necessarily. And it wasn’t like I hadn’t done the one-night stand thing before to blow off steam. But for some reason, doing that on this tour just felt wrong. Maybe because we were all sharing a bus, and when we weren’t sleeping on the bus at night, we were sleeping two to a room. It wasn’t like we had a whole lot of privacy. And getting it on with a woman while Hector was in the other bed three feet away from me didn’t sound like my idea of a good time.

“Whatever you say, oh wise one,” I muttered. “Can we be done talking about this now?”

“You’re no fun,” he laughed as he hit start on Super Smash Brothers. “Okay, you ready to get your ass kicked?”

“If I get my ass kicked, it’s just because I’m stuck with this tiny-ass controller,” I complained. For some reason, I’d ended up with one of the slide-off side controllers on the Switch, which was made for someone my daughter’s age.

“Less talking and more playing, Ramsay,” Hector goaded.

“Hey, I’m just glad to be playing a game that isn’t Just Dance,” I chuckled. “I don’t even care if I win or lose.”

“So you won’t mind if I do…this.” Garth blasted my character—Luigi—off the platform.

“Oh, now see, that’s just wrong!” I groaned as I retaliated.

“Don’t care if you win or lose, my ass!” he cackled. “It’s on, bro.”
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Damn it. I knew hooking up with Samantha before the show was a bad idea. Yes, I needed the stress relief, and yes, it had calmed me down enough that I could perform, but now Ezra was acting weird with me.

I didn’t know why it mattered. He was my security guard. Yes, we had a friendly rapport, but that was all it was. At its heart, this was still a business relationship. Maybe I wasn’t the one who signed his paychecks, but I might as well have been. He was contracted to protect me, and that was the only reason he was here.

So why did I care so much that he’d seen me kissing her? Why did I care about him being upset about it? Samantha and I were both consenting adults, for God’s sake. It shouldn’t have mattered.

As I walked up to my private bus, I smiled and waved at my driver, Mel. He’d been with me since my very first tour and was basically a surrogate uncle to me. 

“Ready to get on the road?” I asked him.

“I’m always ready,” he teased.

I giggled. “Did you get some rest today?”

“Yep. I’m good to go.”

I gave him a quick hug and went to flop down on the couch in the lounge area, pulling my phone out. The first thing I noticed was a voicemail, so I checked it without looking at my missed calls.

“Call me, doll,” Hugh said in a breathy voice. “As soon as you can.”

I groaned. Seriously, why was he being so persistent? 

Deciding to ignore him, especially since it was almost midnight, I opened my text thread with Taylor. I needed my bestie to weigh in on the Ezra situation.

Me: HEEEEELLLLLP MEEEEEEE!!!

Taylor: OMG are you being kidnapped??? Use our code word if you are! It’s twinkle toes!

I snorted. Taylor and his “short person” nicknames for me. It seemed like he had a never-ending supply of them.

Me: I kinda sorta might have hooked up with Sam in my dressing room before the show. And then we walked out and I didn’t see Ezra there and I kissed her. Like, KISSED her. 

Taylor: *three laughing crying emojis*

Me: Not helping! This isn’t funny!

Taylor: Oh, but it is, babe. *giggle snort* Okay, what do you need help with?

Me: I’m mortified! And I don’t know how to smooth things over with him. He’s acting so weird.

Taylor: Acting weird how? Did you happen to see a bulge in his trousers? I mean, two girls kissing is hot to straight guys! He’s probably getting it on with Rosy Palmer in his hotel room right now. 

Taylor: *gasp* Unless he’s gay!

I groaned. This was the opposite of helpful. And I definitely didn’t need that mental image.

Me: Then why does it seem like he’s mad at me? And BTW we’re on the road tonight.

Taylor: I’m sure he’s not mad at you. 

Me: Sure as hell seems like it. It was all clipped one-word responses all night when I tried to talk to him, and he wouldn’t even listen when I tried to apologize.

Taylor: *thinking emoji* Ask yourself this, D… Why is it such a big deal that first of all, he caught you with your bit of fluff, and second of all, he could be mad at you?

Me: Because we still have to work together! Closely!

Taylor: You like him.

Me: Not like that, I don’t.

Taylor: *Dr. Evil saying “Right…” GIF*

Me: I don’t! He’s my security guard. And yes, he’s a nice guy. We’re friendly. Or we were before this.

Taylor: Pfft! You have a serious lady boner for him! Speaking of… Photos, woman!!!

Right. I’d never sent him the picture I took for Ezra’s contact profile. I’d been too busy getting fingered and licked into oblivion before the show. Which never should have happened. As much as I’d needed it, it wasn’t worth the fallout with Ezra.

Me: *picture of Ezra*

Taylor: *Pam from The Office holding up HOT sign GIF*

Taylor: *fan blowing GIF*

Taylor: Holy fuck! Don’t know about your lady boner, but…you sure he’s not gay? Because…you know…

Me: Alex not enough for you anymore?

Taylor: I just showed Alex and he agrees.

Taylor: *nun fanning herself GIF*

Taylor: *Santana from Glee fanning herself GIF*

Taylor: *Blanche from Golden Girls spraying herself with spray bottle GIF*

Me: Okay, okay, I get the picture. *laughing crying emoji* It should be illegal to be that good-looking.

Taylor: You could always use the handcuffs he carries and perform a citizen’s arrest on his arse. Speaking of…is his arse as hot as the rest of him?

Me: I mean, I’m not really an arse person…but I guess?

Taylor: *snickers* You said arse. Can you snap a photo and send it please?

Me: Ugh! So not helping!

Taylor: Babe, I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about. He probably got embarrassed seeing you get it on with Sam and needed a moment to jerk…I mean work it out of his system. ;-) And all will be fine in the morning. 

Me: What if it’s not? What if I’ve messed everything up with him?

Taylor: Then I shall be there with Cadbury and Galaxy to cheer you up... But I still think you’re overthinking it. 

Me: Okay, I’m going to bed now. Love you. <3

Taylor: Love you more. *kiss emoji*
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“You realize buying coffee and breakfast for the whole crew was a little bit overkill, right?” Ezra said quietly as we walked to our Escalade.

I could feel the heat rising to color my cheeks. Maybe it was, but I honestly didn’t know what else to do. What exactly was the proper apology for, “Sorry you caught me making out with one of my best friends. I swear, it doesn’t happen often”? I figured buying coffee and breakfast for everyone was the best I could do. Plus, it wasn’t like I didn’t do this kind of thing at least once or twice a week just because anyway.

“I buy breakfast or dinner for the whole crew all the time,” I deflected. “It had nothing to do with you.”

“Okay,” he said slowly. 

I could tell he wasn’t buying it, but that was my story and I was sticking to it.

My phone rang, and I groaned when I saw that it was Hugh. But if he was calling me two days in a row, it was probably important.

“What do you need, Hugh?” I answered as Ezra opened the back door of the Escalade for me.

“What the fuck, Daphne?!” he growled.

What in the hell? Lately it seemed like he was snapping at me more than normal, but usually I knew why. Right now? I hadn’t the foggiest idea.

“Um, Hugh, I’m lost. You might have to catch me up,” I chuckled nervously.

“Why the fuck would you kiss some girl in front of everyone? And let someone take a picture of it?” he spat. “That picture’s all over all the fucking Internet!”

A knot formed in my stomach and bile rose in my throat. 

Someone had actually taken a picture of me kissing Samantha backstage last night and sent it to a bunch of tabloids? Why? Who would do that to me? I didn’t know anyone who would be that cruel.

Except that I apparently did. And they were in my employment, which meant that they’d signed the same non-disclosure agreement that everyone else had. Like I’d told Ezra last night, it definitely wasn’t meant for situations like that, but those situations were mentioned in it. So that meant they’d violated the agreement and could get fired and fined. Though I didn’t care about the money. I just cared about getting them off my crew so that this never happened again.

“It wasn’t in front of everyone. That was right outside my dressing room,” I said quietly. “I didn’t know anyone was there.”

“You’re there to put on a show, not to make a statement about fucking gay pride! Who the fuck is she, Daphne? Some girlfriend I don’t know about?”

“Okay, first of all, I was with Sam and we were onstage on time. And last I checked, I wasn’t obligated to tell you who I’m sleeping with,” I said, tears of frustration stinging my eyes. “I’ll call Randy and see if I can get him to get the picture taken down because that’s not fair to her, but it’s none of your goddamned business who I fuck.”

I hated that I was talking to him like this. It wasn’t professional and I knew it, but I couldn’t help it. Hugh just pissed me the fuck off. He acted like I was his property, not his client.

“I’m your manager, Daphne!” he exclaimed. “Everything you do is my business!”

“No, everything I get paid to do is your business. And I suggest you remember that if you want to keep being my manager,” I rasped as a few of the tears that had been stinging my eyes trickled out.

I hung up without saying goodbye and immediately called Randy Hopkins, my PR manager. Hopefully he could at least stop this picture from circulating.

“Daphne,” he answered warmly. “Hey, sweetheart. I was just about to call you.”

What the hell was with these middle-aged men and calling me pet names? Just because I was a young woman in the entertainment industry, it didn’t mean I wanted that kind of attention. I paid these men to do a job, not to talk to me like I was their girlfriend.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I shouldn’t have taken my frustration with Hugh out on Randy. He was actually really sweet, if a little overly affectionate. 

“Hey, Randy,” I sighed. “I take it you were going to call me about the picture Hugh just got done yelling at me for?”

“He yelled at you for it?”

“Yeah,” I sniffled. “He started grilling me about Sam. And no, I’m not dating her. She’s just a friend. Who I happened to hook up with yesterday.”

“You’re entitled, Daph. You don’t have to explain to me. Have you seen the picture?” he asked.

“Nope. And I don’t really want to. Is there any way you can get it taken down? And find out who leaked it? Because whoever it is violated their NDA.”

“I’m already on it,” he assured me. “Unfortunately, it’ll probably take time and lawyers, so if you know of anyone who was in the area, can you do me a favor and ask around? Most of the time, these stupid media companies won’t reveal their so-called sources, and it’ll go a lot faster if we can prove this person wasn’t supposed to have the picture.”

“Yeah, I know how it works. That’s how that picture of me and Blaine in the damn hot tub got out a while back,” I remembered. “There was only one other person around last night that I saw. I’ll ask him. Thanks, Randy.”

“That’s what I’m here for. And you do know it was a pretty tame picture, right? It could have been a lot worse,” he said.

I snorted. “Still not the image I want to be sending, no matter if it was with a man or woman. There’s a bunch of little girls who look up to me. I want to give them something positive to look up to, not pictures of me kissing random people.”

“I know. You’re one of the good ones. You know that?”

“I try to be,” I told him, unable to stop myself from smiling. “Thanks again. I’ll talk to you later and let you know if I find anything out that could help you.”

“Thanks, Daph. Break legs,” he said before hanging up.

Great. Now I had to bring the kiss up to Ezra again. Because he was the only one in the vicinity when it happened. At least the only one I saw. But I knew it wasn’t him. He’d looked so uncomfortable when I first saw him—really, for the rest of the night—and he’d had his head turned, like he didn’t want to see it at all.

I turned to look at Ezra, and he looked…not really upset. More uncomfortable, or saddened.

“I hate to ask you this, Ezra, but did you see anyone else around last night? When Sam and I came out of the dressing room?” I mumbled.

He half-smiled. “I saw the picture on my Facebook feed this morning. I just didn’t want to say anything and upset you even more. And I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out if I saw anyone else there, before or after, but I can’t think of anyone. I should have paid more attention. I’m sorry.”

I chuckled weakly. “It’s okay. I kind of figured as much. I just…I feel violated, you know?”

“I would too. I’m sorry you have to deal with this. You don’t seem like the kind of person who wants stuff like this getting out.”

“I don’t. I like to keep my private life private. And I usually don’t do stuff like this for it to get out. Which is why it’s such a huge deal to the tabloids when it does happen, and they always act like it’s Girls Gone Wild or something. It’s only happened a couple of times, all with boyfriends or girlfriends. No, actually, there was one time someone caught me kissing Taylor on his cheek and everyone wondered if I was dating someone. I shut that down by posting a pic of me with him and his fiancé, Alex, and he had his tongue down Alex’s throat,” I giggled.

Ezra laughed. “That’s one way to shut people up.”

“Yeah. It worked pretty fast,” I agreed.
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When I walked onto the stage for the sound check, Samantha was already standing there. I ran over to her and threw my arms around her neck, a few tears leaking out.

“You saw,” she said softly.

I shook my head and pulled back to look at her. “No. Hugh called yelling at me about it. I’m so sorry, Sam. I’m an idiot.”

“It’s not your fault, babe,” she murmured. “It’s okay. I always knew something like this was a possibility. I knew what I was signing up for when our relationship got physical.”

“You shouldn’t have to deal with it, though,” I sniffled. “Especially when we’re not even dating.”

“Daph, you didn’t do anything wrong.” She pulled me back into a hug and ran her fingers through my hair. “It’s not your fault that someone took and shared that picture.”

“I talked to Randy and he’s trying to get it taken down, but the chances of that happening are slim to none,” I sighed.

“Even if he doesn’t, it’s okay. You weren’t the only person there last night. I kissed you back, and I don’t regret it for a second,” she said, giving me a quick brush on my lips.

Sometimes I wished I could develop feelings for Samantha that were more than just friendship. She was the one who had made the move to take our friendship to a more intimate level, when we were both drunk off our asses after a show one night, and I’d gone along with it because I needed rebound sex after breaking up with Blaine. When we talked the next morning, she’d said that she was fine being friends with benefits, but I had a suspicion that her feelings for me went deeper than mine did for her.

I knew she would have been an amazing girlfriend. She was sweet and compassionate and caring. And, hell, I already knew we were sexually compatible. But I just didn’t see her like that, and it made me feel horrible for sleeping with her at all. It felt like I was taking advantage of her.

Add that to the long list of reasons why yesterday never should have happened.
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“Hey, Daph,” Ezra called as I was opening the door of my dressing room after the sound check.

I stopped and turned to look at him, a little relieved that he was talking to me again. I didn’t know why it mattered so much to me, but it just hadn’t felt right last night, not having the usual easy rapport with him. If nothing else, I’d gotten used to our friendly working relationship.

“Hey, Ezra,” I said with a smile. “What’s up?”

“I wanted to let you know, I talked to my guys. None of them saw anyone in the vicinity of your dressing room last night either,” he sighed. “I’m sorry. I wish I could have been more help.”

“It’s okay. It’s not your job,” I told him. “Thanks for trying.”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

No one on my crew had ever asked me that in the middle of a publicity nightmare like this before. Not that this was that much of a nightmare, but still. Everyone was always just so focused on how to stop it and cover it up, and they never thought to ask me how I was handling it. Again, I was a brand, not a person. So who cared about my feelings on the situation?

Apparently my insanely good-looking bodyguard with the kind smile. That was who.

“I’ll be okay,” I sighed. “It kind of sucks, but honestly, I’m used to being the center of attention. I feel bad for Sam more than anything. She’s not used to it. And she’s my friend, not my girlfriend. We just happened to hook up yesterday, and I was stupid enough to kiss her where people could see. And this is a lot harder to cover up than it was with Taylor. Because that kiss actually happened, and there’s no other way to interpret it. I feel awful. I should never have put her in that position.”

Like it was just a reflex reaction, Ezra pulled me into his arms. And I couldn’t believe how right it felt as I returned the hug. Probably because I needed this more than I’d realized.

“I’m sorry, Daph,” he murmured. “For how I acted yesterday. I don’t have any bullshit excuses to try to justify it. I was an asshole, and I’m sorry. But you? You have nothing to be sorry for. You didn’t do a damn thing wrong. You and Sam were both consenting adults, and it’s not your fault that someone violated your privacy and posted that picture.”

I didn’t know why, but hearing him say that made my eyes sting a little. Maybe because I wasn’t used to people remembering that behind Daphne DeVille, the performer, there was Daphne, the human being who had feelings and emotions just like everyone else. I squeezed my eyes shut, determined not to cry in front of him again.

Ezra didn’t let go of me for a good couple of minutes. It was like he could tell how much I needed the hug, and he wanted to give me as much comfort as I needed. Finally, I took a deep breath, inhaling the distinct scent of cedarwood, and pulled back.

“Thanks for that,” I chuckled awkwardly. “I needed a hug.”

“I could tell,” he said with a smile. “Now, go get ready to meet your adoring fans.”

I smiled and turned to go into my dressing room, pulling out my phone and checking my notifications. The first thing I saw was a text from Taylor.

Taylor: So, how are things with Mr. Hot Stuff today?

Me: He has a name, you know.

Taylor: Yes, I know. Mr. Hot Stuff. Back on speaking terms, I take it?

Me: Yeah. Did you see the picture of me and Sam floating around?

Taylor: Yeah, Alex showed me. He’s jealous she got to snog you and not him. ;-) J/K. Are you okay?

I laughed. Despite how close I’d gotten with Alex, I was still his celebrity crush. Apparently I was the only woman on the planet that he’d ever go straight for a night with. And, ever since Taylor had told me about that, I’d always thought it was hilarious. But I guessed I shouldn’t have been shocked, because he was the president of my unofficial online fan club.

Me: I’m fine. More upset for Sam than anything else. Anyway, Ezra took it upon himself to ask around to see if anyone could find out who took the picture, and he just gave me a huge hug. Out of nowhere. Not even going to lie, he gives the best hugs.

Taylor: Good! I’m glad Mr. Teddy Bear gave you a hug. Tell me, think I can get one of those when I meet him? 

Me: *laughing crying emoji* I don’t know. You’d have to ask him.

Taylor: Glad things are back to normal with him. I told you, you were overthinking it.

Me: You did. Anyway, back to trying to cover this crap up. Somehow. It’s not like I can say I didn’t kiss her, because I did.

Taylor: Maybe you tripped and fell on her lips? It happens, you know! I’m always tripping and falling on Alex’s lips. True story! Just ask him. 

Me: That’s just not the image of me that I want floating around. Little girls look up to me.

Taylor: I know, Tink. *hug emoji* Well, you know I’m here for you if you need me. I’ll come kick some arse if I have to. Speaking of arses... You got a photo of Mr. Hot Teddy’s arse yet? 

Me: Thanks. And keep dreaming.

I backed out of the text thread with Taylor and found a missed call from Randy, so I called him back.

“Daph,” he answered on the second ring.

“Hey, Randy. Sorry I missed your call. I just got done with the sound check. I asked the one other person I saw in the vicinity last night when I kissed Sam, and he didn’t see anything. And I know for a fact that he didn’t take the picture. Any luck on your end?”

“Nope. No one would reveal their, quote, confidential sources. I’m working with our attorneys to get the picture taken down everywhere, but it’s going to take time. Probably a lot of it. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I was the moron who kissed my friend out in the open. And now I’m paying the price. I just wish she didn’t have to pay it too. Has anyone mentioned her by name?”

“One site, but I did get them to remove her name from the article at least. Sam’s safe,” he assured me.

“Okay, good. I guess that’s the best we can do for now until the lawyers work their magic,” I sighed. “Thanks for trying, Randy.”

I hung up and sank down onto the couch, putting my head in my hands. Logically, I knew that this could have been a lot worse. But, between this and the unwelcome gift I’d gotten yesterday, my nerves were shot. Here was hoping nothing else went wrong during this tour.
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As we rode back to the hotel after the show—which was, thankfully, gift-free tonight—Daphne looked up from her phone and turned to me. Her expression was almost guilty, but mixed with hope.

“I really hate to ask this after you and your guys have had a long day, but there’s an awesome retro club not too far from the hotel, and a few of us wanted to go out since we don’t have a show tomorrow,” she said.

“And you need some muscle in case you get mobbed by fans,” I finished for her.

She nodded, her gaze darting downward.

“I’ll get a couple more guys to join us. You had a rough day. You’re entitled to have some fun every once in a while, just like the rest of us,” I told her. “When did you want to leave?”

“What time is it now?” she said, checking her phone. “Eleven-thirty. Um…like twelve-fifteen? Is that too soon?”

“Nope. We can make that work.” I pulled my radio off my belt. “Ramsay to Team Angel. Need a couple of volunteers to accompany Angel and a few others to a club tonight. Any takers?”

“I’ll come,” Garth responded.

“I can join too,” Hector said.

“Sounds good. I think three of us is enough. Be ready to go at zero-zero-one-five. Thanks, guys.” I put my radio in my lap and turned back to Daphne.

“Thank you. I know this isn’t in your job description,” she murmured.

“Daph, our job description as your security team is to accompany you everywhere you go. If you want to go to a club, we’re there. If you decide you really need a nonfat caramel macchiato tomorrow morning and absolutely have to go to Starbucks, someone goes with you,” I told her.

She snorted. “Actually, I’m a dirty chai latte person. With two percent milk. Shocker, I know.”

“Noted,” I chuckled. “In any case, this is what we do. Maybe your last security team gave you hell for wanting to act like a normal person and let your hair down every once in a while, but that’s not how we operate.”

“I still appreciate it,” she said.
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Two seconds after I knocked on Daphne’s hotel room door, she and all three of her backup singers stepped out of her room. And for a second, I forgot how to breathe.

While Daphne dressed in tight clothing for her show, it was usually modest at the same time. She’d told me on my second night on the job that she did that because she realized she had a lot of younger fans and she wanted to make sure her act was family-friendly, something parents weren’t afraid to bring their kids to.

But now? Now, she was wearing a black leather miniskirt, fishnet stockings, knee-high black boots, and a silver tube top that showed her whole midriff. She was sporting a belly button ring that looked like three snowflakes dangling down over her stomach, and there was a tattoo on her hip, just above where the skirt sat, of a blue T and a pink D intertwined together. 

“Wow,” I managed to choke out, thinking about baseball stats to keep myself from developing a rising problem.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, turning a little pink.

“Ready to head out?” I asked. “Hector went to grab the car, and Garth’s making sure there’s a clear path outside.”

“Yeah,” she chuckled.

“So, your tattoo. Is that your and Taylor’s initials?” I wondered as we started to walk. 

If I’d learned nothing else about her in the week and a half I’d been working for her, I at least knew that she and her friend Taylor were close. He was more like her brother than her best friend. 

“Actually, it’s our nicknames for each other. He’s always just called me D, from the very first time he met me. So I started calling him T. He designed the tattoo, and we went to get them together. He has a matching one on the inside of his wrist. I just wanted to go a little less visible with mine. I know it’s stupid, but it’s kind of like a reminder of where I came from. Helps keep my head from getting too big.”

“That’s not stupid at all. People who are as down-to-earth as you are few and far between in your profession,” I told her.

“He’s the only one I let get away with calling me D, so don’t get any ideas,” she teased.

I laughed. “You don’t seem like a D to me. Shit. That did not come out right.”

Daphne turned bright red as she broke into a fit of giggles, and Samantha and Bailey each gripped one of her arms while Willow hugged her shoulders as they started laughing too.
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“Club Rewind?” I chuckled as the car pulled up to the curb. “Really?”

“Kind of a cheesy name, I know,” Daphne said. “But the music’s always on point and they make amazing drinks. Plus, I can always get us into the VIP section, so I don’t get mobbed by rabid fans quite as much.”

“Hashtag first world problems,” Samantha giggled.

“I’m not complaining about the mobbing, but it’s nice to still be able to breathe while I’m being mobbed,” Daphne clarified.

“Nope. She’s right. First world problems,” I teased.

She blushed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Anyway, are we going to sit here talking about my first world problems all night or are we going in?”

“Let’s go in! I need a drink something fierce,” Samantha sighed, casting her eyes downward.

Through the rearview mirror, I saw Daphne hug her shoulders, looking heartbroken. I knew she was still blaming herself for that stupid picture circulating. And I also knew that, while she was upset because young girls who looked up to her might have seen that picture (not because it was with a girl, but because she liked to keep her private life private), she was more upset that her friend was dealing with the backlash. 

“I’m so sorry, Sam,” she mumbled.

“Daph, stop it. We talked about this. It’s not your fault,” Samantha said, rubbing one of Daphne’s hands. “Come on, let’s go in, have fun, and forget about it. Like the rest of the world’s going to do within a week.”

Garth and Hector got out of the car first, then opened the door for the girls, who piled out. I brought up the rear. I immediately realized it was a horrible idea, because I couldn’t stop myself from staring at Daphne’s ass. It was just barely covered by her miniskirt, and I found myself wishing the skirt would slide up so I could get a real look.

With a quick flash of Daphne’s ID—which, much to my surprise, showed that DeVille was her legal last name—we were led around the side to a separate VIP entrance for the club, where another bouncer gave us all wristbands and then let us in. We climbed a short flight of stairs, and then Daphne showed her ID to yet another employee and a door opened.

“Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)” by Eurythmics flooded my eardrums as we walked onto a raised platform above the main club. Plush velvet sectional couches surrounded us, while a few more private booths lined the walls, half of them full of couples trying to hide their intimate exchanges from the general public. Neon and black lights were glowing all over the place, and flashing strobe lights illuminated the crowded dance floor below us. Against one of the walls was a bar illuminated by a strip of neon lights that glinted off the glass shelves, which were full of top-shelf liquors that I’d never be able to afford in my wildest dreams.

“Ezra! Did you hear me?” Daphne shouted.

I turned to look at her as the song changed to Queen’s “Radio Gaga.” No, I hadn’t heard a thing she’d said. But, then again, I could barely hear myself think over this music. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been to a nightclub, but I was pretty sure the music had never been this loud. Had it?

“I said, we grabbed a couch!” she repeated.

She pointed to one of the sectionals, where the rest of the group had congregated. And here I was standing here like a moron.

Wait. Why did I care if I looked like a moron to her? I was here as her bodyguard, not her date.

I shook my head and headed over to the couch, sinking down on one of the ends. Daphne came and squeezed herself between me and Samantha. Her warmth lined my body as she made herself comfortable, and just like when I’d hugged her earlier today (or I guessed now it was yesterday), it felt…right. Comfortable. Something I hadn’t felt since high school. Since before Katelynn disappeared with nothing more than a note, leaving me to care for our one-year-old daughter by myself.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t dated since Katelynn left me, but I hadn’t had anything that I could really call a relationship since then. Women my age were still figuring themselves out. They didn’t want a ready-made family with an eight-year-old daughter.

A waitress approached us to take drink orders, and she turned to me last. I shook my head.

“I’m on the job tonight,” I told her.

“Oh, come on, Ezra!” Daphne groaned. “I’m buying. One won’t kill you.”

Why did I have such a hard time saying no to this woman? Well, it wasn’t like I’d get drunk off of one drink. I’d still be able to do my job just fine. What was the harm in it?

“Fine,” I chuckled. “Crown and Coke.”

The waitress—who I now noticed was wearing tons of rubber bracelets, a short neon green skirt, a black tank top that her tits were practically spilling out of, and black go-go boots—winked at me before she turned around. I could have sworn she put a little more sway into her hips on purpose as she walked back toward the bar, and I felt Daphne bristle beside me.

“Seriously?” she grumbled.

“Daph, she’s just after a bigger tip,” Samantha said.

“What’s that? She wants to play ‘just the tip’?” Garth quipped.

Samantha, Willow, and Bailey started cracking up, while Daphne turned the color of a lobster as she chuckled uncomfortably. 

“Dude, we’re working!” I shouted over the beginning of “Don’t You Want Me” by The Human League.

“Pull the stick out of your ass, Ramsay! We can work and have fun at the same time,” he retorted.

Yeah, I knew that. But there was a fine line between having fun and making our clients uncomfortable. And he’d just crossed it.
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This was torture. Absolute, complete fucking torture. 

I stood at the railing of the VIP section watching Daphne dancing with her friends. Even though I’d seen her dance every night for the past week and a half, I’d never seen her like this. Onstage, every move, every step was choreographed. But now, there was no choreography. She just moved to the beat of Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me” like she was the only person in the room, and it was mesmerizing. She was lost in the music, her hips swaying, her arms raised above her head, the strobe lights glinting off that belly button ring that was driving me insane.

Should I have even noticed her belly button ring from this far away? Well, I did. It was like a beacon, demanding my attention.

I couldn’t deny it: I noticed everything about this woman. Her perfect figure, which she didn’t even seem to put any effort into maintaining or showing off. Her gorgeous smile. The way her dimples only showed when her smile was one hundred percent genuine. Her uncommonly sweet and humble disposition. And right now, I was mesmerized by the way she was just letting loose without a care in the world, for once able to be a normal woman in her mid-twenties instead of a rock icon.

How in the hell was I supposed to survive this concert tour when I was this attracted to the woman I was supposed to be protecting? When I had to work so closely with her every damn day?

“You should go for it!” Hector shouted over the music.

I turned to look at my closest friend. I had to have heard him wrong. He wasn’t actually trying to encourage me to pursue an internationally famous rock star, was he?

“I mean it, man,” he said. “You obviously like her. She obviously likes you. You should go for it.”

“No, thanks. I like my job,” I scoffed.

“And you can’t mix business with pleasure?” He raised an eyebrow at me.

“Not my thing,” I chuckled.

“Look, I get that you’ve got Ari, but do you really want to be alone for the rest of your life because you’re so scared of something not working out that you don’t even try?”

“You don’t get it,” I sighed. 

“Maybe I don’t have kids, but I get where you’re coming from. But look at it this way. You’re not with Ari right now. You can at least let off a little steam while you’re on this tour. If it goes somewhere, it goes somewhere. But you can go into it with zero expectations.”

I shook my head. Somehow I knew that it wouldn’t be that simple. Not with Daphne. She wasn’t just a random chick I’d picked up in a bar to let some steam off for the night. She was…could I even call her a friend? I’d only known her for ten days. 

Still, though. She actually meant something to me. What, I didn’t know, but something. The thought of just using her for sex rubbed me the wrong way. If for no other reason than that we still had to be able to look each other in the eye and be able to stand being around each other the next morning.

“Ezra!” Daphne’s voice was suddenly right next to me.

When had she come back up here? Last I remembered, she was down on the dance floor. 

Fuck. I needed to get my head in the game. I was here to protect her, not daydream about her. 

I turned to look at her, and she was smiling at me, showing off those adorable dimples, as she took a drink out of a mostly empty margarita glass.

“Come dance with us!” she yelled over Pat Benatar singing about love being a battlefield.

I shook my head. “I’m working.”

“Come on. Please?” she pouted.

“I’m here to protect you tonight,” I reminded her.

She took my hand. Though her hand was tiny, somehow it fit in mine like it belonged there.

“Then keep me close,” she said, sounding…shy? Vulnerable?

She’s drunk, I told myself. She won’t even remember this tomorrow.

And that meant I couldn’t take advantage of this situation. 

“It’s just a dance, Ezra. That’s all.”

A dance. That was all this was. And I could still do my job and make sure no one got inappropriate with her. In fact, I could do that better from the dance floor than I could from up in the VIP section.

“Okay,” I agreed.

She finished the rest of her drink in one gulp, put the empty glass on a nearby table, and then led me down to the dance floor.

The song changed to Rick Astley’s “Never Gonna Give You Up,” and Daphne broke into a fit of giggles as we wove through the sea of people, trying to find the rest of our group.

“Oh, my God! Are they seriously Rick-rolling us right now?” she laughed.

I snorted. Yeah, she was drunk. 

“Apparently,” I chuckled.

After a few minutes, we finally found the rest of the girls, along with Garth, who had joined them when they first came down here and now had Samantha wrapped around him like a vine as they moved to the music.

“Heartbreak Beat” by the Psychedelic Furs started playing, and Daphne turned around to face me as she started swaying to the beat. Seeming to have a mind of their own, my hands gravitated to her hips, pulling her closer to me as I matched her hypnotic rhythm.

Daphne’s arms snaked around my neck and she smiled and moved even closer. Before I could stop her, she was pressed right up against me and I could have sworn I heard a whimper as she came into contact with the increasingly uncomfortable bulge in my pants. I tried to back away a little, but she clung to me like a vice, refusing to separate from me.

This was a terrible idea. Having her in my arms like this, pressed against me, was even worse than watching her dance from a distance. Because like this, it was way too easy to imagine what it would be like if things were different. Tiny as she was, her body molded against mine perfectly. She fit in my arms like they were made for her. And the electricity between us was so intense that I could almost see the sparks crackling.

As the song ended, her eyes flicked to mine, then focused on my lips briefly before coming back up to meet my eyes again. We both stopped moving at the exact same time, but neither of us made a move to separate. It was like each of us was waiting to see what the other person would do.

Fuck, I wanted to kiss her right now. So badly I could taste it. And it seemed like she wanted me to.

But I couldn’t. No matter how much I wanted to. This was a job, she was a client, and I wasn’t going to take advantage of the fact that she’d had a little too much to drink tonight.

I let go of Daphne, turned, and made my way off the dance floor before I made a colossal mistake that I knew we’d both end up regretting.
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I stood there staring as I watched Ezra walk away from me, unable to unfreeze myself so I could move from this spot.

Was he about to kiss me just now? It sure as hell seemed like it. And God, I wanted him to. I didn’t think I’d ever wanted a kiss so much in my life. But then he’d just turned and walked away instead. 

Maybe I’d been reading it wrong. When I looked up at him in the VIP section, the way he was looking at me didn’t seem like a bodyguard who was getting paid to watch over me. It seemed like he was watching me, wishing that he could be down on the dance floor with me. That was why I’d gone up there to get him to come down and dance with us.

But in a dark nightclub, with a ton of people all pressed up against each other, moving to the music, it was easy to misread signals. Add the three margaritas I’d had to the mix? Basically a recipe for disaster.

We’d been friendly with each other since he’d started this job, and when he hugged me today…I couldn’t explain it. It felt like the world made sense for a second. I knew it was stupid to feel like that from a hug, but I had no other way to describe what it had felt like. It was so easy to talk to him too, and unlike most people I worked with, he actually cared about me as a person. 

I felt something hard land on my shoulder and turned to see Samantha next to me, with her casted arm wrapped around me.

“You okay?” she mouthed over the sound of “Take on Me” by a-Ha.

I couldn’t hear myself think in here, let alone begin to have a conversation. So I pointed toward the bathrooms, and she nodded. We started moving in that direction, and she grabbed Bailey and Willow on the way. Once the door shut behind us and I locked it just to make sure no one else would walk in and notice me here, I turned to face them.

“Okay, what’s going on, Daph?” Willow asked, pulling her auburn hair back into a ponytail.

I sighed as I leaned against a sink. “It’s stupid.”

“It’s not stupid if it’s upsetting you,” Samantha said. “What’s wrong, babe?”

“I could have sworn Ezra was about to kiss me just now. But then he turned and walked away.”

“I thought he was going to too,” Bailey agreed. “I was actually shocked when he didn’t.”

“I mean, we’re in a nightclub. There’s sexual tension oozing on the dance floor. Maybe I misread it?” I questioned. “I don’t even know why I’m so upset by it. I’ve only known the guy for a week and a half.”

“It doesn’t matter how long you’ve known him,” Samantha said. “I see how the two of you act around each other every day. There’s obviously something there. But you have to remember, even though you don’t personally sign his paychecks, he technically works for you. Maybe he was afraid of crossing a line.”

“Actually, I’m sure that’s what was going on,” Willow chimed in.

“So, what do I do?”

“I know you’re not the type, but I think if you want something more than friendship with him, you’ll have to be the one to make a move,” Bailey said. “Because he won’t want to risk his job by making a move if you’re not interested.”

“I don’t know what I want,” I admitted. “I mean, I wanted to kiss him just now, but maybe it’s just the atmosphere and the three margaritas I’ve had.”

“It’s okay not to know. Like you said, you’ve only known the guy for a week and a half. There’s nothing wrong with taking some time to figure it out and getting to know him better first,” Samantha told me.

I nodded. “You’re right. I don’t even know why it upset me so much.”

“That’s nothing another margarita and more dancing can’t fix.” Willow grabbed my hand. “Come on.”

She started to lead me to the door, and Bailey turned to come with us. Samantha stayed where she was, so I turned and looked at her.

“You coming, Sam?” I asked.

“I actually do have to pee. I’ll meet you guys back in the VIP section,” she said, flashing her wristband.

I smiled. “Okay.”
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“Hey, have you seen Sam?” Bailey asked as she sat down next to me on the sectional in the VIP section.

Actually…now that she mentioned it, I hadn’t seen Samantha since we’d left her in the bathroom twenty minutes ago. And Samantha wasn’t the kind of person to just go back on the dance floor without finding us first. Was she?

I got up and went to the railing to look at the dance floor, but there was a sea of people and I couldn’t find Samantha among them. A sinking feeling developed in my stomach as I turned back toward the couch, where Willow was now sitting next to Bailey.

“I don’t see her on the dance floor,” I told them. “I’m going to go back to the bathroom down there and check on her.”

“Want us to come?” Willow asked.

I shook my head. “No, it’s probably nothing. She’s probably just had one too many and threw up.”

“Sure you’re okay going by yourself? Shouldn’t you wrangle one of the guys to go with you just in case?” Bailey asked.

“I don’t think I need security right now. No one’s paying attention, especially not to some girl in the bathroom,” I told them. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

I grabbed my purse from the coat check just in case and then turned around and went back downstairs. Making a beeline for the hallway where the bathrooms were, I crossed the dance floor, weaving through a ton of couples slow dancing and making out to “Head Over Heels” by Tears for Fears. Luckily, I didn’t get stopped by a single person on my way, though a few people did do double takes.

When I got to the bathrooms, I saw a figure huddled on the floor, and a slight movement revealed the bright pink arm cast that I’d come to know all too well. Except it was broken and coming off of Samantha’s arm.

“Oh, my God!” I gasped, sprinting the ten steps over to her and kneeling down. “Sam. What happened, babe? Who did this to you?”

“I didn’t…I didn’t see them,” she sniffled, slurring her words slightly and groaning quietly. “It was too dark. I just know it was a man. Too tall and buff to be a woman. They grabbed me as I was coming out and felt me up, like they were looking for cash or something. Then they kneed me in the stomach, banged my head hard against the wall, and shoved me onto the floor and stomped on my cast until it broke. It hurts so bad, Daph.”

“You’re gonna be okay, babe,” I murmured into her ear, planting a kiss on her head. “You’re gonna be okay. We’re gonna get you to a hospital. Can you stand?”

“I…I don’t know,” she mumbled.

I moved around to her other side, where her good arm was, and tried to put it around my shoulder and help her up, but I wasn’t strong enough, especially when she needed to use her good arm to support her bad arm.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

“No, don’t apologize. I’m going to call Ezra. He’ll get the guys down here to help you,” I soothed her. “Just hang on.”

My hands trembled as I pulled my phone out of my purse and found Ezra’s phone number in my contacts. I hit the call button and put it to my ear, but it went to voicemail. Damn it. He probably couldn’t hear it over the music. I tried one more time, and when he didn’t answer again, I texted Bailey. I knew she’d have her phone on her.

Me: Someone jumped Sam outside the bathroom. Grab the guys and get down here. Please. She can’t get up on her own and I don’t think Ezra can hear his phone over the music.

Bailey: OMG!!! We’ll be there ASAP.

Samantha whimpered as she tried to move her bad arm, and I rubbed her back and kissed the top of her head again.

“Don’t try to move it, Sam,” I said into her ear, so she’d hear me over the music. “Don’t hurt yourself. Just keep it still until we can figure out how to stabilize it.”

I bent over my hurting friend, keeping my arms around her and trying my best to comfort her, since I couldn’t do anything else. I couldn’t tell how long it had been when I felt hands on my shoulders and jumped, crying out a little.

“I need you to back up for me, angel,” Ezra murmured into my ear, instantly making me relax. “Let us check her out so we can see if we need to call an ambulance.”

I tried not to melt at him calling me “angel.” Really, I did. Especially since I knew that was also my code name amongst his team and he’d literally just been talking to them. But I couldn’t help it. Maybe it was the situation. Maybe it was still the alcohol or the lingering effects from whatever the hell had happened between us on the dance floor. All I knew was that hearing him call me by a pet name made warmth radiate from my chest to my entire body.

“Come on, Daph,” he said, rubbing my back. “Let us help her.”

It took a second for me to convince myself to unfreeze and back away. As soon as I did, Ezra pulled me into his arms and squeezed me tight while Hector and Garth knelt on either side of Samantha and tried to help her stand, but even with two strong men, she couldn’t get up. I was worried she might have a concussion or something worse from getting her head slammed into the wall.

“I think we need to call an ambulance,” I sniffled.

“That’ll just end up taking longer,” Ezra countered. “The second the paramedics get here, the entire club will realize you’re here when the commotion draws attention over here. It’ll be so much faster if we can take her out a back door.”

“But she can’t get up,” I pointed out.

“Sam, can I try to pick you up and carry you?” Garth asked.

I saw her nod slightly, and in less than a minute, Garth was standing up and cradling Samantha in his arms like a small child while she tried to hold the remnants of her cast on her bad arm to stabilize it.
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“Daph. Sam. What the hell happened?” Josh panted as he walked into Samantha’s hospital room.

“I got jumped at the nightclub we went to. I didn’t see who did it. Just that it was a guy. Why would he break my cast?” Samantha sniffled. “I don’t get it.”

Yeah, I didn’t understand that either. If this had been motivated by money or something, why would they go to the trouble of stomping on her cast until it broke? That made no sense to me.

“Did they take anything?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I didn’t have anything on me. I left everything at the coat check. But they checked my pockets and even put their hand up my shirt to see if I was hiding anything in my bra.”

“Have the police been called?”

“What’s the point?” she said sadly. “I didn’t see the guy. I just know it was a man from his build. I just want them to re-set my arm and get a new cast, and then I want to go back to the hotel and get some sleep.”

“Do you need some time off again?” I asked her.

“No,” she sighed. “We don’t have another show for a few days anyway. Tomorrow’s a travel day, and then we’ve got a free day before the next show. I’ll be okay to work by the next show day.”

“Daph, are you hurt at all?” Josh asked, sounding almost bored.

“No. I’m fine. Just here for moral support.”

“Well, that’s something at least. Maybe we can keep this mess out of the press,” he muttered.

“Right. Because obviously that’s the most important thing,” I scoffed.

“Look, maybe you think you can just do whatever you want because you’re Daphne DeVille and people love you, but too many more scandals like this and you’re going to start losing fans, which equals less album and ticket sales, which equals less money,” he snapped.

“Sam’s lying here with head trauma and a broken and dislocated elbow and you’re worried about ticket sales?!” I growled.

“Yes. I am. And I’m worried about your public image. Because it’s my job to be. Look, I know you want to be here for your friend, but I’d be more comfortable if you went back to the hotel with Ezra. I already sent Bailey and Willow back with Garth and Hector. I’ll stay with Sam myself.”

“He’s right, Daph,” she chimed in groggily. “We don’t know who hurt me or if they know I’m in your band. And if they do know that, it could be connected to the creepy gifts or the stuff that happened at your shows before you replaced the stagehands and tech crew. You’re safer back at the hotel with Ezra and the rest of the guys.”

I sighed. They were right and I knew it. At least about it being safer for me to go back to the hotel. Josh could take those ticket sales and shove them up his ass. But I hated leaving my friend in the hospital by herself. Samantha must have seen how torn I was, because she spoke again before I could open my mouth to say anything.

“I’ll be fine, babe,” she insisted. “But I want you safe. Just go back to the hotel and get some rest. I’ve got my phone too, so I’ll let you know what the doctor says.”

“Promise?” I pressed.

“I promise. Now go get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.
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Every head in the entire place turned to look at me as I walked out into the waiting room, but surprisingly, no one got up to hound me for a picture or autograph. Apparently the general public did have some boundaries, after all.

I scanned the area for Ezra, but I didn’t see him anywhere. But less than thirty seconds later, a black Escalade pulled up in front of the emergency room entrance. I breathed a sigh of relief and headed outside. Just as I walked outside, the passenger door of the car opened, revealing Ezra in the driver’s seat.

“No driver this time?” I asked as I got in and fastened my seatbelt.

“Nope. He stayed at the hotel when the guys took Bailey and Willow back,” he explained. “Do you trust me not to crash the car?”

I snorted. “Yes, I trust you.”

“How’s Sam?” he asked.

“She’s in a lot of pain,” I sighed. “I should have stayed in the bathroom with her. Isn’t that, like, rule number one of going to a nightclub? Don’t let your friends go to the bathroom alone?”

One of his hands left the steering wheel and landed on my shoulder. I turned to look at him, and I found nothing but sympathy in his eyes, though they were firmly focused on the road.

“Don’t do that, Daph,” he said softly. “Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t do that to Sam.”

“But maybe I could have stopped it. Maybe they wouldn’t have targeted her if she wasn’t alone,” I countered.

“Or maybe you would have gotten hurt too. Maybe they knew who she was and they hurt her to try to get to you.”

“Do you think this has something to do with the creepy gifts and what’s been happening at my shows?”

“I don’t know. All I do know is they broke her cast, and I don’t think some random person who was after money would have done that. To me, that looks like someone trying to send a message.”

I choked down the lump in my throat, but I didn’t let myself cry. I couldn’t. If I let myself cry, if I let myself really feel this, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get back on a stage until we figured out who was behind everything. Because, honestly, I was on the same page. 

Ezra pulled the car into a parking space in the hotel’s private garage and turned to look at me. There was something warm in his eyes, a complete contrast from the electricity we’d shared on the dance floor earlier tonight.

“Do you have something to cover your hair with so people won’t recognize you inside?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“Hang tight for just a second,” he told me.

He popped the back hatch and got out of the car, then rummaged around in the back for a minute before coming over to my side of the car. After opening my door for me, he held out a hoodie. I gratefully accepted it, tugging it over my head and pulling the hood up, inhaling the comforting scent of cedarwood. I heard a quiet snort, and I looked up to see his lips twitching, fighting a smile.

“What?” I chuckled.

“That thing’s huge on you,” he said, the smile finally breaking free. “You’re swimming in it.”

“It’s comfy, though,” I said, feeling heat color my cheeks.

“Come on. Let’s get you back to your room so you can get some rest.”

Ezra led me inside and walked me to my hotel room. After what had just happened, he insisted on sweeping it again, so I stood in the living room of the suite while he checked the bedroom and bathroom.

“Okay, you’re all clear,” he announced as he walked out of the bedroom. “You going to be okay?”

I nodded. I didn’t really have a choice but to be okay. 

But instead of leaving, Ezra pulled me into a hug. It felt like second nature to let my arms slide around his waist and rest my head on his chest. 

God, why did he have to give such good hugs? And why did this have to feel so incredibly right? After the emotional night I’d had, I couldn’t help the few tears that leaked free and wet his shirt.

“You don’t have to pretend to be okay if you’re not, angel,” he said softly. “Not with me. I know it feels like you don’t have a choice but to be okay, but you’re allowed to let yourself feel this.” 

Again with calling me “angel.” And this time, I knew it wasn’t him slipping up and calling me that because he’d just been talking to his team. I couldn’t understand why I was not only okay with it, but actually melted hearing it. We’d known each other for less than two weeks.

“I’m scared,” I admitted. “Not just because of what happened tonight, but because of the gifts. Because of the photo leaking. Because of the stuff that happened at the shows in London, Paris, and New York. I don’t know if it’s connected or not, but I can’t help but think it is. And I don’t know what to do about it.”

“That’s why you have me and the rest of the guys,” he said, squeezing me a little tighter. “To help you figure out what to do about it.”

“I know,” I sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to unload on you like that.”

“You can unload on me whenever you want, Daph. It’s okay.” He rubbed my back, still not letting go of me.

“Thanks. For everything tonight.”

“You don’t have to thank me. It’s what I do.”

“No, it’s not. You went above and beyond the call of duty tonight. And I appreciate it,” I told him. “I should let you go get some sleep, though.”

“Do you want me to sleep on the couch out here tonight?” he asked.

I pulled back and looked at him, raising my eyebrows. I couldn’t have actually heard him right, could I?

“I mean it,” he said before I could open my mouth. “If it’ll make you feel better having someone else in here tonight, I’ll sleep on the couch out here. Your bedroom door closes, so you’ll still have complete privacy. You’ll just have a little extra muscle out here if you need it.”

“Okay,” I said before I could register what I was doing. “Let me call down to the front desk for an extra blanket for you. Do you need a phone charger? I have a spare. I saw we have the same phone.”

He chuckled. “My room’s just down the hall. Will you be okay for a few minutes while I go grab my stuff?”

“Right.” I shook my head. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

As Ezra walked out the door, I tried to convince myself to text him and tell him that he didn’t really need to come back. But, try as I might, I couldn’t do it. Because the truth was, I’d sleep just a little easier with him in here tonight.
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I was woken up by my phone ringing. I groaned and checked the time. Eight in the morning. Well, my alarm had been set for thirty minutes from now anyway. But I’d only gotten about four hours of sleep.

“Hello?” I answered, not even bothering to check the caller ID.

“Ezra. Where are you, man? You never came back to the room last night,” came Hector’s voice.

“Sorry,” I yawned as I sat up. “I slept on the couch in Daph’s suite.”

“You did what?” he asked, sounding shocked. “So much for not mixing business and pleasure.”

I snorted. “Did you miss the part where I slept on the couch? She was upset and scared after what happened with Sam, so I offered to sleep on the couch. Anyway, what’s up?”

“The front desk got a delivery for Daphne. We tried to find you, but when we couldn’t, it went to me. Man, it’s…it’s not good. I think what happened to Sam last night had something to do with the gifts she’s been getting. It looks like she’s got someone following this tour.”

“Does Josh know?” I asked.

“Not yet. Sorry, but I don’t trust that fucker as far as I can throw him. And something like this…I’m debating if I want to try to involve law enforcement. Though, with as much as we’re traveling, it’s almost pointless.”

“Let me wake Daph up,” I told him. “Come to her suite. You can tell us both about it and the three of us can decide about involving law enforcement together. It’d be FBI territory since this person is crossing state lines, but I still don’t know what they’d do.”

“You got it. I’ll be there in ten,” he told me.

I hung up with Hector and went to knock on Daphne’s bedroom door.

“Daph? You awake?” I asked.

I heard quiet groaning from the other side of the door, so I knew she was awake at least. I knocked again.

“I’m sorry to bug you first thing in the morning, but Hector got a delivery for you and we need to talk to you before we get on the road. He’s going to be here in ten minutes,” I told her.

“Okay,” she called, sounding beyond exhausted. “Give me five minutes.”

I went and started some coffee with the crap-ass coffee pot that was in the room, and three minutes later, I heard the bedroom door open. Turning around, I had to take a second to catch my breath as I took in the woman in front of me.

I’d seen Daphne without her heavy stage makeup, leather pants, and spike-heeled boots before. She wore things like jeans and yoga pants to the venues and got into her show clothes there, then changed back out of those and into normal clothes for the trip back to the hotel. And even like that, she still looked like a rock star somehow. Maybe it was the way she carried herself. 

But like this, with barely-brushed hair, wearing just a baggy t-shirt and sleep shorts? This was by far my favorite look. For once, the rock star exterior was completely gone, and I got a glimpse of the Daphne underneath. The one I’d gotten to know over the past week and a half. The slightly shy and awkward woman who flushed at the slightest compliment and rambled when she got nervous.

“Sorry. I know this isn’t my best look,” she chuckled awkwardly, covering her mouth as she yawned.

Bullshit, I wanted to say. This is the best look I’ve ever seen on you.

But I couldn’t say that. Because she was my client. I shouldn’t have even been seeing her like this at all. I just hadn’t been able to make myself leave last night when she was so obviously upset and scared.

“You just woke up. I didn’t expect you to be perfectly put together,” I managed to say. “I started some coffee with the crap they have here in the room. Should be ready in a little bit.”

“Thanks,” she yawned again. “I am so not a morning person.”

“You only stay up until one or two in the morning on show nights. Wonder why?” I chuckled.

She snorted and went to the coffee machine, grabbing one of the paper cups and throwing some sugar and powdered creamer into it. Then she went to sit on the couch, moving my blanket out of the way.

“Yeah…we’re going to need to stop at Starbucks before we get on the road today,” she mumbled. “This coffee isn’t going to cut it.”

“I don’t think anyone on the crew will complain,” I told her as I threw my blanket on the floor.

Before I could sit down next to her, there was a knock on the door.

“Is it okay if I get it?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she sighed, taking another sip of crappy coffee.

I went and looked out the peep hole to make sure it was Hector before answering the door. He walked in carrying a manila envelope.

“Morning,” he said. “Sorry to wake you up so early, Daphne.”

“I had to get up anyway. We need to be on the road by ten,” she said, half-smiling. “I’m definitely treating everyone to Starbucks before we leave, though. I’m dragging. Anyway, Ezra said you got a message for me?”

“Yeah, we did,” he told her, going and sitting on the coffee table in front of the couch before handing her the envelope.

I sat down next to Daphne as she took the envelope and pulled the contents out. She immediately gasped and put her hand over her mouth as her eyes filled with tears.

“Oh, my God,” she sobbed. “It’s my fault. This is all my fault. I got her hurt.”

“Can I see, Daph?” I asked.

Without another word, she handed me everything. There was a copy of one of the many tabloid articles that had surfaced after that picture of her and Samantha kissing got leaked, along with a Polaroid picture of Samantha after she got jumped in the club last night. And then there was a note paper-clipped to it.

 

I told you to behave, Daphne. See what you made me do? You’re MINE, and I don’t share.

 

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath.

This was definitely connected to the gifts and notes she’d been receiving. And, more disturbing still, whoever this was had known that she and the girls were at the club last night and had waited for Samantha to be alone before hurting her. Almost like a jealous lover trying to hurt the person their partner was cheating with.

“Daph, what do you want to do?” I asked her. “I’m not sure this is quite enough to go on to prove this was the same person, because the notes are typewritten, but this is definitely an escalation. Eagle has contacts in the FBI for situations like this. This falls to them because this person is crossing state lines.”

“What can they do when we don’t know who this is?” Daphne asked.

I pulled her into a hug, sighing. She immediately buried her face in my chest and wrapped her arms around me. Hector looked at us and raised an eyebrow, but I just rolled my eyes. Couldn’t he see how scared she was right now? I would have given anyone who was this upset a hug. No matter how right she felt in my arms, it was just a friendly hug, offering her a little bit of comfort while she was scared and upset.

“I honestly don’t know what they can do. But I’d rather be safe than sorry,” I decided. 

“Okay. Just make sure you keep Josh in the loop,” she told us.
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“Absolutely not,” Josh scoffed. “The FBI? You’ve got to be out of your damn mind! It was just a note!”

“Did you forget the part where they were involved in Sam’s attack?” I growled. “This isn’t just gifts and notes now, Josh. It’s escalated to violence.”

“You can’t prove this was the same person,” he argued. “And even if it was, Daphne’s a celebrity. You have worked security for celebrities before, right? You know they sometimes have obsessed fans. It’s harmless.”

“Tell that to Sam, who was in agony last night after this person stomped on her broken arm over and over again until her cast broke. Tell that to Rebecca Schaeffer or Christina Grimmie. Oh, wait. You can’t. Because they’re dead,” I bit out. “Killed by, quote, harmless fans.”

“Do you have any idea what kind of a publicity nightmare this will cause for Daphne’s tour? After she’s already thrown a hissy fit and fired half the crew? You’re her security team. Your job is to protect her. So protect her. Yourselves. Without involving the goddamn FBI.”

I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to keep my composure. Where the fuck had Daphne found this asshole? He obviously didn’t give two shits about her. All he cared about was how it would look in the press.

“Fine,” I conceded grudgingly. “We won’t involve the authorities. For now. But my team and I can only do so much. If anything else happens to her, it’s on you. Not me. Got it?”

“I’d watch your mouth. You forget, you can easily be replaced,” he threatened. 

“Well, last I checked, that was Daphne’s call, not yours,” I spat, then turned and walked away.

I stormed back to Daphne’s suite, knocking loudly on the door. She answered within ten seconds, concern twisting her angelic features. I could only imagine what I looked like as I walked into her suite and sat on the couch. I was so pissed at Josh, I was literally shaking.

“Are you okay, Ezra?” she asked quietly as she sat down next to me.

I turned to look at her, completely shocked. “You have a crazy person following this tour and hurting your friends and you’re asking if I’m okay?”

“Yeah. I am. You’re obviously upset. What’s going on?”

I took a breath, trying to center myself, but it didn’t do much good. My voice sounded as tense as I felt right now. 

“Josh is a prick,” I clipped out. “That’s what’s going on. He told me in no uncertain terms that I was not allowed to involve the authorities. He still thinks this is harmless. I told him to tell that to Sam, and he just blew it off. So I’m making an executive decision. He doesn’t get to be kept in the loop anymore. I’m sorry for going against what you asked, but I don’t think he has your best interests at heart. And I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to you on my watch.”

This time, she was the one who hugged me. She leaned against me and squeezed my shoulders, resting her head on the one closest to her. And somehow, just that simple gesture calmed me down, at least enough to think clearly.

“Okay,” she said simply. “I trust you. And I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

“One thing? Try not to hook up with anyone where it’s visible anymore,” I chuckled weakly. “This person’s obviously agitated seeing you with anyone else. If we can make them think you’re not romantically involved with anyone, we might be able to get them to back down a little.”

She snorted quietly. “Done. I already feel like enough of an idiot about that. Anything else?”

“Don’t go anywhere without someone from this team. I don’t care if you’re walking from your dressing room to the bathroom backstage. One of us escorts you and waits outside the door,” I told her. “And we’re still going to make sure we vet every single message or gift for you before we tell you about it.”

I saw her nod out of the corner of my eye, and I turned to face her. Seeing the mixture of fear and trust in her eyes made the overwhelming urge to kiss her return, just as strong as it was last night at the club. But somehow, I refrained, putting a hand on her arm instead.

“Listen, angel. I promise I’m not going to let anything happen to you on my watch. But I need to know if you’re okay with me making the call to the FBI, regardless of what Josh says, if it comes down to it,” I said.

I didn’t know why I’d suddenly started calling her “angel.” It had just slipped out last night at the club when it took me a solid couple of minutes to even get her to realize I was there, because I was trying to comfort her. But it was like I couldn’t stop it now.

Again, she nodded. “I trust you, Ezra. I trust you to keep me safe, and if that means involving the FBI, then it means involving the FBI.”

I breathed a sigh of relief, and I couldn’t stop myself from pulling her into my arms again. Without hesitation, she slid her arms around me. I rested my chin on her head; she tightened her embrace in response. While she couldn’t see, I allowed my eyes to slide closed, relishing in the complete and utter rightness of the way this felt. 

I knew the line between personal and professional was starting to blur, but in this moment, I couldn’t find a reason to care. There was only one other person that had ever made me feel this sense of…I didn’t even know what it was. Certainty? Belonging? Whatever it was, the only other person I’d ever felt it with was my daughter.

“Is it okay if I ride to Kansas City with you?” I asked quietly. “I know it’s unlikely that anything will happen while we’re on the road, but…”

“Yeah, of course. I just don’t have any bunks on my bus. I have a bedroom,” she chuckled weakly. “But the couch in the lounge area is comfortable.”

“I slept on a couch last night, remember? I’ll be fine,” I told her.

She smiled. “Okay. It’ll actually be nice to have some company for the trip. It gets kind of lonely.”
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This bus was insane. Daphne basically had a house on wheels. Then again, she had the money, and she spent enough time on the road. I could understand her wanting to be comfortable for the constant traveling (and, honestly, she made sure all of her crew was too—the bus that the security team traveled in was nice and roomy, and the bunks were decently sized). There was a full living room and kitchenette—which consisted of a mini fridge full of drinks, a microwave, and a small pantry full of various snacks—a bathroom, and then her bedroom area in the back, which apparently had a full bathroom that included a shower stall.

At around four, I decided to FaceTime Rachel and talk to Arielle. After the stress of last night and this morning, I needed a little one-on-one time with my baby girl. Not even two weeks on the road and I was already missing her something fierce. I didn’t know how I was going to survive the next three and a half months.

“Hey, bro. Aren’t you supposed to be in the middle of a sweep right around now?” Rachel said by way of greeting when she answered.

“Travel day,” I explained.

“So that explains the swanky couch you’re sitting on right now,” she teased. “Must be nice.”

“This isn’t the norm. Something happened this morning and I didn’t want to leave Daph completely alone for the trip. I’m on her bus. The security crew’s bus is nice, but I’m not going to lie. This bus is insane.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, just an obsessed fan. Nothing too crazy,” I lied. “She was just upset over it.”

That part wasn’t a lie. I just left out the part about how I was just as upset, mostly because her prick of a tour manager was refusing to let us do our jobs to the best of our abilities.

“You’re a good guy.” Rachel smiled. “Hey, before you talk to Ari, I need to talk to you about something.”

A knot formed in my stomach. Had something happened to her? Was she hurt? Did I need to catch the first flight back to Long Island when we got to Kansas City?

“What is it?” I choked out.

“Relax, papa bear,” she chuckled. “Just a friend who wants to invite her over for a sleepover this weekend to celebrate her birthday. I told her I’d talk to you.”

“Who?” I wondered.

“Makayla.”

“I know her, and her parents. Do you know who else is going to be there and who’s supervising?”

“Just her and Makayla, and Makayla’s dads are both going to be home. I guess no one else’s parents would let their kids go. Because of the two dads thing. Ari was upset because Makayla was crying when her other friends said they couldn’t go.”

My heart broke for that poor little girl. Why were people so closed-minded? Makayla’s dads were both stand-up guys, and were a lot more involved than most parents. I would have trusted Arielle with them over most of her other friends’ parents, honestly.

“Yeah, I’m good with it. Just make sure she knows she’s allowed to call if she wants to come home and to speak up if she’s not comfortable with anything,” I told her. “And if you take her to buy a gift, I’ll pay you back.”

“She’ll be so excited. I’ll let you tell her. Hang on.”

She walked toward the living room, where Arielle was sitting and watching Frozen. I could tell because I heard the song “Love Is an Open Door” blasting at top volume. I really, really hoped she’d outgrow her love of that damn talking snowman soon, because that movie was slowly driving me crazy.

“Ari, want to pause that movie? Your dad’s on FaceTime,” Rachel said.

Immediately, the sound stopped on the TV, and two seconds later, the phone was being yanked out of Rachel’s hands.

“Daddy!” Arielle exclaimed.

I grinned. “Hey, munchkin. Are you driving Aunt Rachel and Uncle Tim crazy yet?”

“Maybe,” she giggled.

“I hear Makayla invited you to spend the night for her birthday.”

“Yeah. Can I?”

“I just told Aunt Rachel yes, so I guess that means you can.”

“Yay! She won’t have to be alone on her birthday now.” The smile on her face was quickly replaced with a frown. “Why won’t Ava and Suzie and Kenisha’s parents let them come? Just because she has two daddies instead of a mommy and a daddy doesn’t mean they’re bad people.”

“You’re right. It doesn’t. Remember what we said when Aunt Vicki got engaged to Miss Billie?”

“Love is love, and it’s always special, but it’s different for everyone,” she recited.

“That’s right. But not everyone understands that. It’s sad, but that’s why it’s important that Makayla has amazing friends like you who do understand,” I told her.

I heard the beeping of the microwave, and I looked to see Daphne standing there smiling at me.

“Ari?” she whispered.

I nodded, then turned back to the screen. “Hey, jelly bean, hang on for just a second, okay?”

“Okay,” Arielle chirped.

I put the call on mute and put the phone down for a second so I could turn to Daphne.

“Want to come say hi to her?” I asked. “She had kind of a rough day at school. She could use the surprise.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Some of her friends’ parents are bigoted jerks, but she’s okay. Just sad for her friend,” I explained.

“Aww. I’d love to meet her. Sort of.”

I picked the phone back up and took it off mute.

“Sorry, munchkin,” I said. “I’m back.”

“It’s okay. Where are you?”

“I’m on a tour bus. We’re…. You know, I don’t actually know where we are. Somewhere between Pittsburgh and Kansas City,” I told her.

She giggled.

“I have someone here who wants to say hi to you. Is it okay if I put them on?” I asked.

“Yeah. Who is it?”

Daphne came to sit down next to me, and I held the phone out so Arielle could see both of us.

“Oh, my God!” Arielle squealed. “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod!”

“That was my eardrum, sweet pea,” I heard Rachel saying in the background.

“Daphne’s on the phone!” she exclaimed.

I couldn’t help it. I started laughing. Daphne didn’t really feel like a celebrity to me anymore. Yes, she was famous, and I knew that. But, over the course of almost two weeks, she’d become more like a friend than a client. But to my daughter? The woman sitting next to me was Daphne DeVille, her idol.

“Seriously?” Rachel asked, her voice suddenly a lot closer. Then she appeared in the background and her eyes widened. “Oh, my God. Hi, Daphne. Sorry if this little squirt broke your eardrum. She’s, like, a mega-fan.”

Daphne laughed. “It’s okay. I’m used to it. Your dad’s told me a lot about you, Ari. It’s really nice to meet you. And by the way, I think we’re somewhere around Nashville.”

“Already?” I asked. 

“Yep,” Daphne said. “I heard you had a rough day at school, sweetie.”

“Yeah. My friend Makayla almost had to spend her birthday alone. But now I get to spend it with her, so she won’t be alone anymore,” Arielle told her.

“Well, do you know what that means?”

“What?”

“That means you just have to make sure she has extra fun so her birthday’s still special,” Daphne said. “Hey, does your friend like my music as much as you do?”

“Yeah! Our favorite song is ‘Queen of the Angels.’”

“When’s her birthday?” she asked.

“Saturday.”

“What’s today? Wednesday, right?”

“Yep,” I chuckled. 

I had a feeling someone on the crew would end up making a run to the post office to express mail a package to Rachel for Makayla. Hell, I’d volunteer for the job myself if no one else would do it. I loved that she was so generous with stuff like that.

“I’ll see if I can send something to help make her birthday extra special,” Daphne said. “Do you think she’d like that?”

“She’d freak out!” Arielle giggled. “She was so jealous when I wore my new t-shirt to school.”

“Speaking of, what do you say to Daphne for sending all that cool stuff to you?” I prompted.

“Thank you!”

Daphne grinned, showing off those dimples of hers. “You’re very welcome. It’s my pleasure. Hey, I’m going to let your dad talk to you some more, okay? But maybe next time he calls, he’ll let me talk to you again for a few minutes.”

“Okay. Bye, Daphne.”

“Bye, sweetie.”

Daphne got up and went back over to the microwave, retrieving the bag of microwave popcorn she’d put in a few minutes ago. I could smell from here that she’d have to dump it and try again. She’d been talking to Arielle instead of listening to see when it was ready, and now it was burnt. She groaned and tossed it in the trash can before disappearing back into her bedroom.

“Hey, jelly bean, I’m actually going to get going too,” I said.

“Okay,” Arielle sighed.

“Was that a good surprise?” I asked.

She giggled. “Yeah. Daphne’s nice.”

“Told you she was. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

“Okay. Love you, Daddy.”

“Love you too, munchkin,” I told her.

I ended the call just in time to see Daphne coming back out of her bedroom carrying a can of air freshener. She sprayed it in the kitchen area and then set it on the counter as she grabbed another bag of popcorn from the pantry.

“Oh, you’re off the phone,” she said. “You didn’t have to do that on my account.”

“It’s okay. I try not to go crazy with my data. Even though it’s unlimited, it slows down to a crawl if I use too much of it,” I told her.

“All the buses should have Wi-Fi on them. Is it not working?” she asked.

“Not in our bus, it isn’t. The driver never even told us we had it, and the network doesn’t show up in the list of networks.”

“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. You guys must get bored out of your skulls.”

“Nah. Garth brought his Nintendo Switch with him, so we’ve just been playing a lot of Mario Kart and Super Smash Brothers. And I’ve been losing. Badly.”

She giggled. “Well, you can hook up to this one if you want. The password for all the buses is just Daphne1, capital D. A little narcissistic, I know, but it’s easy for everyone to remember.”

“It’s not narcissistic. It’s simplistic,” I said as I connected my phone to the Wi-Fi network on the bus.

“The TVs on all of the buses have Netflix, Hulu, Prime, and pretty much all of the premium cable apps. I’m so sorry you didn’t know that. I wish someone would have said something sooner.”

“It’s okay. Thanks, though. It’s really generous of you. Thankfully, this is the first super long travel day.”

“I’ll make sure Josh has it looked at while we’re in Kansas City for a couple of days. Want some popcorn?” she offered. “Or anything else? I have pretty much every kind of road trip snack you could think of. I’m kind of a junk food junkie on the travel days, so I stay stocked up on it.”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

“I was just going to watch a movie back there. You’re welcome to join me if you want some company.”

“It’s okay. Feels too weird going into your bedroom,” I admitted.

She laughed as she grabbed a bottled Arizona green tea from the fridge. “Want to watch something out here, then? I’ll stop being a recluse and come out of my cave.”

“Sure. Is there a bottle of water in that fridge?” I asked.

She grabbed a bottled water and her drink and popcorn and came to sit next to me, handing me the water and remote. 

“Your choice,” she told me. “The only thing I don’t like is horror. I get the feeling you probably watch more kid movies and cartoons than anything else at home, so I’m not going to force you to watch something you don’t want to watch.”

“Anything but Frozen,” I groaned as I turned the TV on and pulled up Netflix. “I swear, I hear those songs in my sleep.”

She smiled. “You should introduce her to Moana. The guy who wrote the show Hamilton wrote the music for it. It’s awesome.”

“If I can get her to stop watching Frozen. But in the meantime, I’ve heard awesome things about Mindhunter. What do you think?”

“So have I, but I haven’t watched it yet. Sounds good to me.” She grabbed a handful of popcorn. “Sure you don’t want some? I’ll share.”

Without thought, I reached into the bag and grabbed a few pieces as I hit play on the first episode of Mindhunter. Then I froze with my hand halfway to my mouth. Had I really just shoved my hand into Daphne’s bag of popcorn? But she just laughed.

“I told you I’d share. And, unlike your daughter, I’m over the ‘boys have cooties’ phase,” she teased, holding the bag out to me again.

I snorted and tossed the few pieces of popcorn I was still holding into my mouth before grabbing a bigger handful.
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My phone rang as I walked into the venue in Dallas for the sound check. I pulled it out of my purse and groaned internally when I saw that it was Randy. Why was this tour turning out to be such a freaking nightmare?

“Hey, Randy,” I answered, sighing. “What’s wrong?”

“Well, hello to you,” he chuckled warmly.

“Sorry. But you always do such an awesome job of managing my PR, so when you call me, I automatically assume something’s wrong.”

“I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

“You should. So, what’s up?”

“It’s nothing public. Just a message you got on your fan page on Facebook. From a Chad Van de Berg. Do you know him?”

“Unfortunately,” I groaned. “College ex.”

“Did you blacklist him from your concerts?” he asked.

“Yeah, I did. He showed up at my VIP meet and greet a few weeks ago and forcibly kissed me. It took two of my security guards to get him off of me. I hadn’t seen him since college before that. Why?” I wondered.

“I left it in your page inbox if you want to see it. You may want to forward it to your security team. Let’s just say, he wasn’t happy about not being able to get into your shows anymore,” he told me.

I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. Just what I needed on top of everything else. A crazy ex showing up and raising hell because he couldn’t get into my shows now.

“Okay. I’ll take a look at it and forward it to my security guys. Thanks, Randy.”

“It’s what I do,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Break a leg tonight.”

“Thanks,” I said, then hung up.

I went to my Facebook page and found the inbox. And Chad’s message actually scared me a little. I didn’t remember him being this unhinged before.

Chad: Do you really think keeping me out of your concerts is going to keep me away? I decide when we’re done, Daph. Not you. And we are FAR from done.

I choked down the bile that rose in my throat as I looked at that message. It had been two weeks since Samantha had been jumped, which was also the last time I’d heard from my stalker. Since then, everything had gone like clockwork. Until now.

Part of me wondered if Chad might be my stalker. But sending gifts and notes didn’t seem like his style. Hurting Samantha for sleeping with me? Well, yeah, that did seem like something he would do. Once, he’d given a guy at a party a black eye just for striking up a conversation with me. But who knew? Maybe he’d changed tactics and thought he’d catch more flies with honey than vinegar or something.

I didn’t know what to think anymore. But, luckily for me, I didn’t have to think too much about it. That was what I paid Ezra and his team for.

He’d let up on my security detail a little bit over the past week. I still had to be escorted to and from the venues just like always, but once I got there, I didn’t have to be escorted between the stage and my dressing room anymore.

I decided to shoot him a text now, while I was thinking about it.

Me: Hey, my PR manager just told me about a message that I got on my Facebook fan page. I want to forward it to you guys. Should I send it to Eagle’s page or to you personally?

Ezra: Everything okay?

Me: I think so. But remember Chad, my ex?

Ezra: Someone that it took both me and Garth to pull off of you is pretty unforgettable. And not in a good way. He sent something to your Facebook page?

Me: Yeah. He’s not thrilled about being blacklisted from my shows. And the way he was talking, I almost wonder if he isn’t somehow behind the rest of the stuff that’s been happening too.

Ezra: Forward it to Eagle’s page so it can go in our official records. You okay?

Me: As long as he doesn’t somehow get past the blacklist and get into one of my shows, I’ll be okay.

Ezra: You know we’ll make sure he doesn’t. 

Me: I know. Thanks. See you for the meet and greet.
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I walked out of my dressing room to find Ezra standing there holding two venti-sized Starbucks cups. He smiled and immediately held one out to me.

“The guys did a Starbucks run a little bit ago. Figured you could use this,” he said.

I looked at the markings on the cup and found that somehow, he’d remembered that my favorite drink was a dirty chai. He’d even gotten two shots of espresso in it rather than just one, even though I’d never told him that part.

“How’d you know I like it with two shots?” I asked, unable to help the smile that spread across my face.

“What’s the point of just one shot in a venti? You wouldn’t even be able to taste it,” he chuckled.

I giggled as I took a sip, groaning in appreciation as the strong, sweet, and spicy mixture hit my tongue. I knew I shouldn’t be drinking anything with milk this close to showtime, but he was right. I did need this, especially after getting that message from Chad.

“Oh, my God. It’s been so long since I’ve had one of these, I almost forgot how amazing they are,” I said.

“I’m good with my real coffee over here, thanks,” he teased.

“I like regular coffee and lattes too. Especially the seasonal flavors. But dirty chai lattes are one of my favorite comfort foods. Or comfort drinks. Is that a thing?”

“If you make it a thing, I’m sure it’d catch on. You’ve got the pull.”

“Taylor told me once that he was convinced I could accidentally put my shirt on inside-out one day and the next day, millions of teenage girls would be doing it on purpose and thinking it was the coolest thing ever,” I remembered, snorting. “I think I’d rather use my influence for more important things.”

“I don’t know. I think you should do that as a social experiment. Just to see if he’s right,” he said, playfully nudging my shoulder.

I laughed, the uneasiness I’d felt earlier all but forgotten. Why was it that just being around him made me forget everything that was going wrong in my life?

“So, am I ever going to get to meet the infamous Taylor?” he asked.

“I might see if he can come to one of the make-up shows at Madison Square Garden next month,” I told him. “Why?”

“You talk so much about him, I kind of feel like I know him already.”

“Really? I do?”

“Yeah. Not that it’s a bad thing. He sounds like a good guy.”

“He is. He hasn’t had the easiest life, but he’s one of the best and most selfless people I know. Not that he sees it that way.”

“Truly selfless people never do,” he said with a smile. “My sister, Rachel, is the same way.”

“She’s the one who’s watching your daughter while you’re on the tour?” I asked.

“Yeah. I hate foisting Arielle off on her so much so I can go to work, but she never acts like it’s a chore. She drops whatever she has going on to help me. Every time,” he sighed. “I really hope the day comes when I don’t have to rely on her so much anymore.”

I smiled. “I’m sure it will. But you’re doing what you need to do to provide for Arielle right now. I’m sure she and Rachel both understand that. I really do hope I can meet her one day.”

“Maybe after the tour’s over,” he said, cracking half a smile.

I made a mental note to make sure he got a huge bonus after this tour was over. Enough that he wouldn’t have to worry about taking jobs this long again for a while. He shouldn’t have had to choose between being with his daughter and being able to provide for her.
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As Ezra walked back into the room after the VIP meet and greet was over, he looked anxious.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“I honestly don’t know,” he admitted. “Hector’s meeting us at your dressing room. A gift came for you while we were here. He vetted it since I wasn’t available.”

“And I’m guessing this gift isn’t of the welcome variety,” I deduced.

“I don’t think so,” he said sadly.

“Let’s go get this over with.”

We speed-walked back to my dressing room and found Hector standing there holding a gift bag. Without a word, I opened the door and we all walked in. Ezra turned to lock the door behind us before looking at Hector.

“Okay, let me see it,” I sighed.

“Daphne, I know we said we’d keep you informed, but I’m not sure if you really want to see this. It freaked me out,” Hector warned.

“I get where you’re coming from, but it’s only going to drive me crazy if I don’t know,” I told him.

He took a deep breath and handed me the gift bag. Slowly, I pulled out the contents: a picture frame and an envelope. And with one look at the contents of the picture frame, I understood why Hector had been hesitant to let me see it.

It was a collage of candid shots of me, all taken over the past two weeks. Outside the hotels we’d booked. In the lobby. At the stage door signing autographs after my shows. Walking into the building with one of the guys from the security team. All of them were of me upset or stressed out, or the person had caught me at awful moments so I looked like I was upset at that point in time.

“Oh, my God,” I said, unable to stop my voice from shaking.

An arm slid around my shoulders. I didn’t have to look to know that it was Ezra, because it immediately calmed me. Not completely, but enough to make my heart stop racing at a million miles a minute. But my hand was still shaking as I set the picture frame down and picked up the envelope, pulling out the note inside.

 

I know it’s hard to be a good girl and keep your spirits up without me there, beautiful. But I promise we’ll be together soon and I’ll put a real smile on your face, complete with those dimples I love so much.

 

I dropped the note to the floor, and Ezra pulled me into a hug, sitting us down on the couch, while Hector opened my minifridge and handed me a bottle of water. He gave Ezra a look, and I felt rather than saw Ezra shake his head in response.

“We’re not going to let anything happen to you, angel,” Ezra said softly. “You know that, right?”

“I know,” I said, my voice barely louder than a whisper.

“Do you think we need to bring on a few more guys?” Hector asked him.

Ezra sighed. “I don’t know what good it would do. Daph’s already got someone with her pretty much every waking minute. Daph, what do you think about having one of us stand guard outside your suite every night? Just to make sure you’re safe?”

“If you think it’s a good idea, I’ll leave it up to you,” I told him. “I trust you.”

“We can rotate out shifts so we all still get some rest,” Hector suggested. “Maybe three hours apiece?”

I felt Ezra nod, but I didn’t pick my head up from his chest to look at him. Mostly because I didn’t want him to stop holding me. As dumb as it was, just having his arms around me was calming me down.

“We can work out the details on the way back to the hotel,” he said.

“Sounds good. Daphne, do you need anything else?” Hector looked at me.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Are you guys good to finish the sweep without me?” Ezra asked him. “I’m going to stay with her for a little bit.”

“Yeah. I’ll radio if we need you,” Hector said, smirking a little. “Daphne, you need anything, you know how to reach us.”

“Thanks, Hector.” I forced a smile.

He walked out the door, and I burrowed a little closer against Ezra’s chest. Without a word, he tightened his arms around me and rested his head on top of mine.

I wished I could talk to someone about this. Try to figure out what to do and how to stop this creep. But I knew Taylor would just worry if I told him. Besides, he wouldn’t know what to do any more than I did. He’d never had a stalker.

And then it came to me. I knew who could help me. At least give me some advice about what to do.

“How bad of an idea is it for me to talk to a friend about this?” I asked. “Someone who’s been through something similar before.”

“If you trust them enough to talk to them about this, I trust them too,” Ezra said. “Are you going to call them now?”

I nodded against his chest.

“Do you want me to give you some privacy?”

“No. It’s actually Reagan. Your friend Aaron’s girlfriend. If Aaron’s around too, he might actually have some pointers for you and your guys too,” I told him.

“Okay.”

I could have sworn I felt his lips press to my head. But I had to be imagining that. Right?

I shifted against him so I could grab my phone out of my pocket, but I didn’t move away. I didn’t know why I felt like I physically couldn’t move from his embrace. I didn’t know why being here in his arms like this calmed me down so much. But right now, I wasn’t questioning it.

“Hey, Daph,” Reagan answered immediately, sounding exhausted.

“Hey, Reag,” I said, smiling. “God, it’s good to hear your voice.”

“Right back at you. It’s been forever. I saw all the craziness with Sam online. Are you holding out on us? Are you and Sam a thing now?” she asked.

I chuckled. “Nope. She’s just a friend. With occasional benefits. I’d tell you guys if I had a girlfriend. I promise. How are you and Aaron? And the baby?”

“We’re good. But I am so ready not to be pregnant anymore.”

“Only, what? Another month, right?”

“About that, yeah. So, what’s up? Not that it’s not awesome to catch up, but I know you’re way too busy to just call out of the blue without a reason.”

My eyes stung. God, I hated putting this on her while she was eight months pregnant. But I literally didn’t know who else to talk to about it.

“I’m sorry to dump on you,” I sniffled, unable to stop the tears that leaked out. “But I don’t have anyone else I can talk to about this.”

Ezra’s arms tightened around me for a second, which only made me cry more. 

“Daph,” she said sympathetically. “Babe, what’s wrong?”

“I, um…someone’s following the tour. Stuff went wrong at my shows in London and Paris before what happened in New York. And I’ve been getting really creepy notes and gifts. Telling me to, quote, be a good girl and talking about how we’ll be together soon. And when that picture of me and Sam leaked online, she got jumped at a nightclub we went to that night. Then the person sent me a message about how I made them do it because I was theirs and I betrayed them.”

“Oh, my God,” she gasped.

“I’m sorry to call you, but I don’t know anyone else who’s been through something like this before,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I’m scared and I don’t know what to do or how to stop this. I don’t know who’s doing this, but I think it might be someone who’s still on the tour. Because that picture that got leaked of me and Sam was backstage, right outside my dressing room.”

“Hey, Daph, Aaron just walked in the door. I’m going to put you on speaker, okay?” Reagan asked.

“Yeah, of course. Actually, Ezra’s here with me. So I’m going to put you on speaker too,” I told her.

I pulled the phone away from my ear and put it on speakerphone, using my shirt to wipe the tears and makeup off of the screen.

“Okay, you’re on speaker,” Reagan’s voice rang through the phone.

“So are you,” I chuckled, sniffling. “Hi, Aaron.”

“Hey, Daph,” Aaron said.

“Aaron,” Ezra said. “Been a minute, man.”

“Ezra. Hi. Yeah, it’s been a while,” Aaron agreed.

“Daph, tell Aaron what you just told me,” Reagan said.

I repeated everything I’d just told Reagan. I actually went into a lot more detail about what exactly the gifts were and what the notes said, since I was talking to a cop now rather than just a friend. When I was done, there was silence on the other end of the phone.

“Anyway, I don’t know. I guess I just hoped you might be able to tell me something that can help me stop this,” I sighed.

Aaron took a breath. “I’m operating on the assumption that what I did with Reagan isn’t an option for you. Since you’re in the middle of a world tour and all.”

“Yeah, I can’t really go hide out in a house in the woods,” I agreed. “I wish I could. Honestly, having no contact with civilization for a little while would be amazing even if I didn’t have a stalker.”

“You need a vacation after this tour,” Reagan said. “Or just some time at home with your friends who love and miss you.”

“Option B and then option A sounds amazing. I miss you guys something fierce,” I said. “But in the meantime, I feel like firing the other half of my crew, since obviously firing the first half didn’t work.”

“I get where you’re coming from, Daph, but I’m not sure if that’s a good idea,” Aaron said.

“Why not?” Ezra asked before I could. “If it gets her stalker out of here, why wouldn’t that be a good thing?”

“Because if you’re right and her stalker is someone who’s working on the tour, doing that is going to do two things, neither of which are good. First, it’ll piss them off. And you’ve already seen what happens when they get pissed off. They get violent, like they did when they jumped Sam. Second, it’ll give them a whole lot more free time to devote to their new hobby of stalking. Yeah, maybe firing them will remove their backstage access to you, but a lot of good that does if they decide to come to your next stop with a gun. Ezra, I assume you’ve got eyes on her twenty-four-seven?”

“We’re putting protocols in place that’ll take care of that,” Ezra said. “We didn’t have someone standing guard outside her hotel room at night, but we’re going to start taking shifts with that. That’s the only time someone’s not with Daphne.”

“And everyone on your team is licensed to carry, right?” Aaron clarified.

“Yep. And we all had to re-qualify before we joined this tour. We’re also personally vetting any gifts for Daphne, no matter where they come from, before they get to her. We’re telling her about everything, in the interest of maintaining transparency, but we see it first so we can re-assess her security protocols if we think she’s in more danger,” Ezra explained.

“Okay, good. In that case, I think you’re doing everything you can for right now. Just make sure you’re keeping a log of everything that happens. Even if Daph tells you she feels like she’s being followed, but you can’t see anything. And keep everything for evidence. Every note. Every gift. Every text message, Facebook message, or Tweet. I think you know this goes to the feds since this person is crossing state lines, right?”

“Yeah. Her tour manager isn’t letting us call them,” Ezra muttered.

“But I already told him that if he feels like he needs to, I don’t give a crap what Josh or Hugh have to say about it,” I chimed in.

“Good,” Aaron said. “That’s smart. But, Ezra, if you do call them, you need to make sure you have a good, solid case that Daphne is in actual danger to present to them. Otherwise they’re going to blow you off because they’ve got bigger fish to fry than a celebrity with an obsessed fan. They’ll say it’s harmless and it happens all the time.”

“Yeah, tell that to John Lennon and Selena,” Ezra bit out.

“I know, man. You don’t have to convince me. You have to convince them,” Aaron chuckled weakly. “And that’s a hell of a lot harder.”

“Thanks, Aaron,” I sighed.

“Yeah, of course,” he said.

“Are you okay now, Daph?” Reagan asked. “At least somewhat?”

“Yeah, I’ll be okay.” I sounded a whole lot more confident than I felt.

“Ezra, you have my number. Call or text if I can be of any more help,” Aaron told him.

“Will do,” Ezra said.

“Anyway, I should probably get going,” I said. “I need to get into my stage clothes and makeup. I have a sold-out crowd to perform for tonight.”

“Break a leg,” Reagan told me. “Call if you need me, babe.”

“I will,” I promised. “Look, it probably goes without saying, but—”

“I won’t say a word to Taylor and the girls. I promise,” she cut me off. “It’s not my place.”

“I’m going to tell everyone soon, because they deserve to know, but I want it to come from me.”

“You don’t have to explain to me, Daph. I get it. And I won’t say a word. You tell them when you’re ready.”

“Thanks. I’ll talk to you guys later,” I said.

After I hung up with them, I turned to look at Ezra, and he looked…I didn’t even know what he looked like. Determined, maybe? Upset?

“Are you okay, Ezra?” I asked.

“Again, you’re the one with the stalker and you’re asking me if I’m okay,” he snorted quietly.

“You’re involved in this too. You’re allowed to have feelings of your own about it.”

“More than anything, I’m just trying to figure out how to stop this person. But I feel like we’re missing just one piece of the puzzle. One thing to tell us who it is.”

“I know. Me too,” I agreed. “But I trust you to keep me safe.”

“We will, angel.” He smoothed his hand down my hair. “We’re not going to let anyone hurt you. I promise.”
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“Morning,” I said, handing Daphne a dirty chai latte as she shut the door of her hotel suite behind her.

“Morning,” she chirped with a smile.

Over the past two months working for Daphne, I’d gotten pretty good at reading her. I could tell when she was excited for a show and when it was almost a chore to get on the stage. Today? The smile on her face, sporting the dimples that only came out to play when it was real, told me she was pumped.

“Excited to make up your shows at Madison Square Garden?” I asked.

“Yeah, actually. I am. Is that weird? Should I be nervous about it because of what happened last time?”

“No, it’s not weird. This is your chance to show New York City what you’re really made of,” I told her. “Not every show’s going to go up in flames. Actually, nothing’s gone wrong with your shows themselves since that one. And you haven’t heard from your stalker in a few weeks, either. It’s okay to not always be looking over your shoulder. You’re allowed to love what you do. You’ve got a job most people only dream of having.”

“I know. Even after four years, sometimes I still can’t believe this is real life,” she chuckled, taking a sip of her chai and letting out a moan.

I couldn’t help it. Hearing that moan made all of the blood in my body rush south. And, no matter what I tried to think of—baseball stats, spiders, scorpions, my grandma in her granny panties—I couldn’t stop myself from developing a rising problem. Thank God she was looking straight ahead and not right at me, so she didn’t see.

More and more lately, I found myself wishing things were different. That she wasn’t an internationally famous musician and I wasn’t the person whose job it was to keep her safe. Because in another life, one where we weren’t a world apart, maybe we could have been good together. But, as my dad always said, “Wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up faster.”

My phone rang, pulling me from my thoughts, and my stomach dropped to the floor when I saw that it was Rachel. She never called while I was gone on a job. I was always the one who called her, usually just to check on Arielle.

“Rachel?” I answered. “What’s wrong? Is Ari okay?”

“Ari’s fine,” she sniffled. “It’s Tim. He was in a car accident this morning on his way to work. It’s…it’s bad. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to take care of Ari while I’m taking care of Tim at home too.”

“Shit. Mom and Dad don’t get back from Florida until tomorrow night,” I realized.

“I’m so sorry, Ezra. I know you’re in Louisiana right now, but—”

“No, I’m not. I’m actually in New York City. We just got in last night. Daph’s making up the two canceled Madison Square Garden shows,” I told her. “Look, give me a little while. I’ll work something out.”

What, I didn’t know. But something. Rachel did so much for me. I could handle figuring out where Arielle could spend the night for one night so Rachel could take care of her injured husband.

Daphne looked at me sympathetically as I hung up with Rachel.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I sighed. “My brother-in-law, Tim, was in a car accident. I guess it’s bad, and Rachel’s not sure if she’s going to be able to juggle him and Ari. My parents are in Florida for their anniversary and they’re not getting home until tomorrow night. I honestly don’t know what to do.”

“Ezra, if you need some time off to figure things out, all you have to do is ask. That’s your daughter.”

“I know. But I just don’t feel right leaving with everything going on with you right now,” I admitted.

She smiled. “That’s sweet. But I’ll be okay for a few days. Hector can do your job, and the rest of the team runs like a well-oiled machine.”

I hesitated. I knew I should just take the time off she was offering, go take care of my daughter, and catch back up with the crew in New Orleans in five days. But, for some reason I didn’t understand, the thought of leaving Daphne while she had a stalker on the loose physically pained me. I knew I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her while I was gone.

“You really don’t want to go, do you?” she chuckled weakly.

“Is it pathetic if I say no?” I asked.

“No. You’re dedicated to your job. I can understand that. I might have an idea, but I need to make a phone call.”

I was sure I looked as confused as I felt. I had no idea what kind of solution she could possibly have come up with for this problem. She was sweet—too sweet for this business, really—but she’d never been a single parent struggling to make end’s meet. She’d never had to juggle a job and a kid.

“Okay?” I asked.

“Your hometown is close, right?”

“Yeah. We live in Montauk.”

“Ashview is only a few hours away,” she told me. “Let me call Taylor and see how he feels about hanging out with an eight-year-old girl tonight. He and Alex are his little sister, Penny’s, legal guardians, and he’s awesome with kids. I’ll get them VIP passes and Ari can come to the show. And I’ll get Josh to get a rollaway bed delivered to your room tonight so she can spend the night here. Then you can go drop her off with your parents tomorrow before the show. The guys can handle the initial sweep by themselves today and tomorrow.”

I sighed in relief. If Taylor was free tonight, that would actually work out perfectly. And Arielle would never even realize that this was an absolute last resort because she’d be too busy freaking out over getting a VIP ticket to her favorite musician’s show tonight.

Daphne pulled her phone out of her pocket and hit a number on her speed dial before putting the phone up to her ear.

“Hey, babe,” she said after a few seconds. “I know this is super last-minute, but how do you feel about coming to the Madison Square Garden show tonight?”

There was a pause as Taylor spoke.

“Ezra’s sister and brother-in-law are taking care of his daughter while he’s here on the tour, and his brother-in-law was in a bad car accident this morning. His parents can take Arielle, but they’ve been out of town and won’t get back until tomorrow night. So he’s trying to figure something out for tonight. Figured I’d see if I could help him out,” Daphne explained. “I’ll send a car for you if you can come.”

After another pause, she laughed.

“Yes, he can come too,” she said. “Thanks, T. You’re the best. I’ll see you guys in a little while.”

She hung up and turned to me, looking a little guilty.

“I should probably have asked you before telling him that Alex could tag along too. Sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?” I asked, and then realized what the issue probably was. “If you’re worried about them both being guys, don’t be. One of Ari’s best friends in school has two dads, and Tim’s sister is engaged to a woman. Ari’s used to it.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. I had a feeling you didn’t have an issue with it, since you didn’t act freaked out about me and Sam a couple of months ago. But still. I wasn’t sure how much Ari had been exposed to same-sex couples.”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her into my side. “Seriously, thank you. You’ve got enough to worry about without solving my child care problems for me.”

“I’m glad it was that easy for me to help. And now you get to meet Taylor and Alex, and I get to meet Ari in person. I’m excited,” she chuckled. “Anyway, if you can just get me to Madison Square Garden, then you can take the subway to Grand Central and get the train to Long Island from there.”
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When I got to the hospital in Montauk, Rachel was sitting in the waiting room in tears, and Arielle looked beyond uncomfortable. Though she had Rachel’s iPad on her lap, she wasn’t watching anything on it. She was just staring off into space. But the second she saw me, her entire face lit up and she jumped out of her chair, leaving the iPad unattended.

“Daddy!” she exclaimed.

I grinned. God, I’d missed her. FaceTime sessions almost every day were a poor substitute for actually having her with me.

“Hey, jelly bean,” I said, picking her up and squeezing her tight. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too. Are you taking off work?” she asked.

“Nope. You’re actually coming to work with me,” I told her. “And you get to go to your first concert. Daphne’s giving you the royal treatment tonight. Then Grandma and Grandpa are going to pick you up from the city tomorrow when they get back to New York.”

“I get to meet Daphne?” she gasped. “For real?”

Daphne had joined me on a few video chats with Arielle, whenever she happened to be around while I was on FaceTime. And Arielle had warmed up to her pretty quickly, but I was actually a little curious about how she was going to act with Daphne in person.

“Yep,” I chuckled. “She’s excited to see you. And she’s got a couple of her really good friends coming to the show to hang out with you so I can still work. Let me talk to Aunt Rachel for a minute and then we’ll get going. Okay?”

“Okay,” she sighed. “She needs a hug.”

I set Arielle back on her feet and went to sit next to my sister, wrapping an arm around her. Rachel turned and buried her face in my chest, wetting my shirt with her tears as she slid her arms around me. I planted a kiss on the top of her head and just let her cry for a couple of minutes.

“Is it that bad?” I asked.

“No,” she sniffled. “Well, yes. I mean, he’s hurt pretty badly, but that’s not the worst of it. His girlfriend showed up like an hour ago.”

“His what?!” I exclaimed.

“His girlfriend,” she repeated. “His pregnant girlfriend. Apparently she knew he was married and didn’t give a shit. He’s been cheating on me for over a fucking year and I had no idea. We’ve been trying so hard for a baby, and now I find out he knocked some chick up on the side? And he looked so damn happy about it, too. He was actually grinning and touching her stomach and shit. Right in front of me.”

White-hot fury burned inside me. Everything in me was telling me to go find the son of a bitch and pummel him into the damn ground, regardless of how badly he was already hurt. But Rachel was more important than that waste of space right now.

“I, um…I don’t know what I’m going to do. I mean, I’m leaving him, but the house is in his name. I’ll probably end up moving in with Mom and Dad for a little bit. Just until I figure things out,” she said, pulling back and wiping her eyes. “God, I’m not looking forward to telling them about this. I can’t handle Mom’s attitude right now.”

“It’s not you that Mom will be mad at. It’s Tim.”

“Still. I’ll get the lecture on how she always knew he wasn’t good enough for me and how he was using me. Because obviously no one is good enough for either of her poor little innocent children.”

“I know,” I sighed. “If she starts to go overboard, call me. I have no problem giving her a piece of my mind.”

“Anyway, I’ll come get Ari from the city tomorrow, since I’m not doing a damned thing for Tim anymore. I just need a night to wallow in my misery.”

“Take all the time you need, Rach,” I told her. “Mom and Dad are going to come pick Ari up before they head back home when they get in tomorrow. They were flying into LaGuardia anyway. I already talked to them.”

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

“Stop it,” I scolded her. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Need me to go back there and kick Tim’s ass while I’m here?”

She snorted. “Nah. Wait until he’s healed a little bit first. He’s already in so much pain that it won’t really be satisfying right now.”

“Okay. But just say the word and I’ll put the fucker’s balls in a blender.”

“Ezra! Your daughter’s right here,” she sniffled, laughing a little.

“But I got a laugh. So it was worth it,” I said, kissing her head. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah. I was just waiting for you to get here to pick Ari up. I’m headed to buy some wine and ice cream for tonight, and I’m going to Laura’s house,” she told me.

I rolled my eyes. If her friend Laura was involved, she’d have a massive hangover tomorrow. But she’d earned it.

Instead of doing what I really wanted to do—finding Tim’s room so I could pulverize the son of a bitch—I just gave my sister another hug and kiss on her head, then led Arielle out of the hospital and ordered an Uber.
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“Okay, jelly bean, you have to stay close to me when we get inside. Everyone’s working right now,” I told Arielle as we walked up to the back entrance of Madison Square Garden.

“Okay,” she said in a small voice.

I chuckled. “You nervous about meeting Daphne in person?”

“Yeah,” she mumbled.

“Don’t be. She’s just a person, just like you and me. Just talk to her like you’ve been talking to her on FaceTime.”

With a flash of my badge, we walked in and were greeted by the sound of Daphne singing “All the Girls Love Alice.” I had to admit, she killed this song. Since working for her, I’d grown to appreciate her talent as an artist, and this was one of my favorite songs of hers. I liked her version even better than the original. Yeah, I knew it was one of her hits, but songs became hits for a reason, right?

“Ari!” Hector said as he walked up to us. “Hey, princess!”

“Uncle Hector!” Arielle exclaimed, wrapping her arms around his legs.

He smiled and picked her up, planting a sloppy kiss on her cheek.

“Ew!” she groaned, wiping her face.

“Sorry we’re late getting back. I needed to make sure Rachel was okay,” I told him.

“We barely even noticed you were gone. Daphne’s ex, Chad, showed up and made a stink about not being able to get in tonight, but we handled it,” he said. “How’s Tim?”

“Not nearly bad enough,” I muttered.

“What?” His face twisted in confusion.

“His pregnant girlfriend showed up at the hospital about an hour before I got there. Apparently he’s been cheating on Rachel for over a year,” I explained. “Rachel’s moving out of the house.”

His eyes widened. “Damn.”

“Yeah. I never saw that coming,” I sighed. “I felt like going back into his hospital room and letting him taste my fist instead of the hospital food. If Ari hadn’t been right there, I probably would have.”

“You need some help kicking his ass?” he asked.

I snorted. “Nah. He’s not worth the effort.”

I was distracted from the conversation when I heard Daphne thanking everyone for a great sound check. Hector set Arielle back down.

“Guess I’d better go make sure everything’s ready for the meet and greet in a couple of hours,” he said.

“I’ll catch up with you guys in just a few,” I told him.

Daphne walked off the stage and seemed to be looking around for someone. Apparently that someone was me, because she grinned wide enough to show her dimples when she met my eyes and made a beeline in my direction.

“Hey. You’re back,” she said, wrapping an arm around me. “How’s your brother-in-law?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said. “Long story.”

I wasn’t even sure why I felt like I needed to tell her what was happening with my family. Sure, we were friendly. A lot friendlier than I’d ever expected to get with her when I first started this job. A lot friendlier than I’d been with any of my other clients. But for me to feel close enough to her to tell her about the shitstorm that my sister’s life had just turned into? That shocked me even as the words were coming out of my mouth.

“Okay,” she said simply.

Then she looked down at Arielle, who was standing there with wide eyes, like she couldn’t believe this was actually happening. I had to chuckle. Arielle wasn’t usually shy. She was outgoing and friendly and sweet. She was the kid who found the one kid in class who was singled out and made it a point to befriend and include them. So her newfound shyness was completely out of the ordinary.

“Hey, Ari,” Daphne said. “It’s so nice to finally meet you in person. Is it okay if I give you a hug?”

“Sure,” Arielle mumbled shyly.

Daphne pulled Arielle into her arms and squeezed her tight, and Arielle immediately slid her arms around Daphne’s waist. Daphne’s smile showed those dimples that were starting to drive me crazy. Every time I saw them, the desire to claim that smile with my lips was almost impossible to suppress.

And right now, watching her calm my daughter’s nerves with a simple hug, I had to swallow a lump in my throat. I didn’t know why it mattered to me so much that they were already so at ease around each other, but I couldn’t have stopped the tugging on my heartstrings if I tried.

“Oh! I’ll be right back. I almost forgot, I have presents!” Daphne exclaimed, turning around and jogging away.

Presents? She’d already autographed an entire backpack full of swag for my daughter two months ago when I first joined the tour and then sent a second package for her friend Makayla a couple of weeks later. What did she have up her sleeve now?

Daphne returned in less than three minutes carrying three VIP lanyards (two for Taylor and Alex, I assumed), a tote full of the exclusive swag for the VIP guests, and a big pink gift bag with hot pink tissue paper sticking out of it. She put one of the lanyards around Arielle’s neck.

“You’ve got the best seat in the house tonight,” she told her. “My best friend, Taylor, and his fiancé, Alex, are coming to hang out with you tonight so your dad can still work, and you guys have VIP passes to the show. This is the swag that only VIP guests get, so you’re one of only a handful of people who has this swag.”

“Whoa, that’s so cool,” Arielle giggled.

Daphne smiled and handed her the gift bag. “And this is something else for tonight. Go ahead and open it.”

Arielle pulled the tissue paper out of the bag and then retrieved what had to have been a four-hundred-dollar pair of noise reduction headphones. They’d already been taken out of their box, and Daphne had autographed one of the earpieces with a pink paint pen.

“It can get really loud in the VIP section,” Daphne explained. “So if it gets too loud for you, just put those headphones on. You’ll still be able to hear everything, but it’ll be a little quieter. It works a lot better than earplugs, and it looks cooler too.”

Arielle was still just standing there, mouth agape, as she eyed the headphones like they were a completely foreign object.

“What do you say, jelly bean?” I prompted.

“Thank you,” Arielle mumbled.

“You’re welcome,” Daphne chuckled, then looked back at me. “Taylor texted just now and told me he and Alex are about an hour away. They had to wait until his aunt got back from running her errands and could take Penny for the night.”

I nodded. “Sounds good. Ari, I have to go do a security sweep and make sure it’s safe to let people in for the meet and greet with Daphne in a little while. Do you want to come help me?”

“You can totally help your dad if you want to, Ari. But if that sounds boring to you, do you want to come hang out with me in my dressing room while I get my makeup on?” Daphne asked.

Arielle looked up at me with hopeful eyes. “Daddy, can I?”

“It’s not every day that your favorite singer wants to hang out with you,” I chuckled. “Go for it.”

“I promise I’ll take good care of her, Ezra,” Daphne said.

“I know you will,” I said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and pulling her against me. “Thank you.”
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I headed to Daphne’s dressing room after my sweep to take Arielle off of her hands, and I found the door cracked open. Miley Cyrus’s “Party in the U.S.A.” was blasting from Daphne’s iPod dock and I heard her and Arielle both singing along at the top of their lungs. When I pushed the door the rest of the way open, I melted into a puddle.

Daphne was using a can of hairspray as a microphone while Arielle used a hairbrush as they sang along to the song and danced in front of the mirror. Upon closer inspection, I saw that Arielle’s makeup was done exactly like Daphne’s too. And the grins on their faces could have lit up Madison Square Garden all by themselves.

“Daddy!” Arielle giggled when the song was over.

“Hey, munchkin,” I chuckled. “Looks like you and Daphne had fun while I was working.”

“We did our own concert!”

“I saw. It was awesome,” I said, smiling.

“And she did my makeup just like hers!” Arielle exclaimed.

“I opened fresh stuff for her and put it all in her gift bag,” Daphne told me. “Because what did we learn this afternoon, Ari?”

“You don’t share makeup. It’s not sanitary,” Arielle recited.

“Yep. Good memory. You didn’t check your phone, did you, Ezra?”

I shook my head and pulled my phone out my pocket, finding a text from Daphne containing a selfie she’d taken with Arielle after their makeup was done. Pink eyeliner, glittery eyeshadow, the whole nine yards. 

I couldn’t really say it surprised me that Daphne had been so amazing with Arielle. I’d seen her with the little girls at the stage door, and she was always sweet to them: taking pictures, signing autographs, talking to them. But for her to make this kind of time investment in my daughter when she barely had any time for herself blew me away. 

I would have moved heaven and earth for Arielle, but she needed a woman in her life besides Rachel. Someone she saw every day. Someone to do hair and nails and makeup with. Someone to be goofy and have fake concerts in front of the mirror with. Someone to talk about boys with when she got older. 

When Katelynn left us, she’d left a huge hole in Arielle’s life. A hole she probably didn’t even realize was there, because I made sure that her life was still full and that she knew she had a whole family of people who loved her. But the simple fact of the matter was, she needed a mother.

Not that I was going to say that to Daphne. And not that I saw Daphne in that role. But just watching them together made me realize what Arielle was missing out on.

A knock on the doorframe pulled me from my thoughts. I turned around to see a tall man with blond hair and blue eyes and another man with slightly darker complexion, brown hair, and brown eyes.

Daphne grinned. “Hey, T. Hey, Alex.”

The blond man gave her a bear hug and picked her up a foot off the floor.

“Well, hello there, teenybopper,” he said in a thick British accent. So apparently he was Taylor.

She groaned. “Are you ever going to let up with the short person nicknames?”

“You should know him better than that, Daph,” the other man, who had to be Alex, said in a Southern twang.

“At least you call me by my normal nickname,” Daphne chuckled as she turned to hug him. Then she turned back to me and Arielle. “Ezra, Ari, this is my best friend, Taylor.” She gestured to the man whose identity I’d already figured out, then gestured to his partner. “And this is his fiancé, Alex. T, Alex, this is Ezra. And this is your concert buddy for tonight, Arielle.”

“Hey there, pumpkin,” Alex said. “Looks like you and Daph have already been having fun. You excited for tonight?”

“Yeah,” Arielle said shyly.

“Have you been to one of D’s concerts before?” Taylor asked her.

“No,” she told him.

“You’re going to have a blast. We’ve got the best seats so she can hear us scream the loudest. And she’ll spoil you rotten at the meet and greet. Oh, and you’ll get a professional photo to show off to all your friends. They’re going to be so jealous.” He grinned.

“You mean like you’ve got a collection of now?” Daphne giggled.

“Fuck yes. They’re on our wall to show off to everyone. Plus, Penny likes to see her Auntie D.”

“Taylor! Language!” Alex nudged his shoulder.

“Oh, fuck. Sorry,” Taylor chuckled.

“Oh, Lord. You did it again. I swear, I’m surprised Penny hasn’t started dropping the F-bomb yet,” Alex groaned.

“Give her time.” He winked.

Alex pecked him on the cheek. “You’re lucky I love you.”

I laughed. “It’s okay. Ari’s used to the language. My whole family are native Long Islanders. We all talk like sailors.”

“Here’s your lanyards,” Daphne said, handing each of them a VIP pass. “And I ordered pizza for everyone a little while ago. Josh can show you where the green room is if you’re hungry.”

“Aww! You do love us! Hey, Ari, how about we go stuff our faces with pizza and let these old farts get back to work?” Taylor asked.

Arielle looked up at me, obviously a little nervous. But I could already tell these guys were going to take good care of her. I couldn’t explain how I knew that. Maybe because I knew that Daphne wouldn’t have asked them if she wasn’t one hundred percent sure that my daughter would be safe with them. Or maybe because I could just tell they were good guys.

I picked my daughter up so I could get a real hug. “Have fun with Taylor and Alex. I’ll see you in a little bit at the meet and greet, and then after the show. Promise me you’ll behave for them?”

“I promise,” she mumbled.

“Good girl,” I said, kissing her cheek. “Love you.”

“Love you, Daddy,” she said, tightening her arms around my neck a little.

I set her back down, and Alex held his hand out. She hesitantly accepted it, and the three of them walked out of the room. As soon as they were gone, I turned to Daphne.

“Sorry if I crossed a line with the makeup,” she said. “I know she’s a little young. I didn’t even think about that until it was already done.”

“Why the hell are you apologizing?” I scoffed. “I honestly don’t know what to say. I could say thank you a thousand times and it wouldn’t be enough. But thank you. For calling Taylor. For the VIP passes and the headphones and the makeup. And for spending so much time with Ari this afternoon.”

“It’s my pleasure.” Daphne smiled. “Really. Ari’s a sweetheart. And she loves you so much. You’ve done a really good job with her, Ezra.”

I sighed. “It doesn’t feel like it sometimes. Sometimes it feels like I’m doing everything I can and it’s not enough. We get by, but sometimes it hits me how much Ari needs a mom and I want to yell at Katelynn for leaving the way she did.”

“It’s her loss. She’s the one who doesn’t get to know that sweet little girl and be a part of her life. And she missed out on the opportunity to be with a pretty great guy too.”

Hearing her say that, something inside me snapped. I didn’t even think. I just acted. I shut the dressing room door and backed Daphne against it. And I crashed my lips against hers.

Nothing could have prepared me for the floodgate of emotions that overtook me when Daphne not only returned the kiss, but wrapped her arms around my neck and deepened it. It was like every other woman I’d ever kissed was wiped from my memory. Because the only one who mattered was her. I slid my tongue out and traced the curve of her lip, and she immediately opened for me, meeting my tongue with hers and whimpering quietly. The noise went straight to my cock and I groaned, tangling my fingers in her hair as I tilted her head so I could get a better angle.

And then I regained my wits, for just a moment. What the fuck was I doing? I was here to do a job. I wasn’t supposed to kiss the woman I was supposed to be protecting. And I definitely wasn’t supposed to let myself get in even deeper than I already was with her as I watched her play with my daughter. I pulled back, panting as I tried to re-orient myself.

“I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I…that…”

“I’m not complaining,” Daphne breathed.

“I’ll let you get dressed,” I mumbled, taking a few steps back.

“Ezra…” she trailed off.

I couldn’t be in this room anymore. I needed to leave. Before I broke. So that was what I did. I opened the door and walked out without another word. 

Again, wish in one hand and shit in the other. As much as I wished things were different, they weren’t. 

Daphne was a platinum recording artist with the world at her feet. I was a single father who was barely scraping by. 

She was a rock star. I was her security guard. 

What would she ever want with a guy like me? A guy who had absolutely nothing to offer her?

I knew the answer to that, of course. She wouldn’t. She wouldn’t want a damn thing to do with me.
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I stood there just staring at the door for at least three solid minutes after Ezra walked out.

I’d kissed my fair share of people in my lifetime, both guys and girls. But the kiss I’d just gotten from him? It put every other kiss I’d ever had to shame. It was rough and dominating, but at the same time, sweet and passionate. It had taken my breath away and swept me off my feet, shifting the entire world on its axis.

And then he pulled away and ran out of the room. He’d just rocked my world with a single kiss and then walked away like it meant nothing. Like it was a mistake. 

Hell, maybe it was a mistake. But how could something that felt so incredibly right be wrong? How could something that made my whole life make complete sense be a mistake?

Tears welled up in my eyes, and I swiped them away. I had no right to be upset. He was here to do a job, nothing more. Our relationship was professional, not personal.

And wasn’t that just my luck? Ezra had become so much more than just a security guard to me, and he was only here because he was getting paid to be. I’d started catching feelings, and he was just here for the paycheck.
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When the knock came on my dressing room door, my heart leapt into my throat. What in the hell was I supposed to say to Ezra? Should I say something about the kiss? Should I just act like it never happened?

But then I opened the door and found Garth standing there.

“Hey, Garth,” I sighed, half in disappointment and half in relief.

“Ready to head to the meet and greet?” he asked.

I nodded and shut my dressing room door behind me, and we started walking in silence.

“Did something happen between you and Ezra? He never asks us to get you for the meet and greets,” he asked.

Yeah, something had happened, all right. He’d kissed me and now he was avoiding me. Which could only mean that he regretted it and didn’t know how to tell me. And I needed to talk to him about a conversation I’d had with Arielle earlier, but now I didn’t know if he’d even give me the time of day.

But I couldn’t tell Garth that. So I just shrugged.

“No, nothing,” I lied. “I know he’s juggling having his daughter here and working. He’s probably just busy.”
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Ezra had a completely blank expression on his face when I got to the room for the meet and greet.

“Hey,” I said quietly.

He nodded, but didn’t say anything.

“Can we talk?” I asked.

“Later,” he muttered.

Yeah, I knew that tone of voice. There would be no talking about this later. It would just sit there and fester, hanging over our heads like a dark cloud on the horizon and ruining everything I used to love about being around him.

I knew I should talk to him about what Arielle and I had talked about, about what happened with her aunt and uncle. I knew I should force him to listen, whether or not he wanted to. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not when he was being so cold.
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“Take your hand off of Ms. DeVille,” Ezra growled.

The middle-aged man, whose name I couldn’t remember, turned to look at Ezra, but kept his hand firmly planted on my ass. I tried to squirm away, but his grip was too strong. 

“Sir, I’m not going to ask you again,” Ezra said firmly as he took three steps closer, looking like he wanted to tear the man’s arm off. “Take your hand off Ms. DeVille, or we will forcibly remove you from the premises.”

Finally, he let go, and I forced a smile for his stupid photo op.

And then Garth escorted Arielle, Taylor, and Alex in. Ezra’s whole face lit up as he picked his daughter up.

“Hey, munchkin. Are you having fun with these guys?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Arielle giggled. “Taylor’s funny.”

“You have my deepest apologies for any new words he may have taught your daughter,” Alex chuckled, kissing Taylor’s cheek.

“It’s pointless to even try to get him to watch his language. I learned that long ago,” I laughed, sliding my arm around Taylor’s waist and burrowing into his side. I needed a hug, and I knew I could count on him to deliver.

“I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about, short arse,” Taylor said, grinning like the Cheshire cat.

“Well, if Ari starts saying ‘bollocks’ or ‘arse,’ at least you’ll know where it came from,” I said.

Ezra looked at me and cracked half a smile, but didn’t say a word to me. Instead, he went back to talking to Arielle.

I teared up a little watching him interact with his daughter. I’d already been able to tell how much he loved her just from hearing him talk about her and seeing his face after he got off of FaceTime with her, but seeing them together? It made me hate the fact that I was keeping him from her. That he was missing out on months at a time with her because he was working for me.

I couldn’t stop thinking that maybe I just needed to let him go. Give him a giant severance check and let him get back home with his daughter where he belonged. That was what he really needed. To be able to be at home with her, being the incredible parent she deserved. Especially now, when the living situation that Arielle had been comfortable in until now had just been ripped out from under her because of her uncle’s unfaithfulness. And I had the power to make that happen.

But then I thought about what that would mean for me. It would mean that I’d never see him again. Never get to look into those warm brown eyes again. Never hear him laugh again. Never get another hug from him. And just thinking about that made me blink back more tears and choke down a lump in my throat.
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“Daphne, this is fucking ridiculous,” Taylor finally said. “A blind man could see that something’s bothering you right now. And we can’t help you if we don’t know what it is.”

“Hate to say this, babe, but my favorite Brit’s right,” Samantha agreed. “You’re obviously upset. Usually you just want to crash in your suite after a show, but you asked us to come back and hang out with you. We’re here. So talk to us.”

I sighed. I knew they were right. Taylor, Alex, and Samantha were sitting in the living room of my suite with me because I’d asked them to be here, and instead of talking to them about this, I’d just gone through three-quarters of a bottle of sauvignon blanc by myself and sat here watching TV with them. And I knew Taylor was frustrated by it, because he’d pulled out the full name. He only called me Daphne when he was telling me off.

But what was I supposed to say? It felt so wrong telling them about the kiss. Maybe because I knew that by telling them, I was airing out Ezra’s dirty laundry too.

“It’s nothing,” I muttered.

Samantha dramatically sniffed the air. “Wait, what’s that? Ah, yes. It’s the distinct smell of…bullshit.”

“Does it have something to do with Ezra?” Alex asked. “He seemed upset when he picked Ari up after the show. Did something happen with him?”

Just hearing his name brought tears to my eyes, and though I tried to blink them away, it was futile. They spilled over onto my cheeks and a sob tore out of my throat. This had been building up ever since Ezra rushed out of my dressing room like his ass was on fire.

“Fuck, D,” Taylor gasped, pulling me into his arms and planting a kiss on my head. “What the fuck did he do to you? He might be sexy as fuck, but I will kick his fucking arse if he hurt you.”

“Think you could fit the word ‘fuck’ in there any more times, Taylor?” Samantha chuckled, rubbing my arm. 

“Yes. Yes, I fucking can,” he teased.

“Smartass,” she shot back, then turned back to me. “Talk to us, Daph. Nothing you say leaves this room. Unless Taylor really does need to kick some arse.”

“Oh, my God. The word ‘arse’ sounds ridiculous in your Boston accent,” I chuckled, sniffling.

Alex got up from Taylor’s other side and knelt in front of me, putting a hand on my leg. “What happened, sugar?”

“He kissed me,” I told them. “And it wasn’t just a little peck, either. Like, I got dizzy. I saw stars. Hands-down, best kiss I’ve ever gotten in my life. Sorry, Sam.”

She let out a weak laugh. “It’s okay. So why are you crying? That sounds like a good thing.”

“Because then he ran out of the room like a bat out of hell and literally hasn’t said two words to me since. He usually insists on being the one who escorts me everywhere. He personally sweeps my room when we get back to the hotel. And the only time I’ve actually seen him since was at the meet and greet today, and I think that’s only because he knew Ari was going to be there. Otherwise I think he would have had one of the other guys do it instead. And I’ve been doing nothing but trying to figure out what the hell I did wrong since then. Was the kiss that awful for him? Am I just imagining the chemistry between us?”

“No, you’re definitely not,” Samantha said. “I need a damn machete to cut through the sexual tension between you two.”

“Did he say anything, D? Or did he just leave?” Taylor asked.

“He said he was sorry. I told him I wasn’t complaining, and then he just said he was going to let me get dressed and left. Hasn’t said word one to me since,” I said, wiping the fresh round of tears from my cheeks.

“So he’s scared he crossed a line,” Samantha said.

“I told him he didn’t,” I pointed out.

“Sugar, you’re Daphne freaking DeVille,” Alex told me. “There’s not a country in the world you could go to where people wouldn’t know your name and recognize those pink highlights in your hair. And he’s a guy you’re paying to protect you. I’d be willing to bet that you saying you weren’t complaining went in one ear and out the other because he just couldn’t get past the fact that he kissed one of the most popular rock stars not just in the country, but in the entire world.”

“Babe, remember what Bailey said that night at the club? When you thought he was going to kiss you and then he walked away instead? She said that if you want something more than friendship with him, you’re going to have to be the one to make a move,” Samantha reminded me. “Even though he kissed you, I still think she’s right.”

“And he’s got a daughter to think of too,” Taylor pointed out. “He’s probably scared shitless you’ll give him the sack now and leave him with no way to provide for her.”

“I almost wonder if I should. Not fire him, but just let him go. Give him enough money that he won’t have to work for a damn long time and just let him go home and be with his daughter. I’m keeping him from that beautiful little girl. She needs her daddy,” I sniffled.

“Oh, my God. You love him,” Samantha gasped.

“No, I don’t. I’ve only known the guy for two months.”

“D, you do realize I’d only known Alex for two months when you met him, right? And you could tell how I felt about him in five minutes,” Taylor reminded me.

“And you wouldn’t care this much about his daughter if you didn’t love him,” Samantha added.

“Why do you want to let him go? Is it really because of Ari? Or is it because it hurts too much to be around him if he doesn’t feel the same way you do?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know,” I sobbed. “I don’t. One minute, I think I need to because it’s the right thing to do for Ari. And the next minute, I think about never seeing him again and I want to cry.”

“Babe, those wet things coming from your eyes? Those are called tears,” Taylor said. “And I still want to kick his fucking arse for making you cry.”

“Don’t scare the poor guy off, darlin’,” Alex chuckled. “That’s just going to make this worse.”

“I don’t see how much worse it could get. He won’t talk to me. Maybe Bailey was right and I need to be the one to make the move, but how am I supposed to do that when he’s avoiding me and I can’t talk to him?” I asked.

“So don’t talk to him. Sing to him,” Samantha said.

I turned to look at her, furrowing my eyebrows.

“She sings every fucking night. That’s her job. What the fuck is she supposed to do? Dedicate a song to the bloke and profess her undying love?” Taylor scoffed. “Talk about scaring him off.”

“No. Sing something you usually don’t sing. Something that only means something to the two of you,” she clarified.

“Like what?” I asked.

“What was that song that was playing in the club that night? The one you danced to, right before he almost kissed you?”

“‘Heartbreak Beat,’” I said immediately. 

Yes, I remembered it. I remembered everything about that night with perfect clarity.

“He’s taking tomorrow morning off, right? To deal with Ari?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. He’ll be there in time for the meet and greet, but his parents don’t fly in until three and they need time to get to Times Square from LaGuardia.” 

“Get the sheet music and print it out. We can run through it during the sound check and you can sing it during the encore tomorrow. Very last song. Don’t say anything about him or dedicate it to him. Just say that you want to do a new cover that you’ve never done before. Then if he has something he wants to say to you, he won’t have time to psych himself out of it because he’ll have to see you right afterward to get you back to the hotel.”

“I’ve literally never sung that song before in my life,” I told her. “I don’t even know all the words.”

“Well…I have this awesome karaoke app on my phone. So you can practice some tonight,” Samantha said, pulling her phone out and tapping on the screen. “And I’m positive you can find sheet music for it.”

She pulled the song up on her karaoke app and she personally paid for it so I could practice it. I ran through it once and then groaned.

“Oh, my God. I feel ridiculous,” I said. “This is stupid.”

“Maybe it’s a little ridiculous. But it’s also romantic as fuck,” Taylor said. “And that’s coming from someone who’s been serenaded before. You know that. You were there. You helped with the serenading.”

“That I did. That song’s still too perfect for you two,” I chuckled. 

“And actually, after hearing the words to this song, I think this one’s perfect for you and Ezra,” Samantha chimed in. “So practice again, because you are going to serenade your man tomorrow. I’m not letting you back out.”
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I groaned as my eyes popped open. God, I wished I could take this whole day off. And maybe tomorrow too. Take some time to screw my head on straight and figure out what the hell to say to Daphne about that stupid kiss.

I knew it couldn’t happen again. I’d crossed the very thin line between personal and professional that we’d been flirting with since day one, but it wasn’t too late to salvage this. Make sure I didn’t lose my job, and make sure I could still do my job effectively.

A tiny body crawled onto the bed next to me and burrowed herself into my arms. I smiled and kissed my daughter’s head. God, I missed this. Getting hugs and kisses from Arielle every day. Getting to start every day seeing my favorite face in the world. 

I almost didn’t want to let my parents take her when they got here this afternoon. I wanted to just be able to take her home and be her father again. Especially after what she’d seen at the hospital yesterday. I’d talked to her a little about it, but I was still processing it myself and she was kind of tight-lipped about it when I tried to get her to talk to me. I seriously wanted to kick my brother-in-law’s ass for making her witness that.

But even if I could afford to quit this job, the thought of doing that made me sick to my stomach. Because that would mean never seeing Daphne again. Never getting to talk to her again. Never getting to hold her in my arms again. Never seeing her smile or hearing her voice again. And, for some reason I couldn’t figure out, I couldn’t stand that thought.

“Morning, jelly bean,” I yawned.

“Morning,” Arielle mumbled sleepily.

“Did you have fun yesterday?” I asked her.

“Yeah. Daphne’s really nice. And her friends were too.”

“How did you like your first concert?”

“It was fun. Kind of loud, though. But the headphones Daphne gave me helped,” she said.

God, how was I supposed to keep this up? How was I supposed to keep things professional between Daphne and I when she’d bent over backward for my daughter yesterday out of the goodness of her heart? When I could see how upset she was at the meet and greet yesterday and all I wanted to do was pull her into my arms and kiss her until she forgot why she was upset in the first place?

Of course she was upset, though. I’d taken advantage of her. I’d taken her kindness and generosity and our friendship and shit all over it just because I couldn’t keep my hands and mouth to myself. 

“Yeah, those do help. I wear them backstage every night,” I told Arielle. “Look, I’m hungry and I need coffee. Can I trust you not to get into trouble if I run downstairs and grab us breakfast?”

She giggled. One of my favorite sounds in the world.

“What kind of trouble could I get into here?” she asked.

“Nice try, munchkin. I’m not going to give you ideas,” I teased, tickling her ribs.
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“Ezra,” an unmistakably British voice said from behind me.

I turned around to look at Taylor, and he looked…I couldn’t really describe it. Disappointed, maybe? Upset? He wasn’t angry, not exactly. So at least that was something.

“She told you,” I sighed.

“Yeah, she did,” he said as he grabbed a Styrofoam cup and filled it with orange juice.

“Is this the part where you kick my ass for touching your best friend?”

He snorted. “No. Don’t get me wrong; I want to kick your arse. But I know she wouldn’t want me to, so you’re safe for now.”

“Don’t worry. It won’t happen again. Chalk it up to a momentary lapse in judgement.”

Taylor just chuckled weakly and shook his head. “Yeah, that happened to me once. Now I’m engaged to the guy. Just saying. But that’s not why I want to kick your arse. You had my girl crying all night because you kissed her and then ran away and gave her the silent treatment for the rest of the night.”

“She did what?” I asked, completely shocked.

“You heard me,” he said. “Listen, mate. I’m just going to give it to you straight. D… She hasn’t had the best luck with relationships. She’s had her heart broken more times than anyone should. Fuck, do you know how she and I met?”

“Yeah, actually. I do. She told me she walked in on you and her ex,” I admitted, taking the plates I’d made for myself and Arielle and sitting down at a table. “And that her ex flipped on a dime and kicked your ass, trying to pin it all on you. I actually met him my first day on the job. Real class act, that guy.”

“Yep. Not my finest hour,” he said, turning a little pink, as he sat down across from me. “My point is, I can tell you’re a good person. If I didn’t think that, we’d be having a very different conversation right now. And I know you’ve got Ari to think of. I get it if you need to take some time and figure out if this life is something you want for her. I even get it if you don’t know if this life is something you want for you yet. But don’t give D mixed signals. She deserves better than that. She might act all tough, but she’s actually pretty fragile. And if you hurt my girl, I will kick your arse, and I won’t give a fuck what she has to say about it.”

Damn. I’d never even considered the possibility that maybe Daphne was upset because I hadn’t stuck around after I kissed her. I’d been so focused on the probability that I’d crossed a line that I hadn’t even taken any other scenarios into account. And I knew all too well about her fragile side. I’d seen it every time she heard from her stalker.

And that was why I couldn’t pursue anything with her, regardless of her feelings on the situation. She had a stalker on the loose. A stalker who wanted her all to themselves and who got violent when they saw her with anyone else. If something happened to her because I’d decided to think with my dick instead of my brain, I’d never forgive myself.

“It’s not about what I want,” I sighed. “If it was about what I want, I never would have walked out of that room yesterday in the first place.”

Taylor grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. “You love her.”

No, that was impossible. I’d barely known her for two months. Sure, I liked her. And sure, I knew that just being around her made me feel lighter. That when she smiled, really smiled, it made my whole day. And that knowing that someone was out there trying to hurt her made me sick to my stomach. But love? It was too soon for that.

I had no idea what Taylor saw on my face, but he just chuckled.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure I pulled that face too when I fell for Alex,” he said. “Figured, not even a week of dating and I was in love with him? Not possible! But looking back on it, spending every night with him for a month because I didn’t want to be with anyone else kind of made it obvious. And you and D? Aren’t you together twenty-four-seven? Well, except when you’re sleeping, I guess. You probably know each other better than most couples who have been dating for years. Ask yourself, are you with her all the time just because it’s a job? Or do you feel like you’re missing a limb when she’s not nearby?”

He wasn’t wrong. Hell, the whole reason he was here was because I couldn’t make myself leave Daphne for three damn days to help Rachel and get Arielle situated with my parents. And Daphne had seen right through me too. When I hesitated after she point-blank offered me the time off. That was why she’d called Taylor.

“She’s lucky to have you,” I said as I stood up and grabbed the plates. “You’re a good friend to her. Thanks, by the way. For dropping everything to babysit Ari yesterday. I know you did it for Daph, not for me, but still. Thank you. You helped me when you didn’t have to. Just because she asked you to.”

“It’s no problem,” Taylor said, heading back to the juice machine. “Ari’s a sweetheart. By the way, while you’re sorting things out, you should know that Daphne loves Ari already, and she knows that Ari’s a part of the package if she wants to be in your life.”

A lump rose in my throat, but somehow, I managed to choke it down. 

“She said that?” I asked.

“Not those words exactly. But she said watching you with Ari yesterday made her realize that Ari needs her dad, as much as her dad needs his daughter. D was willing to let you go so you could get back home to Ari, even though it would hurt her like a mother fuck. That’s how much she cares about your daughter.” 

It was twice as hard to choke down the lump in my throat now. Because, while part of me wished I could be the full-time dad that Arielle deserved, the thought of leaving Daphne physically pained me. But it seemed like she didn’t want me around anymore now. So I supposed I’d have to come to terms with the idea of leaving, because I was about to get my walking papers.

I forced a smile. “Speaking of Ari, I should probably get back up to my room before she finds something to get into up there. And before she starves to death.”
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“I am so sorry I’m late,” I panted as I walked into Madison Square Garden ten minutes before the meet and greet was scheduled. “My parents’ flight was delayed.”

“You act like we’re completely useless without you,” Hector chuckled. “It’s fine. Catch your breath. Garth’s got Daphne, and the sweep was done twenty minutes ago.”

I nodded and sank down into a chair to wait. I still had no idea what in the hell to say to Daphne, but I knew I had to say something. I couldn’t stand another day of tense silence like we’d had yesterday. Not when there was something I could do to fix it.

Garth opened the door, and Daphne walked in. How was it that she was even more beautiful today than yesterday? The corners of her mouth tipped up as she walked over to me and sat down, but I could see in her eyes that she was about an inch away from crying. I hated myself for being the one to put that look on her face.

“Hey,” I said quietly.

“Hey,” she murmured, flushing a little.

“Are you okay?” I asked her, then immediately wanted to kick myself. Of course she wasn’t okay!

“I’m fine,” she muttered.

“Still want to talk?” I tried.

“Maybe later. We’re both on the clock now.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong. If I’d gotten here earlier, maybe we would have had a chance to clear the air and figure out where to go from here. But in three minutes, this room would have a steady stream of people who had paid through the nose for the privilege of shaking her hand.
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“Can I walk you back to your dressing room?” I asked when the last person left.

Daphne shrugged. “It’s up to you.”

She hadn’t said more than ten words to me during this whole entire meet and greet. Usually, we’d chat in the couple of minutes between each interaction with her fans. But today, those breaks had been filled with tense silence. And I couldn’t take it anymore.

I stood up. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Without another word, Daphne stood, and I walked to the door and opened it for her. She stepped out, starting to walk in the direction of her dressing room without waiting for me. I quickly shut the door and jogged the ten steps to catch up with her.

“Look, I’m sorry about yesterday,” I said as we walked.

“It’s okay. I get it,” she said.

She didn’t sound mad or upset, but there was something behind her voice. Something that told me that there was a lot she wasn’t saying. I didn’t know what else to say to her, so I just walked the rest of the way back to her dressing room in the same tense silence we’d shared all afternoon.

“Can I come in?” I asked her.

“I have to get ready for the show. We’ll talk later,” she said, disappearing inside and shutting the door loudly behind her.

I had no idea what Taylor had been thinking, saying that she was upset because I’d run away yesterday. Because, from where I was standing, that didn’t seem to be the case at all.

She didn’t want me. Hell, she wouldn’t even talk to me.

“God damn it!” I growled, slamming my fist into the wall.

“Whoa, Ezra, take it easy,” Hector said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t hurt yourself. What’s going on?”

“I’m a fucking idiot is what’s going on. And I fucked myself over,” I muttered.

“Care to be a little more specific?”

Honestly? I needed to talk this through with him. This was completely uncharted territory for me. I’d never cared if a woman wasn’t interested in me before. I had way more important things to worry about, like my daughter’s well-being. But the thought of Daphne not wanting anything to do with me anymore made me want to punch that damn wall again. 

I couldn’t talk to him where anyone else would hear, though. It wasn’t my place to air out Daphne’s dirty laundry, and she still had someone trying to hurt her. Someone who might lash out if they thought she was romantically involved with anyone.

“Not here,” I told him. “I don’t want anyone hearing.”

“Come with me,” he said.

He led me to a supply closet a short distance away and opened the door, motioning for me to step in.

“Seriously? A closet?” I said, rolling my eyes my eyes at him.

“You wanted privacy,” he pointed out. “This is as private as it gets.”

“You do realize what people are going to think when two dudes walk out of this closet at the same time, right?” I snickered.

“Since when do you care what anyone else thinks?”

He had a point. I walked in and flipped the light switch, and Hector followed me and shut the door.

“Okay, what’s with you, man?” he asked. “You’ve been in a mood since yesterday. Except when you were with Ari.”

“I kissed Daph yesterday,” I admitted.

His eyes widened. “I’m listening.”

“I kissed her, and I freaked out and left the room.”

“You did what? Why the fuck would you kiss a woman and then turn tail and run, man? I might not be the poster boy for perfect relationships, but even I know you don’t do that.”

“I thought I’d crossed a line. I mean, she’s a fucking rock star. Literally. And I’m the guy she pays to keep the rabid fans off her.”

“Okay, so far we’ve established that you’re an idiot. What happened after that?”

“I avoided her yesterday, as much as I could. Tried to give her the space I thought she would want. And then I ran into her friend Taylor while I was getting breakfast at the hotel this morning and he told me she was crying all night. But then when I tried to apologize to her just now, she wouldn’t say two words to me,” I sighed.

“Of course she wouldn’t. You hurt her feelings. Badly. I saw her crying while Garth was walking her back to her dressing room after the meet and greet yesterday, and now I know why. You don’t get to decide how she feels about what happened between you, Ezra. But by just leaving that room and not giving her a chance to figure it out, you tried to make the decision for her. You’re going to have to do a whole lot better than ‘I’m sorry’ if you want to make that up to her.”

I took a deep breath. “I think…I think I want more. With her.”

“About damn time,” he muttered.

“What?”

“It’s about damn time you pulled your head out of your ass and realized you wanted her.”

“But her stalker’s still out there,” I reminded him. “Remember what happened the last time they thought she was involved with someone? Sam got jumped at a nightclub.”

“So don’t advertise it,” he said, like it was that simple. “Keep it a secret, except to the people who need to know.”

“It’s not that simple. How do I explain being around her when I shouldn’t be? Just coming out of her dressing room or her hotel room when I had no reason to be there in the first place?”

“Man, do you really think people are going to give a shit?” he questioned. “Where have you been on the rest of the jobs we’ve worked together? No one pays attention to what the talent does.”

“Except that someone is paying attention to her,” I reminded him. “Someone who wants to hurt her. It’s our job—my job—to protect her from them.”

“And you can’t protect her if you’re dating her?” he pressed. “Last I checked, the best way to protect someone was by keeping them close.”

I snorted. That was what Daphne had said to me that night at the club. To protect her by keeping her close. And that was the most important thing to me. Protecting her wasn’t just a job to me anymore. The only other person I had ever felt this desire—no, this need—to shield from danger was Arielle.

And just like that, it hit me like a ton of bricks.

Taylor was right. I did love her.

And wasn’t that just my luck? I loved her, and she didn’t want anything to do with me anymore. Because I’d fucked it all up by being a chickenshit.
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This was torture. Forcing myself not to talk to Ezra until after the show. Especially when I could tell he had something he wanted to say to me. And especially when Arielle had talked to me about what happened with her aunt and uncle yesterday and I knew I had to tell him about that. But I also didn’t want to say anything to him until we’d have all the time we needed to talk things through. And that wouldn’t happen until after the show.

Okay, and selfishly, I also didn’t want to talk to him before he had a chance to hear me sing this song. Because, the more I’d practiced this song, singing it over and over again until I had the lyrics down perfectly, the more I realized it really was the perfect song for us. And it said how I felt better than I ever could. 

I expressed my emotions through music, not talking. I always had. Usually, I wrote songs. But I couldn’t come up with a song that accurately conveyed my feelings about this situation in less than a day. So someone else’s words would have to do it for me.

“You ready for this?” Samantha asked me as we stood in the wings, waiting the obligatory five minutes before going back out to do the encore.

“I don’t have a choice. Too late to back out now,” I said, choking down the bile that was rising in my throat. “I’m nervous as hell, though.”

“Don’t be. The man’s had sad puppy dog eyes all damn day. He wants you. He just needs a little push.” She nudged my shoulder and winked.

“Aren’t you supposed to be…I don’t know, jealous or something?” I chuckled, trying to distract myself. “How are you so okay with this?”

She snorted. “I love you, babe, but we always knew this wasn’t permanent. We both like cock too much to abstain for the rest of our lives.”

I doubled over laughing, despite my nerves. Leave it to her to come up with the perfect response to that.

“What if this doesn’t work, Sam?” I asked when I managed to compose myself.

“Then it doesn’t work. But what if it does work? Do you really want to spend the rest of your life wondering what might have happened if you’d given this a chance?”

I sighed. She was right and I knew it. 

“Come on, babe. You’ve got a man to woo through song,” she said. “Let’s get back out there.”

I turned to my band and nodded. They went back onstage, and a few seconds later, I heard the intro to “All the Girls Love Alice.” I turned to my girls and gave them a quick smile, then jogged back onstage to thunderous applause.

As I sang “All the Girls Love Alice” and “Reason to Smile,” getting closer and closer to doing probably the boldest and stupidest thing I’d ever done in my life, I found myself wishing that I’d asked Taylor and Alex to stay tonight too. Because if this didn’t work, if Ezra didn’t feel the same way about me, I honestly didn’t know what I was going to do.

When I was finished singing “Reason to Smile,” I almost chickened out. I almost just thanked the audience and walked right back off the stage. But the band had worked way too hard today, just because I’d asked them to, and I didn’t want all of that hard work to be for nothing. That wasn’t fair to them.

And Samantha was right. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life wondering what might have happened if I’d just gone for it. So instead of chickening out, I took a deep breath for strength.

“I know a lot of you probably know I love doing cover songs,” I started. “I love getting to sing some of the songs I grew up listening to and giving a nod to the artists who inspire me. So, I want to try out a cover I’ve never done before. Are you guys okay with being my guinea pigs?”

There was a round of deafening cheers while I took one more deep breath.

“Okay, this song’s an oldie but a goodie. It’s called ‘Heartbreak Beat.’”

As the band started to play and I started to sing, I lost myself in the music, forgetting everything and everyone else. I didn’t let myself look into the wings, where I knew Ezra was standing. Because whatever his reaction to this was, good or bad, I knew it would just make it harder to finish the song.

But, during the last chorus, I finally allowed myself a glance. And Ezra was standing there with eyes as big as saucers and his mouth halfway open, like he couldn’t believe I was doing this.

Hell, I couldn’t believe I was doing this. It felt like one of those things you see in cheesy romantic comedies and think, “There is no way in hell that would ever actually work. Life isn’t a fairy tale.”

I knew life wasn’t a fairy tale. God, did I know that. But maybe, just maybe, I could still get a fairy tale ending. Maybe my Prince Charming would end up being a sexy-as-sin security guard who could calm me down with a single touch and who already had a little princess of his own.

“Thank you so much for coming out tonight, New York City!” I yelled, waving at the audience. “Have a great night and drive safe!”

I walked off the stage, to the opposite wing from the one Ezra was standing in. If he still wanted to talk to me, I knew he’d go back to my dressing room, where we’d have a little privacy. After quickly taking my mic off, I speed-walked back to the room, certain I’d find him waiting outside. But he wasn’t there.

My eyes stung with tears and I swallowed the lump in my throat as I went inside and sat down on the couch. I wanted to call Taylor and talk to him, tell him that this asinine plan hadn’t worked after all, but I needed to wallow in my misery for a minute first. I’d just taken a huge risk, put my heart out on my sleeve, and it was all for nothing. He didn’t want me.

A knock sounded at the door, and my heart started pounding in my chest, so hard that I could feel it in my ears.

“Daph?” came Ezra’s voice, muffled through the door. “You in here?”

“It’s open,” I choked out.

The door opened just enough for him to slide in, and then he turned around and locked it before coming and sitting next to me on the couch. I turned to look at him, and he looked right back at me, neither of us saying a word.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” I finally said when I couldn’t take the silence anymore. “I wasn’t trying to blow you off. I just didn’t want to talk until I knew we’d have enough time. And I didn’t know what to say and I didn’t want to—”

I was cut off by Ezra cupping my face in his hands and crashing his lips onto mine, using my slightly open mouth to his advantage as he slid his tongue out, meeting mine and gently massaging it. Just like when he’d kissed me yesterday, I went dizzy from the intensity of it. He was kissing me like I was cold water and he was dying of thirst. Like I was the air he needed to breathe. A few of the tears that had been lurking just below the surface leaked from my eyes.

Too soon, he pulled back just enough to rest his forehead on mine, using his thumbs to wipe the moisture off my cheeks.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for, Daph,” he murmured. “I’m the one who owes you an apology. I should never have walked out that door yesterday. I should have told you that I’ve never wanted anything in my life as much as I want you. I should have told you that you’re the first thing I think of in the morning and the last thing I think of at night. That the thought of anyone hurting you scares the shit out of me and I can’t—”

“Just shut up,” I chuckled, sniffling, then cut any possible response off with a kiss.

Ezra leaned back on the couch, pulling me with him. Not breaking the kiss, I shifted so I could straddle his legs. But then he pulled back again, putting a hand on my face.

“I hate to bring this up right now, but you still have a stalker somewhere out there, even if we haven’t heard from them in a couple of weeks,” he said quietly, his pained voice matching the sadness in his eyes.

“And they really don’t like seeing me with other people,” I finished for him. “I know. I’m still scared of that. I don’t want them hurting either one of us, or finding out about Ari and trying to hurt her. But I can’t…I can’t…”

I trailed off, not even knowing how to finish that sentence. How to tell him that I didn’t have the strength to stay away from him. That the thought of not being with him was so much worse than anything that freak could possibly do to me.

Oh, my God. Taylor, Alex, and Samantha were right. I did love him. This wasn’t a crush, lust, or just caring about him as a friend. This was the real deal. 

“I know, angel. I can’t either.” Ezra brushed his lips against mine. “But if we’re going to be stupid enough to be together while you have a stalker on the loose, we need to keep it quiet. To keep us both safe. Can you do that?”

I nodded, and his response was to claim my mouth again. I curled my arms around his shoulders, clinging to him like a vice, as our lips and tongues moved in perfect harmony. His hands slid down to my ass, pulling me closer against him. I whimpered into his mouth as I felt his arousal beneath me, and I started to rock against him, needing the friction more than I needed to breathe.

Ezra’s lips left mine and slowly trailed down my jaw to my neck as he gripped my hips, guiding my movements. God, I wanted to get these annoying layers of fabric out of the way. 

“You feel that, angel?” he whispered, his hot breath coating my skin and setting me on fire. “Feel what you do to me? What you’ve done to me since the day I met you?”

I just whimpered again, unable to form the words to give him a coherent response. He trailed kisses back up my neck and jaw, and I finally couldn’t take it anymore. I turned my head and captured his lips again. He groaned quietly, sliding his hands up my sides under my shirt…until he came into contact with the harness I hadn’t taken off yet.

“What the...” he trailed off as he pulled back.

“My harness,” I chuckled.

“Right,” he said, smirking a little.

“Well? What are you going to do about it?” I asked.

He looked me in the eye, and I could see the lust brewing there. But underneath that was the same warmth that I’d grown to adore so much, mixed with something else that I couldn’t identify.

“Daph, I take anything off of you right now, and I won’t be able to stop until it’s all off and I’m buried deep inside you,” he said, sounding almost pained.

“What if I don’t want you to stop?”

He groaned and kissed me again, and again, I rocked against his growing erection.

“That what you want, angel? You want me to fuck you right here in this dressing room?” he breathed, his lips still touching mine.

“Yes,” I whispered, grinding harder against him.

I knew it was stupid. Even though he’d locked the door, it wasn’t exactly private here. But I needed this. I needed something to convince me that this was actually happening and I wasn’t going to wake up and find out I was dreaming. And if he changed his mind after he walked back out that door, I just wanted this one memory to hold on to.

Ezra’s hand slipped under my shirt, resting just above my hip. “I can’t fuck you here, Daph. We don’t have the time or the privacy for me to have you the way I want you, and even if we did, I don’t have any protection on me.”

I sighed. He was right and I knew it. I quickly kissed him and moved to get up, but his strong hands held me firmly in place.

“But I am going to take care of you,” he continued. “Right here. Right now. Will you let me do that?”

I nodded, and he moved his hands to the button of my pants, quickly popping it open and then dragging the zipper down. One hand slid inside, under my panties, and he groaned when he dipped his fingers into my slick arousal, gently massaging my clit. I moaned quietly in relief.

“Fuck, angel. Are you always this wet or is it just for me?” he rasped, his voice an octave lower than normal.

“Just for you,” I breathed.

His hand slid lower, and one finger pressed inside me, stroking my channel.

“Oh, God,” I moaned.

“Shh,” he murmured, cutting my cries off with a kiss. “I need you to keep it down. As much as I want to hear you scream my name, it’s not safe for anyone to hear us.”

I nodded my understanding, and he rewarded me by pressing his finger further into me. I whimpered and bit my lip to keep from crying out.

“You like that?” he asked.

“Yes,” I whispered, afraid to raise my voice any more.

He curled his finger, brushing it against my sweet spot, and I kissed him to suppress my moan.

“What about that?” he rasped against my mouth.

“God, yes,” I whimpered.

“What do you want, angel? Tell me.”

“This.”

He stroked my inner walls again, and I bit my lip, groaning. This was borderline torture.

“This?” he questioned. “Just this?”

“No.”

“You want me to fuck you with my fingers?”

“Yes.”

“You want me to make you come?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me what you want, Daph. I want to hear you say it,” he murmured.

“Make me come,” I moaned quietly. “Finger me.”

“Good girl.” He rewarded me with a kiss. “Hold on tight.”

Ezra withdrew his finger, but quickly plunged two back inside me, pressing his thumb against my swollen nerve center as he started to pump his fingers in and out of me. I bit my lip to keep from crying out, and he used his free hand to coax my lip from between my teeth before crashing his mouth against mine, kissing me so deeply and passionately that I saw stars.

I completely lost myself in the feelings that were crashing over me in waves. Emotions so strong that I couldn’t put a name to them. All I knew was that, with every kiss, every stroke of his fingers, every touch, it was like he was jolting my heart and making it beat to a new rhythm: in perfect time with his.

Much too quickly, the pressure started to build up inside me, but as much as I wanted to make this last forever, I couldn’t stop it. I started to rock my hips in time with his hand, and he groaned, moving his lips to my neck.

“That’s it, baby,” he encouraged me. “Take what you need.”

I turned my head to kiss him again, and he slid a hand up my back, maneuvering his way under the harness so he could pull me closer as he picked up his pace.

“Let go, Daph,” he whispered against my mouth. “Come for me.”

Pressing his thumb harder against my clit, he curled his fingers to find my sweet spot once more, and I couldn’t have stopped it if I’d tried. I crashed my mouth back to his, kissing him to muffle my cries as I unraveled. He groaned, tightening his arm around me, and continued to gently pump his fingers and massage my clit, eliciting another—much smaller—climax.

“You are so goddamn beautiful,” he whispered, kissing my forehead. He withdrew his hand from my pants and stuck his fingers in his mouth, sucking my juices off. “Fuck, angel. You taste like heaven.”

Quickly, he re-zipped and re-buttoned my pants, and I collapsed against his shoulder, unable to hold myself upright anymore. I’d never come that hard just from someone’s hand before. Hell, I could count the number of orgasms I’d had that were that powerful, period, on one hand. He wrapped his arms around me and planted a kiss on the side of my head.

“Daph, as much as I want to just stay like this with you all night, we need to get out of here before someone comes looking,” he said after a couple of minutes.

“I know,” I sighed, moving off of his lap.

“I’m nowhere close to done with you,” he chuckled, turning to give me another kiss. “I’m going to go do my job and make sure it’s safe to get you out of here, you’re going to get out of your stage clothes and that ridiculous fucking harness, and then we’re going to go back to the hotel. And if you want to be with me tonight as much as I want to be with you, answer the knock on your door. Okay?”

“I will,” I promised.

With one more brush of our lips, Ezra got up and walked back out of my dressing room.
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My head was spinning as I shut the door behind me, and I fought the urge to pinch myself to make sure I was awake. 

Had that really just happened? Had Daphne actually just performed a song in front of a sold-out crowd at Madison Square Garden for me? Had I actually just decided to be stupid enough to give in to my feelings for her while she had a stalker on the loose? And had I really just made Daphne come undone in her dressing room?

Forcing myself to go back into work mode, I went and did a quick sweep of our path to the car to make sure it was safe and asked the rest of the guys to get rid of the crowd of fans waiting outside and hoping for an autograph. Yes, I was being that selfish. I wanted Daphne all to myself tonight. Even if all we did was sleep in the same bed, fully clothed. I just wanted to be with her and spend the rest of the night making up for being a colossal asshole yesterday. 

I went back and knocked on her door again.

“Daph? You decent?” I asked.

I heard her chuckling behind the door, and I realized the irony of what I’d just said. Not fifteen minutes ago, I’d had my fingers inside her up to the third knuckle as she unraveled in my arms, and now I was asking if she was decent.

“Yeah, come in,” she called.

I went into the room, quickly turning around and shutting the door behind me. Then I turned and found Daphne wearing a pair of yoga pants, sneakers, and a tank top, with all of her stage makeup wiped off. Just like I liked her. While she was fucking hotter than hell onstage in those skin-tight leather pants and high-heeled boots, she took my breath away like this. Like this, she looked…more real, I guessed. More human, and less like the rock and roll icon she’d become over the past few years.

But, for some reason I couldn’t figure out, she looked…embarrassed? Unsure?

“So, this is what I look like when I’m not working,” she mumbled.

“Nothing I haven’t seen before,” I reminded her.

She gave me a weak smile. “I know. But…I don’t know. It feels different now.”

I closed the distance between us in three long strides and tilted her chin up to make her look at me.

“Daph, in the two months I’ve known you, I have seen you exhausted, scared, upset, happy, pissed off, hangry, undercaffeinated, overcaffeinated, drunk, and pretty much any other way you can imagine. I know what you look like when you’ve just rolled out of bed, and I know what you look like when you’re going out to a club after a show. I can tell by the slightest change in your voice if you’re upset and trying to hide it or if a fan is making you uncomfortable. I know when you’re pumped about a show and when you’d rather be anywhere but on that stage.

“Don’t think for a second that I just want the Daphne DeVille who gets up on a stage and sings her heart out every night. I want that woman because it’s a package deal. If I want you, I get her too. But the Daphne I really want is the woman who smiles and greets every single member of her crew, every single show, no matter how tired she is or how much she does or doesn’t want to go onstage that day. The woman who buys coffee and pizza for everyone on this tour at least once a week, just because. The woman who rambles when she gets nervous. The woman who called her best friend to babysit Arielle when I had a family emergency, and who I caught having a private concert with her singing along to a Miley Cyrus song in front of this mirror yesterday. I want the real Daphne, not the Daphne I’m going to have to share with thousands of screaming fans every night.”

“You’ll be sorely disappointed. The real Daphne’s not all that interesting,” she sighed.

I kissed her deep, cutting her off from saying any more self-deprecating shit. I wanted to find that fucker Chad Van de Berg and any other men or women who had contributed to crushing her self-esteem into the ground and crush them into the ground.

“Ezra, all clear to bring Angel out,” Hector said over the radio, bringing me back to reality, where I was still on the clock until we got back to the hotel and got Daphne safely to her room.

“Let’s get out of here,” I told her. “I hope it’s okay that I asked the guys to get rid of the masses tonight.”

“I’m glad you did. It doesn’t sound nearly as bitchy coming from you.” She smiled wide enough for those dimples I loved so much to show. 

Now that I could, I brushed my lips over one of them, then stole a real kiss. I knew it was too soon to tell her how I felt about her, but if I couldn’t tell her, at least I could show her.

[image: ]

I groaned as our two Escalades pulled up to the back entrance of the hotel. The entrance that was supposed to be private. Except that somehow, someone had let the information about which hotel we were staying at leak to the masses and there were at least a hundred screaming fans waiting outside.

“Up to you, Daph,” I said, turning to Daphne. “Want us to get rid of them?”

She sighed. “It’ll just take longer. Have the guys clear a path for me and I’ll sign a few autographs on my way in. No pictures.”

I smiled. She didn’t refuse pictures often. I’d only seen her do it one other time: when her cousin, Jillian, came to her show in Philadelphia and she wanted to spend time with her. It was surreal to think that tonight, I was the person she wanted to be with that badly. But I also knew she appreciated her fans and didn’t want to seem rude. So I leaned in.

“You don’t have to do that for me. We have time. Travel day tomorrow, remember?” I whispered into her ear.

“I know,” she chuckled quietly. “But we still have to be up early to get on the road and I’m not in the mood to take forever posing for pictures tonight.”

One corner of my mouth turned up and I discreetly squeezed her hand. 

“Angel asked us to clear a path to the door for her. She’ll sign tonight, but no pictures,” I said into the radio.

“Ten-four,” came Hector’s voice over the radio. “Stay put. We’ve got it.”

Hector and his team got out of the car ahead of us and got to work having the fans form two lines with a path in the middle. He was quick and efficient, and within five minutes, he was done.

“All clear, Ezra,” he said over the radio.

“Ten-four. We’re coming out now,” I told him, then turned to Daphne. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” she chuckled, pulling her signature pink Sharpie out, then handing her small clutch to me for safekeeping. “Let’s do this.”

“Okay. Garth, got her six?” 

“Ready when you are,” he said.

Neil got out of the front seat of the Escalade, and then I opened my car door. I swore the screams I heard coming from this crowd of maybe a hundred people were louder than the screams of the twenty thousand fans that Daphne had performed for tonight. 

Taking a breath to steel myself, I got out of the car and held my hand out for Daphne. She chuckled and smiled at me as she took my hand and got out of the car, using her free hand to wave at her fans. Garth was right behind her. And I immediately went into work mode as I escorted her forward.

“Daphne has agreed to sign some autographs, but she’s tired from her show tonight, so no pictures, no exceptions,” I said, loudly enough for my voice to carry.

There were some groans and grumbles and a few people muttering about what a bitch she was for not spending three hours out here signing and taking pictures with every single fan. I bit my tongue. People were so ungrateful sometimes, not seeming to understand that a performer’s job started when they walked into the venue for the sound check and ended when they walked off the stage at the end of the night. Anything else they did, like signing autographs or taking pictures for fans, was out of the goodness of their hearts. And Daphne was more generous than most with her time off the clock.

Daphne made her way toward the door, signing autographs on every piece of paper she could reach. But when we got to the very front of the line, right next to the door, there was a little girl in a wheelchair, wearing an oxygen tube on her nose and a head wrap on her obviously bald head. I knew even before Daphne saw her that she was about to break her no-picture rule for this girl. 

I turned to Garth and pointed to Daphne, then gestured toward the kid with my head. I saw Garth chuckle and nod. He knew what was about to go down as well as I did. As soon as Daphne was done with this kid, we were going to have to rush her inside. 

I pulled my copy of Daphne’s room key out of my pocket so I could get us in the building quickly. And just as I did that, Daphne saw the kid and headed over to her.

“Hey, sweetheart,” she said, bending down so she was at eye level with her. “What’s your name?”

“Emily,” the girl said quietly, sounding like she was having trouble breathing.

“Did you come to the show tonight, Emily?” Daphne asked.

Emily nodded.

“Thanks for coming out. I know you’re probably pretty tired after that. Do you have something I can sign for you?”

Emily’s mom handed Daphne what looked like the liner notes for her debut album. Daphne signed them, then handed them directly to Emily.

“Your song ‘Queen of the Angels’ helped Emily through a lot of really tough treatments,” Emily’s mom said. “You’ve been a huge inspiration to her. She wanted to tell you that, but I think she’s a little star-struck right now.”

Daphne smiled big enough to show off those adorable dimples of hers. “You know what, Emily? I think you’re really brave for being so strong and fighting so hard. People like you are a huge inspiration to me.”

“Really?” Emily asked.

“Really. You know, I know they said no pictures, but rules are made to be broken. Will you take a picture with me?”

God, this kid looked like she’d just won the lottery. And seeing Daphne spending so much time with her and being so sweet to her made my eyes sting a little. I knew it was almost impossible for someone in her profession, but between this interaction and seeing her with my daughter yesterday, I couldn’t help thinking what an incredible mother she’d be, if she ever wanted kids one day.

Just as I’d predicted, the second Daphne was done taking the picture with Emily, at least twenty other people who had seen the exchange pulled their phones out. 

I rolled my eyes. Couldn’t they see that this kid was sick? Couldn’t they understand that that was why Daphne had made an exception for her?

“Daph, let’s get you inside,” I said as I got in front of her while Garth closed in behind her, making sure no one crowded her or got up in her face.

She nodded, and I motioned to Hector for a little backup. He and Frankie came over and got on either side of her, so she was surrounded on all four sides as we walked the twenty steps to the door. As I led her inside, Garth came in after her, and Hector and Frankie stood in front of the door, blocking any fans from trying to slip through with us.

“Worth it,” Daphne chuckled before I had a chance to say anything. “Kids with cancer are always the exception to the rule.”

“I know,” I told her. “Ready to head up?”

Her dimples made another appearance. “Yeah.”
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I stayed in the living room of Daphne’s suite with her while Garth went to sweep the bedroom and bathroom. Standing this close to her, in her hotel room, and not being able to touch her or kiss her right now was the worst kind of torture. Now that I’d gotten a taste of her, I knew I’d never get enough.

“It’s all clear,” Garth announced as he came out of Daphne’s suite.

“Great. Thanks, Garth. Have a good night,” she told him, then turned to me. “You too, Ezra.”

Garth just laughed. “I had to put up with you two eye-fucking each other all the way over here. You’re not fooling anyone, so don’t bother with the whole stealth routine. Have fun, you crazy kids. Use protection.”

The irony of what he’d just said was, though I planned on spending tonight worshiping every inch of this goddess’s body, there would be no actual sex involved. Because I didn’t have protection on me to use. I didn’t even have any back in my room. I’d have to discreetly pick some up the first time we stopped for gas tomorrow. 

What could I say? I hadn’t exactly planned on getting laid during this tour, despite Garth’s insistence that I needed to. And I was a single dad who actually gave a shit about my daughter. The wallet condoms had expired about three months ago, and I never bothered to get any more. 

As he walked out of the room, Daphne turned bright red. I chuckled and rolled my eyes. Subtlety was definitely not Garth’s strong point, but he was loyal as the day was long. I wasn’t concerned about him knowing. Really, I wasn’t concerned about anyone on my team knowing. None of them would do anything to put either of us in danger. 

“You sure you want me to stay?” I asked. “I’ll turn around right now and walk out that door if you want me to.”

She took a few timid steps toward me and grabbed my hand. “Don’t. Please. I don’t even care if all we do is sit on this couch all night. I just want to be with you.”

I used the hand she’d just grabbed to pull her into my arms, kissing her until I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of kissing this woman. She kissed the way she made music: with her whole heart and soul.

“I hope you can sleep on your bus tomorrow,” I said against her lips. “Because you won’t be doing much of that tonight.”

Daphne giggled, and I picked her up off the floor. She let out an adorable squeal and wrapped her legs around my waist as I walked into her bedroom and laid her down on the bed. She scooted up toward the headboard, and as I kicked my shoes off and crawled over her, the small bedside light illuminated her nightstand—which had three European chocolate bars, three boxes of condoms, and a folded piece of paper sitting on it.

“Do I even want to know?” I asked.

“What?” She sounded genuinely confused as she followed my gaze. As soon as she saw what I was looking at, she groaned and turned the color of a lobster. “Oh, my God. I am never giving Taylor a copy of my hotel room key ever again. I am going to kill him. Dead. Buried.”

Me, on the other hand? I wanted to send the man a damn gift basket. Because this meant I wouldn’t be going to sleep with blue balls tonight.

I laughed and kissed her. “Maybe just maim him. Because it means I can have you the way I want you tonight. I didn’t exactly come prepared. Plus, he did leave you good chocolate too.”

That earned me another giggle, and she pulled me down for another kiss, sliding her arms under my shirt and up my back as she wound her legs around my waist. I reached up and tugged the shirt over my head, tossing it on the floor. Then I slid her shirt up her sides and pulled her up slightly so I could take it off completely and unclasp her bra.

Daphne’s hands went to my waist, fumbling with the clasp on my belt. After about thirty seconds, she groaned in frustration.

“As sexy as you look with that gun strapped to your hip, it kind of scares me,” she mumbled.

I pressed a kiss to her neck, then rose up to my knees and quickly took my duty belt off and set it on the nightstand on the opposite side of the bed. When I turned back to look at her, I froze for a second.

Fuck. Me. 

Daphne DeVille was lying on a bed in front of me, half-naked, cheeks and chest flushed, blonde and pink hair splayed out on a pillow. This woman was every man’s wet dream and—for as long as she wanted me—she was all mine.

“What?” she said shyly.

“You’re breathtaking,” I told her as I lowered myself back down to kiss her.

She chuckled uncomfortably and looked away, like she didn’t believe it. I put a hand on her face and turned her head back so I could look into her eyes. I didn’t know who’d made her think she wasn’t worthy, but I did know that I was going to do everything I could to show her that she was.

“You. Are. Gorgeous,” I said, punctuating each word with a kiss as I skimmed my hand up her side and palmed one of her breasts, rolling a nipple between my thumb and finger.

The quiet moan that came out of her mouth had my cock straining in my pants, even worse than it already was. I lowered my head and trailed my lips across the tops of her breasts, and she curled her arm around my back, clutching my shoulder in a death grip as her breathing sped up. Encouraged, I tugged one of her nipples into my mouth, gently biting down on it.

“Oh, God,” she moaned softly.

“No one here now but us, angel,” I told her, trailing my tongue over to the neglected breast. “Let me hear you.”

“Ezra, shit,” came a louder moan as I took her swollen bud between my lips, pinching the other one.

Her hips arched as her legs tightened around my waist, and she slowly started writhing underneath me, grinding herself against the growing bulge in my pants. I groaned in simultaneous pleasure and frustration as I matched her pace. There were way too many layers of clothes between us. I needed them gone.

Daphne whimpered when I rose up again, like the loss of friction was physically painful. I chuckled.

“I’ve got you, baby,” I promised, tugging her yoga pants down and pulling them and her socks off.

Before I could lie back down, she sat up and kissed me again as her hands came to the button of my pants, deftly unbuttoning and unzipping them. Then one hand slid inside, palming my dick through my boxer briefs. Even through the barrier of the fabric, it made me feel things I hadn’t felt in years.

“Shit, Daph,” I mumbled against her lips. “Keep touching me like that and I won’t last.”

She rose to her knees and deepened her kiss as she dipped her hand under the fabric. Her slender fingers curled around my shaft and her thumb brushed over the head, spreading the precum around before she slowly started to stroke.

My eyes slid closed as electricity seemed to spark over every nerve ending, and I slid a hand between her thighs, tugging the small square of fabric covering her to the side and pressing my fingers between her folds.

“You’re so fucking wet,” I murmured.

“It’s all for you,” she breathed, stopping her strokes to tug my boxers down to my knees. “I need you, Ezra.”

“I’m all yours, baby,” I said, sliding my fingers further south, but avoiding her clit.

That earned me a whimper.

“What do you want, Daph?”

“You.”

“I’m right here.” I toyed with her entrance, but didn’t slide my finger in.

Again, she whimpered, obviously frustrated.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to fuck me,” she said quietly.

That was what I wanted to hear. There was nothing sexier than a beautiful woman telling me exactly what she wanted. 

I kissed her so deeply that I saw stars, groaning when she slid her hand over my cock again. Fuck, I needed her. But I needed to taste her first. And she hadn’t said how she wanted me to fuck her, so that meant it was dealer’s choice.

“Lie back, angel,” I told her.

She obeyed, and I tugged her panties off and tossed them on the floor before quickly getting up and shedding the rest of my clothes. I crawled between her legs and planted a kiss on her stomach, flicking my tongue over her belly button ring (which was just a blue steel ball tonight). Then I moved further down, parting my lips slightly and trailing them up first one thigh, then the other, and finally over the bald spot between her legs. I pressed a kiss there, making her whimper again, and then I put her out of her misery.

I lifted her legs up to my shoulders and gave her a long, hard lick before sucking her swollen nerve endings into my mouth.

“Fuck, Ezra!” she moaned. 

Hearing those dirty words coming out of that pretty mouth was sexy as fuck. Almost as sexy as the way she tasted. Almost. Because, goddamn, she was sweeter than sin. I pulled my mouth away from her clit and replaced it with my thumb as I slid my tongue between her folds, licking at her entrance before plunging in as far as I could.

“Oh, my God!” she cried. “Ohshitohshitohshit…fuck! Don’t stop. I’m gonna come.”

I pressed my thumb harder against her clit, making her cry out and arch her hips. I wrapped my free hand around her waist, pressing down to keep her still. That earned me a new stream of moans and incoherent words while she writhed under me.

“Let go, baby,” I told her as I replaced my tongue with my fingers. “Come for me.”

As soon as I pulled her clit back into my mouth and sucked, she cried out as she pulsed around my hand. I kept up the same pace, not letting up until the tremors subsided.

Before I could crawl back up to the head of the bed, Daphne sat up and pulled me up, crushing her mouth against mine as she laid back down, taking me with her. I wrapped an arm around her back, holding her close as our tongues dipped and swirled around one another. And finally I couldn’t take it anymore.

“I need in you, angel,” I rasped, grabbing one of the boxes on her nightstand and pulling a foil packet out.

“Yes,” she purred.

I tore the wrapper open with my teeth and quickly rolled the condom on, then lined myself up with her entrance and plunged inside her in one deep thrust.

“God, Ezra!” she moaned.

“Fuck, Daph. You feel like heaven,” I groaned, claiming her lips again.

I took it slowly, needing to draw this out. Needing to savor every moment of the most intense and all-consuming sex I’d ever had in my life.

“I won’t break, babe,” Daphne panted. “Give me more.”

She tightened her legs around me and arched her hips, and I peppered kisses along her neck and collarbone as I picked up my pace. 

“Oh, my God!” she cried, thrusting frantically against me. “Don’t stop.”

I crashed my mouth against hers again and pulled one of her legs up as I picked up speed again. I felt pressure building up way too fast, but I was too far gone to try to draw this out any more. So I pressed my thumb to her clit and started rubbing circles on it, determined to take her with me when I went over the edge.

“Ezra! Fuck!” she screamed, arching her back and digging her fingers into my shoulders as she unraveled.

Feeling her pulse around me was all it took to make me follow her into oblivion. 

“Christ, Daph,” I groaned as I shattered into a million pieces.

I collapsed on top of her for a couple of seconds before I moved to get up and take care of the condom. 

Daphne tightened her arms and legs around me. “Don’t go. Please.”

The temptress who had told me to fuck her fifteen minutes ago had disappeared and been replaced with the shy woman I’d come to know and love. 

What kind of assholes had she been with before? Had her exes seriously just taken what they wanted from her and then left immediately afterward? Why? How? I couldn’t have left her tonight if my life depended on it.

“I’m not going anywhere, angel,” I promised, giving her a soft kiss. “But I need to get cleaned up. I’ll be right back.”
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While Ezra got up, grabbed his boxer briefs, and disappeared into the bathroom, I grabbed his shirt and slipped it over my head. I went a little dizzy from the cedarwood scent I’d gotten so used to over the past couple of months.

I couldn’t believe everything that had happened in the past forty-eight hours. But my shaky legs and the pleasant soreness between them were proof that I hadn’t just imagined it. I’d really just had sex with Ezra. Though I wasn’t entirely sure if I could call what had just happened between us sex. It had been way too intense for that. To the point where I’d legitimately almost cried. 

Crawling back into bed, I picked up the folded piece of paper that was sitting in front of the…er, care package from my best friend. I seriously could not believe he’d done that. He was getting reamed out tomorrow. Even though I was secretly a little grateful for it since Ezra hadn’t had any condoms on him.

I snorted at the message on the paper, which he’d obviously taken from the notepad in the living room.

 

D,

To cover you for whichever outcome (or to share with Mr. Hot Stuff). Love you.

-T & A

 

Yeah…I was pretty sure it had all been Taylor. And that Alex had probably tried to talk him out of the condoms.

Ezra emerged from the bathroom in his underwear, carrying a wet washcloth. He sat down on the edge of the bed and gave me a kiss that could have lit the room on fire as he tugged on my thigh.

“Open for me, baby,” he breathed against my mouth, then slithered his tongue out again and licked at the seam of my lips.

As I slid my tongue out to meet his, I parted my legs slightly. I was still sensitive, so the rough fabric of the washcloth stung as he gently washed between my legs, making me hiss.

“Sorry. I’m done,” he said, kissing my forehead.

My response was to pull him back in and crash my lips back to his. This was a first for me. Having my partner actually take the time to clean me like this. The most I’d ever gotten before was a towel thrown in my general direction, if I was lucky. The way Ezra was treating me right now made me feel…I didn’t even know. Cherished? Loved?

No, that was impossible. He couldn’t already feel the same way about me that I felt about him. I had to be the only weirdo on the planet who fell in love with someone before I’d even kissed them.

Ezra tossed the washcloth onto the counter next to the sink with alarming accuracy, then climbed into bed with me and pulled me into his arms, pressing his lips to my head. 

“Do I want to know what that note from Taylor said?” he chuckled.

I snorted and handed it to him. “Somehow I think Alex had absolutely nothing to do with it.”

He started cracking up as he handed the note back to me. “Mr. Hot Stuff?”

I could feel heat rising to color my cheeks. Taylor was so getting chewed out for this.

“I swear, I keep trying to tell him you have an actual name,” I mumbled. “I’m going to give him hell tomorrow.”

“Don’t be too hard on him. He handed my ass to me on a platter this morning. Or I think it’s probably yesterday morning now,” he sighed. “He’s a good friend to you.”

I smiled. “Yeah, he is. And he’s also my crack dealer. I mean, supplier of English chocolate.”

“Is English chocolate really that much better than American chocolate?”

I gasped and pulled back to look at him. “You’ve never had English chocolate? Seriously?”

“Unlike you, I don’t have a Brit for a best friend,” he teased. “And I also don’t travel all over the world for work.”

I grabbed one of the Galaxy bars off of my nightstand and opened it, breaking off a row and handing it to him, then breaking a row off for myself.

“Just let a square melt on your tongue,” I told him. “Trust me.”

He eyed the chocolate inquisitively before breaking a square off and popping it in his mouth. And the groan he emitted made me clench my thighs together to relieve the sudden tingle.

“Holy shit,” he said. “I think you’ve just ruined me for all American chocolate. Damn.”

“Told you,” I giggled as I ate a square. “I wish he would have given this to me yesterday. Then I could have shared with Ari.”

“Thanks for not loading her up on sugar,” he snorted, then sighed. “I hate that she’s caught in the middle of this clusterfuck.”

“You can still take some time if you need it,” I told him. “I mean it. That precious little girl comes first. I should have told you this yesterday, but I think I got the gist of what’s going on from Ari. I’m so sorry I didn’t say something. I should have made you listen to me, no matter how mad at me you were. That’s your daughter and I kept something about her from you.”

Ezra tilted my chin up and softly brushed his lips over mine before sucking my lower lip into his mouth. I let out a soft whimper as I put my hand on his face, trying to make this last as long as possible. He traced the curve of my lips with his tongue, and I happily opened for him. His kiss was gentle and unhurried, and it made my eyes sting a little.

“I wasn’t mad at you, angel,” he murmured. “That was me being a chickenshit. I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t talk to me. But just know you always can.”

I half-smiled as I pulled back and looked at him. There was something in his eyes that I’d never seen before. The warmth I’d come to expect from him was still there, but it was like there was a new intensity to it now.

“Do you mind telling me what Ari told you?” he asked.

“She told me that while she and Rachel were at the hospital with Tim, another woman came into the room and kissed him. And that she was pregnant and acting like she was the one who should have been there instead of Rachel. I honestly wish she didn’t understand as much as she does,” I sighed, casting my gaze downward. “But she knows Tim was the one who got that woman pregnant, and she understands that Rachel’s moving out of the house and that’s why she can’t stay there anymore.”

“How was she?”

“She was sad. And confused about why Tim would have done that, because you told her that only a mommy and daddy who really love each other are supposed to make a baby,” I sniffled. “So she doesn’t understand why he would have made a baby with that other woman instead of Rachel.”

I hated that she had to see that. Even though Rachel and Tim weren’t her parents, they were her guardians right now, and I knew she was close with them because they were the ones who always watched her while Ezra was gone. So this was almost as bad as her seeing a relationship between actual parents fall apart because of cheating.

Ezra didn’t say anything, and I looked up at him, concerned I’d crossed a line by talking to her about it at all. But that poor sweet girl needed to talk to someone, and I got the sense that she was more comfortable talking to a woman about it. He didn’t look upset, though. He looked…awed? Was that right? Definitely surprised. 

“What?” I asked, feeling myself blush.

“How did you get her to talk to you?” His voice was so low, it was almost a whisper. “I tried to talk to her about what happened for the entire ride back to the city and she barely said two words.”

“I don’t know. It seemed like she wanted to talk to a woman about it. As close as I can tell you two are, sometimes a girl just needs to talk to another girl, and she knew Rachel was sad enough already, so she didn’t want to talk to her. I told her that she was right, that is how it’s supposed to be, but some people break that rule, just like some people cheat on tests in school or take something from a store that’s not theirs. But that doesn’t mean it’s right, and that when someone does break that rule, it hurts a lot of people just like it hurt her and Rachel. I feel like I did a crap job of talking to her about it, because I wasn’t expecting it.”

“You tried to explain it the best you could, in a way she understood it.” He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Honestly, you did a better job than I would have if she had been willing to talk to me. Probably because I still want to go back to that damn hospital and kick Tim’s ass for fucking around on my sister and for making my daughter see that.”

“I don’t blame you. I want to too, and she’s not even my kid.”

But she was his. And that was all that mattered to me.
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My alarm went off way too freaking early. Ezra groaned and tried to pull me back as I reached to grab my phone and shut it off. As soon as it wasn’t beeping anymore, I turned around to look at him. And just like last night, there was a new intensity to his warm gaze.

“Morning,” I mumbled.

“Morning.” He tightened his arms around me and kissed my forehead. “Sleep okay?”

“Is it weird if I say last night was the best night’s sleep I’ve gotten in a long time?” I asked. “I haven’t been sleeping great the past couple of months. Except last night.”

“You realize that makes me want to spend every night with you, right?”

I pressed my lips to his, and what I intended to be a quick peck on the lips turned into something much more intense.

I’d kissed my fair share of people and been in my fair share of relationships. Hell, I’d even thought I was in love once. But no one, and I mean no one, had ever kissed me like this before. Ezra kissed me like he’d never get enough. Like I was the only thing in the world that mattered to him.

He rolled me onto my back and skimmed a hand up my leg before slowly starting to slide the shirt I was still wearing—that still smelled like him—up so he could palm my breast. Gently, he flicked his thumb over my nipple, eliciting a moan from me. He shifted so he could settle himself between my legs, and I arched my hips, desperate for more. Like he just knew what I wanted, he pressed his morning wood against my aching center. I whimpered, half in pleasure and half in frustration because his boxer briefs were in the way.

Then his phone rang, and he groaned as he rolled off of me to check it.

“My mom. I’m sorry, but I need to take this,” he told me.

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “Ari comes first.”

He gave me one more quick kiss, then answered his phone. While he was talking to his mom, I grabbed my phone and, for the first time in a couple of days, checked the group chat with my friends. There were over a hundred missed messages, and I clicked the button to scroll up to the top. I scrolled through some random memes, GIFs, and pictures of hot shirtless guys.

And then there was a series of messages from Reagan.

Reagan: Sabrina Waverly Parker decided to make her grand entrance into the world early this morning. We’re all doing great, but I’m exhausted. And yes, you guys can come by and meet her whenever.

Reagan: *picture of Sabrina*

Reagan: *picture holding Sabrina*

Reagan: *picture of Aaron holding Sabrina*

Reagan: *picture of her and Aaron with Sabrina*

Olivia: *picture holding Sabrina*

Olivia: So in love with my new goddaughter! *heart eyes emoji*

Elle: OMG I’m dying from cuteness overload! *heart eyes emoji*

Dahlia: She’s precious! Congrats, Reag! Love you!

Taylor: Congrats, babe! Penny can’t wait to meet her new cousin! And I can’t wait to meet my new niece!

I swiped at the tears in my eyes and choked down the lump in my throat. Damn it, why couldn’t I stay in New York for one more day? I felt like the world’s shittiest friend. One of my best friends had just had a baby, and where was I? On the damn road, singing the same songs night after night for thousands of people who didn’t give two shits about me.

Backing out of the chat, I went online and ordered a ton of baby clothes in various sizes—so that way Reagan would have some clothes for Sabrina when she got older and grew out of the newborn sizes—a huge teddy bear for the nursery, and a five hundred dollar gift card to one of the stores I knew she and Aaron were registered at so they could pick up whatever else they needed.

Me: [replying to Reagan] I’m sorry I’m just now seeing this. Congrats, Reag. Sabrina’s beautiful. I’m so sorry I can’t be there to meet her. Give her an extra kiss and snuggle from Auntie Daph. And I’m sending some stuff to you. Should be there in a couple of days. I love all three of you. <3

Reagan: You don’t have anything to be sorry for. Sabrina can’t wait to meet her Auntie Daph when you get home. Love you!

Me: *three kiss emojis*

Phoebe: Daph! Where have you been, bitch?

Dahlia: Let up on the woman, Phoebe. She’s got a busy schedule.

Elle: She’s right, though. It’s been a few days. You okay, Daph?

Me: I’m good. Apparently I miss all the good stuff, though.

Taylor: She’s been too busy with Mr. Hot Stuff. *fire emoji*

Me: I plead the Fifth.

Taylor: Holy fuck! You got laid! And didn’t tell me about it. I thought we were friends! :’(

I rolled my eyes. He was still getting hell for his prank.

Me: I’m not speaking to you. I’m still beet red from that…um…gift you left in my suite. I can’t believe you did that! 

Me: Okay, yes I can. But I’m still mortified!

Taylor: Just looking out for my girl. ;-)

Olivia: Wait, what did we miss?

Harper: Yeah, back up. WTF HAPPENED?

I sighed. I guessed I’d have to tell them sooner or later. And just like I’d promised Reagan last month, I’d already told them about my stalker, so they would understand why it was so important to keep quiet. Not to mention that I wanted to keep Ezra out of the public eye for as long as possible, for Arielle’s sake if nothing else.

Me: Guys, if I tell you, you can’t tell ANYONE. I’m serious. My stalker’s still out there, and there are other people involved that I need to keep out of the press.

Phoebe: Bitch, I’m insulted that you think we don’t know that. You know what’s said here stays here.

Me: Okay, so…Ezra and I are a thing. As of last night. Long story, but the gist of it is, Ezra kissed me and ran away because he was scared he crossed a line, I was upset, and Taylor told me I was being an idiot and to go for it. So I went for it. And then we got back to my suite last night to find that Taylor thought it would be great fun to leave three boxes of condoms on my nightstand. 

Me: Not three condoms. THREE BOXES!!! 

Me: Just curious, T. How many were you expecting us to use???

Taylor: All of them.

Taylor: Ezra’s hot as fuck! And if I were you, I’d need those extra boxes. Just saying.

Taylor: *Mr. Bean wagging eyebrows GIF*

Reagan: *smiley face rolling on floor laughing GIF*

Reagan: Don’t make me laugh that much! It hurts.

Me: Sorry.

Dahlia: *Teletubby falling down GIF*

Harper: *woman sliding off couch GIF*

Olivia: So…how many did you use? *three laughing crying emojis*

Me: One. 

Me: One condom, not one box.

Phoebe: Just ONE? Was he that horrible?

Me: I don’t kiss and tell. But no, that was most definitely NOT the issue. I had a show last night. I was tired.

Taylor: More important question is, did he enjoy the chocolate I left?

Elle: Just saying, as delicious as your English chocolate is, I somehow doubt that was the highlight of Ezra’s evening. Really, Taylor? Three boxes of condoms? *laughing crying emoji*

Me: The irony is, we actually did have to open one of the boxes to get said condom. Let’s just say neither of us were exactly prepared for this sudden turn of events. So I guess I should be thanking you, T. And yes, he says he’s now officially ruined for American chocolate.

Taylor: I’ve got your back, babe. *kiss emoji*

Olivia: Taylor’s like a sexy house elf, keeping you stocked up!

Dahlia: So he’s the one I can call to hook me up?

Harper: Hey, Taylor, do you take special requests?

Taylor: I already have a job, ladies. I don’t need another. And with you lot, I’d be working overtime.

Elle: Here, Taylor! I’ll save you from the sexy house elf slavery!

Elle: *“Master has given Dobby a sock” GIF*

Taylor: *“Dobby is free” GIF*

Harper: It should have been a glove, not a sock. *eggplant emoji*

I was laughing so hard at their antics that I was crying and snorting. Ezra slid his arm across my waist and kissed my shoulder. I could feel his chest shaking with silent laughter.

“What’s making you laugh that much?” he asked.

“My friends,” I told him, putting my phone back on my nightstand. “They’re hilarious. I feel like a shit friend, though.”

“Why?”

“Because Reagan had her baby, and instead of going to the hospital to meet her, I’m getting on a bus to make a twenty-hour road trip,” I said, a lump rising in my throat again. “Did you know she got shot and ended up in the hospital a little while back? And where was I? In Sydney. She’s one of my best friends and she almost died while I was on the other side of the world. And I had to fly to Hong Kong while Taylor was in the hospital in a coma. He’s the closest thing I have to a brother, and I had to leave him while he was unconscious in a hospital bed. Who does that?”

Ezra wiped the tears that had started to fall off of my cheeks and pulled me into his arms. “Someone who doesn’t have control over her own schedule. They know you still love them and they’re okay with sharing you with rest of the world.”

“But they shouldn’t have to be okay with it,” I sighed, wiping my eyes. “I wish you could come on my bus with me. But I think that would be a little too obvious.” 

“The only people who would have to know would be my team and your drivers,” he pointed out. “I trust my team, if you really want me with you.”

“Does it make me seem clingy if I say yes?” 

Before he could answer, his radio crackled weakly.

“Gonzalez to Ramsay,” came Hector’s voice, barely audible.

Ezra sighed and let go of me so he could grab his radio. “This is Ramsay. Go ahead.”

“The front desk has a package for Angel. You free to go get it, or do you want one of us to do it?”

“No, I’ve got it,” Ezra told him. “Team, if you need me before we head out, call my cell. I didn’t get to charge my radio last night. It’s almost dead.”

“Yeah, I guess hotel rooms that aren’t yours don’t have a charger for your radio,” Garth said.

I put my face in my hands, feeling heat rising to my cheeks. Garth knew exactly where Ezra had been last night, and…oh, my God! He’d seen Taylor’s prank before we did! He was the one to sweep the bedroom and bathroom last night. That was why he joked about using protection. How was I ever going to look him in the eye again?

“You like your job, O’Brien?” Ezra muttered into the radio.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll shut up now,” Garth chuckled.

“Anyway, if we’re done discussing things that are none of our business, tell the front desk I’ll be down in a few to grab the delivery for Angel,” Ezra said. “Ramsay out.”

“Well, I guess it won’t come as any big shock to your team if you don’t ride with them now,” I mumbled into my hands. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“Any of them give you shit, and they get written up,” he told me, peeling my hands away from my face. “Now, as sexy as you look in my shirt, I need it back so I can get dressed and see what your adoring fans left at the front desk.”

“You know, if you wanted me to strip, all you had to do was ask,” I teased as I pulled the shirt off and handed it to him, which left me completely undressed.

“Fuck, angel.” He shamelessly let his eyes roam up and down my naked body. “Leaving this room instead of burying myself deep inside you right now is torture.”

I pulled him into a kiss and palmed the bulge in his boxer briefs. “I promise to kiss it better if you ride to New Orleans with me.”

He groaned and claimed my lips again. I guessed that was a yes.
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I debated taking the envelope I got from the front desk back to Daphne’s room so we could look at it together, but I wanted to at least have an idea of what I was dealing with before telling her about it. So, instead, I took it back to my room, took a quick shower, and changed into more comfortable clothes for the road trip. Then I packed up the rest of my bag before sitting down on my bed and opening the card.

The card had a generic picture of a dog on the front of it, like this person had gotten it from one of the newspaper stands that were on every other corner here in the city. When I opened it, I saw a picture of Daphne that had obviously been taken backstage at Madison Square Garden, and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. If I’d had to guess, I would have said it was probably taken at the first show, after I walked out of her dressing room. My heart broke seeing it, knowing that I’d been the one to put that look on her face. 

And then I read the message, and my blood ran cold.

 

Don’t be sad, beautiful. Everything is almost ready for us to be together, and then I’ll keep that heartbreak beat you’re feeling away forever. Just keep being a good girl until I get there.

 

God damn it. I was almost positive she was right. If this person had been able to get that picture of her, it was most likely someone on the crew. 

And that meant that they’d know “Heartbreak Beat” wasn’t on her normal set list. Luckily, it didn’t seem like they knew she’d performed it for me, and it didn’t seem like they knew about our newfound relationship either. Granted, I’d seen her randomly throw new covers into her set lists from time to time on this tour—usually when someone she knew was in the audience—so doing that hadn’t been completely out of left field for her.

But I had a much more pressing concern than whether or not they knew about us. This message scared the hell out of me. What exactly was this person’s plan? What were they getting ready for?

Whatever the hell it was, I’d be damned if I was going to let it happen. And that meant I needed more help. I needed eyes both backstage and in the audience every night, and I couldn’t spread the six of us any thinner than we already were. I pulled out my phone and dialed Hector’s number.

“Hey, man. Everything okay?” he answered.

“No. No, it’s not,” I told him. “Can you meet me at Daph’s suite in twenty minutes? I need to talk to both of you before we leave.”

“Okay. See you then,” he replied without question.

Before going back to Daphne’s suite, I made a trip back to the front desk and waited for the girl who’d handed me the envelope to be done checking a guest out. Flashing my badge, which was pretty much good for nothing except to let them know I was a security guard—though, if you didn’t look closely at it, it did sort of look like a police badge—I walked back up to the desk.

“Can I help you, sir?” the girl, whose name tag said Heidi, asked.

“That envelope you gave me for Miss DeVille. Can you describe the person who dropped it off?”

“I’m sorry. It was there when I got in this morning.”

If I’d had time, I would have seen if I could get them to give me their security camera footage, even though I wasn’t supposed to. But I didn’t have time. Hector was meeting me at Daphne’s suite in five minutes. And even if he wasn’t, it probably would have taken me hours to go through all of the footage to figure out who this was, and we had to be on the road in two hours. This asshole was smart. I’d give them that.
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“Hey,” Daphne said as she let me back into her suite. “You okay?”

“No,” I admitted, handing her the card as I sat on the couch. “And I’m not sure if you are either. Hector’s meeting me here in a few minutes, but I wanted you to see this first.”

As soon as she looked at the card and picture, she promptly dropped them on the floor, her hands shaking. I knelt down in front of her, putting the card on the coffee table. I took both of her hands in one of mine, using my free hand to tilt her chin up so she would look at me.

“Listen to me, angel,” I said softly. “I don’t know what this person’s plan is, but I do know I’m not going to let them get away with it. Not as long as I’m still breathing. You’re safe. I promise.”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything, and I saw a few tears brimming in her eyes.

“Come here,” I murmured, moving to sit next to her on the couch and pulling her into my arms. “I’ve got you.”

“Why me?” she sniffled into my chest. “What did I do to make them want me?”

“I don’t know, baby,” I sighed. “I wish I did.”

“Now you’re definitely coming with me for the trip. I feel safer with you,” she mumbled.

I smiled. “That’s my job. Good to know I’m performing well.”

She snorted. “I could take that somewhere you didn’t intend for it to go, but I won’t.”

“Miss DeVille! I feel scandalized,” I teased.

That made her giggle, and I pressed my lips to her head. God, I loved that laugh. And I didn’t hear it nearly often enough.

A knock on the door interrupted us, and I tilted her chin up for a quick kiss before getting up to make sure it was Hector on the other side of the door.

“What’s going on, man?” he asked as we walked back over to the couch.

Daphne immediately curled into my side again, sliding her arms around me. I returned the embrace, dropping another kiss on her head and combing my fingers through her hair. Hector raised an eyebrow at me.

“If you asked me to come here to tell me you’re not going to be joining us for the trip down to New Orleans…well, no offense, but you’re a terrible actor. I figured that out the second I saw your face during the encore last night,” he said with a smirk. “And then there was you not coming back to our room last night and your radio dying this morning.”

I let out a weak chuckle. “No, that’s not why I asked you to meet me here. Check out the card on the coffee table.”

He picked it up, then sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as he looked at it.

“I think Daph’s right. I think this person is someone on the crew, and I also think we need to bring on a few more guys. We need to step up the security, and the six of us are spread thin enough as it is,” I told him. “I’m not sure what good it’ll do, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

“Yeah, I agree.” He looked at Daphne. “Daphne? This is your call.”

“I’m trusting you guys. If you think you need more people, then bring them on,” she said. “I’ll make sure Hugh and Josh sign whatever paperwork you need them to.”

“Okay. I’ll make the call before we get on the road,” I decided.
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“I don’t give a flying fuck how much it’s going to cost!” Daphne screamed into her cell phone as she walked onto the bus. “This is my safety we’re talking about! You didn’t see this note. If you did, you’d understand.”

There was a pause as the person on the other end of the phone—I was assuming Hugh, who I had yet to have the displeasure of meeting—spoke, and I could practically see the steam coming out of her ears.

“Okay, you know what, Hugh? I’m going to make this really simple for you. Sign that fucking paperwork and send it back to Eagle within the hour, or you’re fired! And stop calling me ‘doll!’” she growled, then hung up and flopped down next to me on the couch. “He’s such a fucking prick.”

I didn’t think I’d ever heard Daphne drop so many F-bombs in such a short time frame before. Well, with the exception of last night in bed, but that didn’t count. In any case, a blind man would have been able to tell she was upset right now. So, I guessed my mission for the next twenty or so hours was to cheer her up. And I had a few ideas about how to do that.

“I’m not trying to pass judgement, but why do you still work with Hugh? You obviously don’t like the guy,” I wondered.

“Because I was duped into signing a five-year contract with him when I was first starting out, and if I terminate it early, he gets…well, more money than his entire salary for all five years combined. It’s not worth it, not when I only have like a year left.” She sighed. “I honestly don’t know why the lawyer I had look at it said it was okay. I don’t work with him anymore, and I’ve shown the contract to the lawyer I work with now to see if there was a way out of it. She said it’s ironclad unless there’s extreme negligence on his part, and she never would have let me sign something like that. But if he doesn’t sign the paperwork your office faxed over, I’m sure my lawyer can find a loophole to prove negligence so I don’t have to pay the severance fee.”

Damn. Hugh was a sleazy bastard, but he was smart. I wondered how many other people he’d tricked into signing similar contracts. He shouldn’t have been allowed to manage anything, period. It seemed like Daphne managed her own shit more than he did. She was the one who had scheduled all of her meet and greets and interviews, and she’d worked out her own schedule for show days. As far as I could tell, the only thing Hugh had really done was book the venues and arrange transportation.

I folded my arms around her. “I’ll check in with the office in an hour and make sure they have the paperwork and are working on getting us the extra guards. I already made recommendations for who I wanted, if they’re available.”

She nodded. “Okay. Um, did you get your luggage from the security bus over here okay?”

I gestured to the floor, where my duffel was sitting. She looked, then snorted and turned beet red.

“Wow. Am I really that out of it?” she mumbled.

“You’ve got a good excuse,” I told her.

She got up and headed over to the kitchenette, opening a cupboard and pulling out a completely full Keurig pod holder. After spinning it around slowly for a minute, she put a pod in the Keurig on the counter and grabbed a cup out of the cupboard.

“Want some coffee? Or tea, or hot chocolate?” she asked. “I’ve got pretty much everything.”

I went over to stand behind her, winding my arms around her waist. I swear, I physically felt the muscles in her back relax as she leaned back against me.

“Take some deep breaths, angel,” I murmured. “You’re safe. I swear to God, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I know you won’t,” she sighed. “I’m going to head back to the bedroom for a while. After this thing is done making my chai.”

“That an invitation?” I teased, kissing her neck.

“Absolutely,” she chuckled.

Five minutes later, Daphne carried two mugs—one full of chai, the other with coffee—into her bedroom, while I followed with my duffel bag. I couldn’t help smiling as I saw the space she’d customized for herself. It was…very her. There was a queen-sized bed, covered with not one, but two comforters and at least six pillows. In one corner, there was a recliner; in the other, there was a professional-looking keyboard mixer with a piano bench and a small desk next to it. And the full bathroom was actually a lot bigger than I thought it would be, including a roomy shower stall.

Hanging on the wall above the keyboard was a huge picture collage of a bunch of people applauding and cheering, and some couples kissing in the midst of it. In the center of the collage, there was a picture of Daphne on a stage with her hand covering her mouth, like she was in shock. And at the bottom, there was a caption.

You should love yourself as much as your fans love you.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing at the collage.

Daphne turned a little pink. “Last year, I came out publicly at a charity concert for an organization that supports LGBTQ teens. Reagan was there as my professional photographer. She took a ton of pictures of the crowd’s reaction and made that for me. Told me she was proud of me for being so brave, and she wanted me to see myself the way everyone else saw me.”

I smiled. “She sounds like a good friend. I haven’t spent a whole lot of time with her because I haven’t seen Aaron in a while, but she seems sweet.”

“She is. I met her when she and her best friend, Olivia, came to one of my gigs in college. She was taking pictures and came up to me after my set to give me the memory card. She recognized me from the school newspaper because I was a journalism major before I got picked up by my record label. I met the rest of my friends through her too, and they’re the best friends in the world. I wouldn’t be the same without them,” she told me.

“I’m sure they wouldn’t be the same without you either.”

“I don’t know. They all do so much for me, and I feel like I barely do anything for them. I miss so many important moments with them. Like now, not being there to meet Sabrina.”

Okay, this had taken a depressing turn. And my goal was to cheer her up. I needed to find something to distract her with. Luckily, there was something right in front of me that would work perfectly.

“Do you play?” I asked, nodding in the direction of the keyboard.

“Yeah. I’m actually classically trained,” she explained. “I’ve played at a few charity concerts. And I write most of my songs sitting at my baby grand at home. This is the closest I could come with the limited space on the bus. And it’s actually kind of cool because I can experiment with how different instruments would sound and make rough demos if inspiration strikes me on the road. But Hugh won’t let me play during my normal shows. I’m a brand, didn’t you know? And people want to see this brand sing and dance, not play piano.”

She set her mug down on her nightstand, then walked over and sat on the piano bench, powering up the keyboard.

“You don’t have to prove it to me,” I said.

She smiled. “Playing piano has always calmed me down. Unless you’re sick of hearing me sing.”

I laughed as I kicked my shoes off and reclined on the bed. “I don’t think I could ever get sick of hearing you sing. And if it’ll help you decompress, I will happily listen.”

Daphne hit a button on the mixer and started playing the first several measures of The Who’s “Baba O’Riley” with a synthesizer setting, then took her hands off the keyboard. The mixer kept playing what she’d recorded on a loop, and she hit another button on the keyboard before starting to play the piano part on an actual piano setting. When she started singing, adding her unique, edgy voice to the mix? Holy shit. She needed to record a cover of this.

When the song was over, she smiled meekly as she looked at me.

“Damn,” I said. “Why haven’t you recorded a cover of that song? That was amazing, Daph.”

She chuckled. “I’ve thought about it. It’s one of my all-time favorite songs. About time I did one of mine instead of one of Taylor’s.”

“What?”

“I recorded ‘All the Girls Love Alice’ for him. Elton John’s his favorite, and that’s one of his favorite Elton John songs. He still can’t believe I did it. Probably because that was my first big hit.”

Maybe he couldn’t believe it, but I could. Easily. After seeing their friendship in action over the last couple of days, I knew they’d do anything for each other. And I was glad for it. Daphne needed people like Taylor in her corner.

“That’s why you dedicated it to him a couple of nights ago,” I realized.

“Yep. But this song, I will never record a cover of. Ever,” she said as she hit a couple of buttons.

I furrowed my brow in confusion…until she started playing “Never Gonna Give You Up.” I laughed, and she flashed those dimples in an adorable impish grin before starting to sing.

“Did you just Rick-roll me?” I snickered.

“Possibly,” she giggled as she came over to the bed and climbed in next to me. “Does it count as Rick-rolling if he’s not the one singing the song?”

“The song was still being played,” I teased.

Daphne reached over me to grab her chai and the remote control for the TV, then pulled up Netflix.

“Can I play the sympathy card and put on a chick flick?” she asked.

“You can put on whatever’s going to keep that smile on your face,” I told her, turning her face toward me and stealing a kiss.
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Most of the time when I toured, I tried to stay in hotels that were a little bit off the beaten path, so I could avoid getting mobbed by fans. But there were two cities where I made that exception: New York City and New Orleans. 

When I was in New York City, it was because I knew it would take me way longer to get to the venue than it was worth for the relative privacy. Not that I didn’t love Times Square, because I did, but it really was more for the convenience than anything else. Okay, and the Junior’s cheesecake. I always bought a few whole cheesecakes to take on the road with me whenever I was there. 

What? I shared. Sometimes.

But New Orleans? I just loved the culture, and I wanted to be in the heart of it. So I always made sure we were booked in a hotel in the French Quarter, and I always made sure Hugh made enough time on the schedule for the crew to stay here for an extra day either before or after the show so we could explore the city.

That was what Ezra and I were doing right now. Our hotel was right around the corner from Café du Monde, so when I mentioned wanting to go there and get a very unhealthy breakfast to bring back to the hotel, he insisted on joining me. He said he felt like he owed me an actual date, and the French Quarter was so busy that as long as I kept my hair covered and a pair of sunglasses on—my “Unabomber getup,” as Taylor liked to call it—no one would be able to pick me out of the crowd. Plus, he wasn’t letting me go anywhere without an escort because of my stalker.

“God, I love New Orleans,” I said as we walked back down Decatur Street toward the hotel, cups of coffee and takeout containers full of beignets in hand. “I wish I could live here.”

“Why don’t you?” he asked. “You could live anywhere you wanted.”

“I couldn’t stand being so far away from my friends. I know that’s a little stupid, but they’re my tribe. My chosen family. I’m not that close with my real family, really. Not since I was forced out of the closet in high school,” I admitted. “My cousin Jillian was the only one who didn’t act like I was carrying the plague after that happened.”

“I’m sorry. That’s horrible. Family’s supposed to love you no matter what.”

“I’m not,” I told him. “Family doesn’t always have to be blood. If my family hadn’t acted the way they did when they found out I was bi, I probably wouldn’t have met Taylor and the girls, because I probably wouldn’t have moved so far away for college. And I honestly can’t imagine my life without them.”

“I guess I got lucky. When I told my parents that Katelynn was pregnant, I actually expected them to throw me out of the house. They’re the religious type, so I figured I’d get a lecture about how I was going to hell and they’d leave me to fend for myself. And my mom’s never been a warm and fuzzy person. But they hugged me and told me they loved me and they’d help me however they could. Even took Katelynn in for a while, actually. After her parents threw her out. She didn’t tell them until she started showing because she was too afraid of what they’d do.”

“Oh, my God,” I gasped. “That’s awful. I hate that I feel sorry for her because she abandoned you and Ari, but I can’t even imagine what she went through.”

“You’re allowed to feel sorry for her. I love how compassionate you are, and I wouldn’t want you to change that. And honestly, that’s why her leaving the way she did was so confusing. I woke up one morning to a note on the kitchen counter saying that she just couldn’t handle being a mom and she had to leave and find herself. I still have no idea where she went or why. And the worst part was, I’d literally just proposed the week before. Spent almost every cent I had in the bank on a ring. And she took it with her. Probably pawned it for the cash,” he sighed. “I’m sorry. This isn’t great first date talk, is it?”

I chuckled. “Hey, you’ve actually met my crazy ex. I think we can suspend normal first date rules.”

He laughed as he put his coffee cup on top of his takeout container and opened the door to our hotel lobby for me. And, just like that, we were back to our assumed roles: rock star and bodyguard. At least for the next few minutes, until we got to my suite.

As short-lived as that “date” was, I’d needed it. I needed to feel normal again. Being able to do things like walk the seven minutes to Café du Monde for coffee and beignets gave me that.

“I hate that I can’t be out and about for longer than like twenty minutes right now,” I sighed as we walked back into my suite and sat on the couch. “We’ve got a whole free day here, and I don’t even get to enjoy it. Besides this sugary goodness.”

“I feel like I’m going to get diabetes just looking at these things,” he chuckled.

“But it’s so worth it.” I picked a beignet up and took a bite, making a cloud of powdered sugar fly off of it and groaning as the flavor hit my tongue. “Oh, my God. I swear these get better every time.”

He didn’t say anything, and I looked over to find his lips twitching, like he was trying not to laugh.

“What?” I asked.

“You’ve got something right…” He leaned in and kissed me, swiping his tongue out to lick the powdered sugar off of my upper lip. “There.”

I snorted. “Does that line ever actually work for you?”

“You tell me,” he teased.

I pretended to think about it for a second, then set the delicious sugary goodness back in the box and kissed him again. A quiet moan rose from his throat, and he pulled me closer. I moved to straddle his legs as our kiss deepened and our tongues met.

How soon was too soon to tell him how I felt? Because every time he kissed me, every time he touched me, I felt it down to the very fiber of my being. This overwhelming sense of certainty that I was right where I belonged. 

But the first time he’d kissed me was a grand total of three days ago. The first time we had sex was two nights ago. I couldn’t just blurt out that I loved him. Not now.

I could show him, though. I could feel his hard shaft pressing into my center, and I knew he’d just take care of me and go without before he ever asked me to do anything for him. At least that was how he’d been acting the past few days. It was like he was still trying to make up for running out of my dressing room that first day or something. Trying to show me that he did want to be with me. Well, now it was my turn to show him that I wanted him too.

With one last kiss, I climbed off of his lap and knelt on the floor in front of him, popping the button on his jeans and sliding the zipper down. His eyes widened a little as he lifted his hips to let me slide his jeans and boxers down just enough for his cock to spring free. I wrapped my fingers around him, swiping at the bead of precum that had leaked out before slowly starting to stroke.

“Baby, you don’t—oh, shit,” he groaned as I swirled my tongue around the head and then took him in my mouth.

I used my hand to make up the distance I couldn’t cover with my mouth for a minute until I got used to his size. And then I took a deep breath before taking his whole length, gagging a little as he slid down my throat. 

“Fuck, angel,” he growled, fisting his hand in my hair, but still giving me full range of motion.

I raised my eyes to look at him, and the look on his face as he stared down at me slayed me. No one had ever looked at me like this before. The amount of affection in his gaze right now overwhelmed me.

I wasn’t used to people not wanting things from me. Everywhere I turned in my life, it seemed like people wanted things and expected things from me. Fans, managers, the media, my own family. Even most of the people I’d been in relationships with since I’d become famous seemed to want something from me. Usually the media coverage that came with dating an A-list celebrity. They didn’t want a relationship, really. They wanted the prestige.

But Ezra? He just wanted me. The real Daphne. The girl behind the public persona. He was one of the few people in my life who had never asked for anything from me. Maybe that was why I was so willing to give him everything. And why I wanted so desperately to show him how much I loved him when I couldn’t say the words. It was my way of thanking him for just being here.

When I pulled back, there was a quiet popping sound as I released his dick from my mouth. I swiped at the tears that had formed in my eyes and continued stroking with my hand while I gave myself a second to recover. Then I took him all the way to the back of my throat again, and he arched his hips a little, thrusting himself further in, as more expletives spilled from his lips. After another minute, he pulled me off of him and grabbed his wallet from his pocket, retrieving a foil packet.

“I want to be inside you when I come,” he breathed, pulling me into a kiss and starting to push my yoga pants and panties down.

I quickly kicked my shoes off and finished removing my pants while he rolled the latex on, and then I climbed onto his lap, letting out a moan as I sank down. He immediately slid his hand between us, rubbing circles on my clit as I rocked over him, obviously determined to take me over the edge too. And, much too quickly, we both unraveled. He sank back against the couch, and I collapsed against him, completely content. 

When I regained the use of my muscles, I got up and pulled my pants back on while he ran to the bathroom to get cleaned up. 

“Okay, maybe being stuck in the hotel all day won’t be so bad,” I teased when he came back to the couch. “I do hate that I’m in one of my favorite places in the world and I can’t enjoy it, though. I was all excited about getting to eat some jambalaya tonight, and now I can’t.”

“I’m sure you can find someplace that delivers,” he chuckled. “And once we find your stalker and all this is over, I’ll bring you back here. Just for fun, not because you have a show.”

I smiled and grabbed my beignet again. “I’d love to be able to show you New Orleans. Ari too.”

Ezra opened his takeout container and finally took a bite. And the groan he emitted made me want to have my way with him all over again. Had I always been this much of a nymphomaniac?

“That’s fucking amazing,” he said around another mouthful of fried doughy goodness.

“Told you,” I giggled.

His phone rang with his FaceTime notification, and he grabbed it and looked at me, his face turning almost guilty. 

I kissed his cheek. “It’s okay, Ezra. You don’t ever have to apologize to me for being a good dad.”

“Do you want to talk to her with me?” he asked. “I know this is new, but if she’s ever going to see you as anything other than her idol, I need to start easing you into her life, sooner rather than later. You know?”

“Yeah, of course. I’d love to talk to her.”

I grabbed my takeout container and curled up next to him while he called Arielle back on FaceTime. Surprisingly, she was the one who answered the call rather than his mom or his sister.

“Hey, jelly bean,” Ezra said with a grin. “Sorry I missed your call.”

It made my heart swell with joy seeing how his whole face lit up when he talked to her. Even though he was away from her while he was on this tour with me, he was a better dad than a lot of guys who were with their kids every day. A better dad than my father had ever been.

“It’s okay,” Arielle said. “Hi, Daphne!”

I smiled. “Hi, sweetheart. What are you up to this morning?”

“Getting ready to go over to my friend Suzie’s house for her birthday party. I got her a t-shirt from your concert as her present.”

“Aww! I wish I’d known. I would have signed it for her.”

“I didn’t get it until after I saw you at the meet and greet. And she’ll like it anyway. So, what are you guys doing?”

“Well, we’ve got a free day in New Orleans, so your dad and I just went out and grabbed a very unhealthy breakfast and now we’re hanging out in my hotel room eating it.” I took a bite of my diabetes in a box.

Ezra angled the phone so Arielle could see our breakfast. “Yeah, basically what I always say you’re not allowed to eat for breakfast.”

She giggled. “What are those?”

“They’re called beignets. Basically fresh-cooked, fancy donuts,” I told her. “There’s a place here called Café du Monde that’s world-famous for them.”

“I’m not going to lie, it’s absolutely worth the empty calories,” Ezra said as he took a drink of his coffee.

“He didn’t believe me when I told him how good they were,” I chuckled, resting my head on his shoulder.

I immediately realized what I was doing and tried to sit up, but Ezra wrapped an arm around me and squeezed tight, keeping me where I was. And Arielle just giggled, so it didn’t seem like it bothered her.

“You should believe Daphne,” she said. “She’s been to a lot of places. I think she’d know.”

Ezra laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. And apparently I’m going to be stuck eating really spicy food tonight, if Daphne has anything to say about it. New Orleans is famous for spicy food.”

“Ew!” she exclaimed, sticking her tongue out.

“You’re not a fan of spicy food, Ari?” I asked.

That earned me a fake gag.

“Her definition of spicy is too much black pepper,” Ezra told me.

“More crawfish and jambalaya for me,” I teased. “I love Cajun food. It’s one of my favorites. Actually, New Orleans is one of my favorite places in the world.”

“Really? Even though you’ve been all over the world?” she asked.

“Yep. I also really love London, though. And Rome. And Berlin.”

“It’s so cool that you’ve been to all those places!” she gushed. “Do you know how to speak all those languages?”

“I know a little French and Spanish, and I’m trying to learn a little bit of Mandarin too, because for some reason, they really love me in China,” I chuckled. “But whenever I travel to other countries, I have to have an interpreter go everywhere with me. And when I do interviews, they usually record someone else saying exactly what I said, but in that country’s language, and they play that on TV instead of me talking. That way everyone can understand what I’m saying.”

“Ari! We’ve got to get going or we’re going to be late! Say goodbye to your dad and Daphne,” I heard a woman saying. I thought it might have been Rachel, but I wasn’t sure. It sounded like her, but a little older. Maybe Ezra’s mom? 

“Okay,” she sighed. “Bye, Daddy. Bye, Daphne.”

“Bye, sweetie,” I said.

“I’ll call you tonight, Ari,” Ezra told her. “No concert tonight, so I’ll be able to say goodnight before you go to bed.”

That produced a huge smile. “Okay!”

“Love you, munchkin.”

“Love you too,” Arielle said. “Bye.”

After he hung up, a thought occurred to me and I turned to look at him. Arielle was a smart kid. It was only a matter of time, and probably not very much of it, before she realized that something was going on between me and her dad. How were we supposed to handle that? What was I supposed to say?

“How long do you think until she starts asking questions about us?” I wondered. “And what do we say when she does?”

He sighed. “If things were different, if you weren’t…well, you, I wouldn’t even be doing this so soon at all. I’ve never brought a woman into her life. I haven’t had the best track record with relationships.”

“Because no one you dated was ready to be a mother figure to her?” I guessed.

“Yeah, pretty much,” he admitted. “So, when they started asking about meeting her and I told them not yet, they’d break up with me. I get why, but they basically proved my point by doing that, if that makes sense.”

“It does.”

“Anyway, I guess my point is, you’re the first woman I’ve ever introduced her to, and I kind of feel like I’m doing this backward. But you’re Daphne DeVille. She idolizes you. I can’t just bring you home one day and introduce you to her as a new friend and expect her to accept it and be okay with it. I’d rather have her get used to you as a friend now. If she starts asking questions…well, I guess I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”

“Okay. I’ll follow your lead when it comes to her. I just need you to know that I’m not afraid of the two of you being a package deal,” I told him.

Ezra pulled me into a kiss that could have lit this whole hotel on fire.

“Don’t be too perfect, angel,” he murmured against my lips. “You’re already way out of my league.”


[image: A picture containing food  Description automatically generated]

“I was told there was a package for Miss DeVille,” I said to the receptionist at the hotel desk, flashing my badge.

“Yeah. Just a minute,” the guy, who couldn’t have been more than twenty, said, disappearing into a back room.

It had been two whole weeks since we’d heard from Daphne’s stalker, and since then, she’d gotten plenty of legitimate fan gifts and mail. But something in my gut told me that this wasn’t going to be the same. I couldn’t explain it, but I could just feel that something bad was around the corner.

“Here you go, sir,” the kid working the desk said as he handed me a manila envelope. “Have a great day.”

“Thanks. You too,” I told him.

I opened the envelope as I walked away, and as soon as I pulled out its contents, I found myself making a dash for the men’s room. I barely made it to a stall before I lost my breakfast.

Okay, maybe this was affecting me more because it was personal for me now. Daphne wasn’t just someone I was getting paid to protect anymore. She was my girlfriend. But even if this was just business, I still would have been horrified at the contents of this envelope.

There was a full-page image of a room, decorated in the same shade of pink as her hair, with what looked like a fully functional mini recording studio off to one side, complete with a keyboard. And hanging on a sturdy steel ring above the bed were two long chains with handcuffs attached to the ends of them.

And if that wasn’t creepy enough, there was the note that was with it.

 

I know you hate being on the road so much, beautiful, but once we’re together, you’ll never have to leave again. I know how important your music is to you, though, so I set your room up so we can make beautiful music together.

 

I’d seen some fucked-up shit in my time working in security, but this? It took the fucking cake. This felt like the kind of thing that you only saw on shows like Criminal Minds or Law and Order.

I tried to stand up, but the second I did, more bile rose in my throat and I threw up again. The thought of this freak getting their hands on Daphne was—

No. I couldn’t let it happen. Not while I was still breathing. Which meant I needed to have a meeting with her and my team to figure out what we could do to tighten down her security. But I wasn’t going to let the first time she saw it be in front of all nine of my guys.

I finally convinced my shaky legs to support me again, and I stood up and went back to the front desk, waiting for the kid who’d handed me the envelope to finish talking to the guest who looked like they were checking out.

“Is everything all right, sir?” he asked me.

“Can you describe the person who dropped this off?” I asked him, holding the envelope up.

“I’m sorry. It was at the desk when I clocked in this morning. The person I took over for said it was dropped off about ten minutes earlier and they hadn’t had a chance to call you yet,” he said apologetically.

“No problem. Thanks anyway,” I choked out.

Damn it. This asshole hadn’t gotten any dumber over the past couple of weeks. This had been their M.O. They would always drop their messages off right before the shift change, so the person at the desk was so busy trying to finish up their final duties before turning the shift over to the next person that they wouldn’t have a chance to call and let us know that someone had a gift for Daphne before they left. Then the person we ended up picking it up from had no idea who had dropped it off. And because we were essentially rent-a-cops with concealed carry permits, not law enforcement, we didn’t have the authority to ask them for security camera footage. That hadn’t stopped us from asking in the past, but Daphne’s schedule was always so tight that we didn’t have time.

Defeated, I headed back to Daphne’s suite, stopping for a couple of bottles of water from the vending machine on the way. I downed half of my bottle in one gulp, needing to get the taste of vomit out of my mouth. 

Then I sent out a mass text to my team to meet me in the suite in twenty minutes. That would give me enough time to show this to her and let her break down before they got there. 

When I let myself in, Daphne was sitting on the couch watching a rerun of Castle and sipping on a cup of coffee. She smiled at me, flashing her dimples, but it quickly disappeared. I had no idea what I looked like right now, but if I looked half as terrified as I felt, I was sure it was a sight to see.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” she asked.

I nodded. “I don’t want to show you because it freaked me out, but you need to know what we’re up against. I’m calling our home office and getting in touch with the FBI as soon as we meet with the rest of the team to figure out if there’s anything else we can do to tighten up your security. The guys are going to be here in about ten minutes.”

“Okay, let’s just get it over with. Let me see,” she sighed.

Hesitantly, I handed her the envelope and let her look at the contents. The picture and note stayed in her hands for less than two seconds before she dropped them and covered her mouth with her hands, like she was trying to suppress the sob that tore out of her throat. And in another three seconds, she was jumping off the couch and running back into the bedroom—and, from there, I assumed the bathroom. I got up to follow her, but she closed the door before I got there, so I just went back to the couch and waited.

What seemed like an eternity later, she finally emerged again. I handed her the other bottle of water I’d grabbed from the vending machine.

“Sorry,” she sniffled as she sat down next to me and took a drink.

“If it makes you feel better, that was my exact reaction when I saw it too,” I told her.

I moved closer to her and planted a kiss on her temple, and she immediately put the cap back on her water and curled into my side, sliding her arms around me. I returned her embrace, but it still felt like she was a mile away from me. Apparently she felt the same way, because after a minute, she moved to my lap, curling up against my chest like she was trying to make herself as small as possible while her tears wet my shirt.

“I’ve got you, angel,” I murmured. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.”

“Why me? What did I do?” she sobbed. “What made them decide that they wanted to keep me chained up in that room for the rest of my life?”

“Whoever this is, they’re sick. It’s not on you. And they’re never going to touch you. Not while I’m still breathing. I…” I trailed off. 

Those three words I’d been wanting to say to her since the first time I kissed her were on the tip of my tongue, but this wasn’t the time. So instead of saying them, I tilted her chin up and showed her. I poured every ounce of love, uncertainty, and fear into the kiss I gave her, and she clung to me like a vice as her lips and tongue tangled with mine desperately.

We were interrupted by a knock on the door, and I unwillingly backed up, brushing her lips one more time.

“Let me up, baby,” I whispered. “I’ll be right back.”

She nodded slightly before moving off of my lap, and I got up to go to the door. Looking through the peephole, I found Hector, Garth, and Frankie all standing there, so I let them in.

“Hey, boss man. What’s up?” Frankie asked as they walked in.

“Nothing good,” I muttered as I walked back to the couch.

I picked up the papers that were still on the floor and handing them to Hector before sitting back down. And the second I did, Daphne crawled right back onto my lap and curled up against me again. Even though no one other than Hector and Garth knew about us yet, I couldn’t bring myself to move her. Truthfully, I needed her right now as much as she needed me. So I guessed they were about to find out. And Frankie just smiled, not even batting an eye.

“Fucking shit,” Hector gasped, handing the papers to Garth. “What in the hell are we dealing with?”

“I wish I knew,” I sighed. “I’m bringing the FBI on board. I don’t give a flying fuck what Josh has to say about it.”

Another knock sounded on the door. I started to move Daphne so I could get up, but Garth put a hand on my shoulder.

“I’ve got it. Your girl needs you,” he told me.

Mick, Ricky, Logan, and Brock—the four newer team members—walked into the room, followed by Neil and Pete. Logan and Brock raised their eyebrows when they saw Daphne and I together, but the other four didn’t even look phased.

“Well, this explains a lot,” Logan snorted.

“Not the time, man,” I muttered.

“Exactly. We’ve got way more important shit to deal with,” Garth said. “Like, for instance, not letting Daph get kidnapped by a psycho who apparently plans on keeping her chained in a bedroom until the end of time.”

Daphne whimpered and clung tighter to me; I tightened my arms around her and kissed her temple.

“You probably could have worded that a little better,” Hector chuckled weakly.

“He’s right, mate,” Mick, the only Brit I knew other than Taylor, agreed. “The girl’s sitting right here.”

“Sorry, Daph,” Garth said, looking at her apologetically.

“It’s okay,” she mumbled.

Frankie, who had been looking at the papers, passed them off to Pete, who looked and started passing them around to the rest of the guys.

“Well, at least we know no one’s going to get to Daph while she’s sleeping,” Pete snickered.

“You’re hilarious,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“No joke. You should be doing stand-up, dude,” Ricky deadpanned.

“Am I wrong?” He raised an eyebrow.

I snorted. “No, you’re not wrong. But what about the other eighteen hours of the day? Is there anything else you guys can think of doing to tighten up her security?”

“I know we’re operating on the theory that this person is someone who’s on the crew because of some of the pictures they’ve sent her, but it might not be. They might have a friend on the crew who doesn’t know how sick they are and is sending them those pictures,” Neil pointed out.

“That still doesn’t tell us what to do about it,” Logan said.

“Daph, I know you’re going to hate this idea, but I think we need to limit the general public’s access to you,” Garth said.

“What do you mean?” she asked in a small voice.

“Cancel the meet and greets. No more going out and signing for the masses after the shows. No one gets anywhere near you except the people working on this tour,” he clarified.

“I’m not canceling the meet and greets,” she said. “Those people paid good money to meet me, and I’m not putting Josh and Hugh through the nightmare of refunding part of their ticket price. And I feel safe during those. You guys are there with me, and they’ve already been through a security screening at the venue too. But I have no issue with having a few more of you there. Maybe one extra person outside the door with Garth and then two more people inside with Ezra and Frankie?”

As much as I didn’t like it, I completely understood where she was coming from, not wanting to cancel the paid meet and greets. That would be a logistical nightmare and it would mean refunding a shit ton of money to people, which Josh and Hugh definitely wouldn’t be happy about.

“Okay, we can make that happen,” I told her. “But can we talk you out of signing at the stage door after the show, or at the hotel if people somehow figure out where the crew’s staying? I know you don’t like hearing this, but I think Garth’s right. The less people who have access to you, the less likely someone is to try anything. Especially not when the whole crew knows that at least one of us is with you twenty-four-seven.”

“You mean, when you’re with her twenty-four-seven?” Hector chuckled weakly.

I shrugged. He wasn’t wrong. Daphne and I had pretty much been joined at the hip lately.

“Can I compromise with you?” she sighed.

“Do I want to know what’s going on in that gorgeous head of yours?” I teased.

“Probably not, because it means more work for you guys,” she admitted. “If I can’t go outside and sign for people after the show, I want to autograph some swag and headshots from the safety of my dressing room before the show and have you guys give it out to random people when you deliver the news that I won’t be coming out to sign. Kids, especially kids who are obviously sick, get priority, but besides that, I don’t care who you give it to.”

I smiled and pressed my lips to her head. This wasn’t the first time she’d blown me away with her kindness and generosity to her fans, but it was definitely the most elaborate thing I’d seen her do. She’d be killing her hands on an almost nightly basis signing shit to have us give to the screaming fans at the stage door.

“It’s not more work,” Brock said. “We’d be going out there with you anyway. I don’t mind giving some free stuff out after the show. I’m sure the masses will appreciate you doing something for them.”

“Anyone have a problem with that?” I asked.

All of the guys either shook their heads or gave some version of a no.

“Okay, then. I’m also going to call the home office and see if we can get a few x-ray machines for bag checks instead of relying on the venue security to have them, or having them do manual checks if they don’t,” I decided. “Minimizes the possibility of someone being able to sneak something they shouldn’t have into a concert. Until we get them, I know you’re going to hate me, but I want a couple of you at the entrance with the venue security supervising the bag checks. We’ll come up with a schedule and rotate out who it is so one person isn’t always stuck with the job. And hopefully the home office can get them to us pretty quickly, so this won’t last long.”

“As much of a pain in the arse as that’ll be, it makes sense,” Mick said.

I nodded. “Honestly, other than that, I can’t think of anything else we could be doing differently. I’m going to get in touch with our contacts at the FBI, and hopefully they’ll agree with me about how serious this is and give us some more support.”
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“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I growled. “What part of this isn’t serious enough for you? The part where this freak is following her around to practically every stop? Or maybe it was the part where they sent her a picture of a room they’d built for her, complete with fucking chains and handcuffs?”

“Look, man, I can sympathize with you,” Jack Henry, Eagle’s contact at the FBI, told me. “I’ve done your job. But Daphne DeVille is a world-famous celebrity. She’s got hundreds of millions of fans. There are going to be a few people with screws loose among them. But what you’re describing doesn’t sound to me like someone who’s going to try to cause her harm. And we’re spread too thin right now as it is. I can’t afford to put any of my people on this.”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose, trying not to lose my temper any more than I already had. That wouldn’t help anything.

“Fine. I’ll keep doing the best I can with my limited resources. And I’ll just pray that she doesn’t end up on the growing list of celebrities who have been hurt or killed by, quote, harmless fans,” I spat, then hung up.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to find Daphne standing there with bloodshot eyes. She’d been crying for most of the morning, not that I blamed her. I felt like crying too, but one of us had to be strong, and she obviously couldn’t be. Thank God today was an off day, because no way in hell would she have been able to perform tonight after this.

“No luck?” she guessed.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I feel like I’m working with one hand tied behind my back and like I’m one step behind this person.”

“Don’t apologize, babe. It’s not your fault,” she said, giving me a much-needed hug.

I pulled her close, resting my chin on her head, as I tried to calm myself down enough to talk to her. Because if my team was alone in the endeavor to keep her safe, there was a lot more she needed to hear, and I knew she’d be calmer about it if it came from me.

“Are you up for talking about this some more?” I asked. “If the only backup I have on this is my team and the three x-ray machines that are getting delivered to our next stop, I need to go over some stuff with you. About what to do if, God forbid, this freak does end up getting you alone.”

She nodded against my chest. “It has to happen sometime, right?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Then it doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice.”

“It can wait until tomorrow if you’ve had enough today,” I told her, pulling back to look her in the eyes.

“I had enough just seeing the damn picture, Ezra. But I don’t want to be dreading this conversation. If I have to stay cooped up in this room with you until we go to the stadium tomorrow, I want to be able to relax and try to calm down enough to perform.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

I led her to the couch, opening my arms in an invitation she immediately accepted. She curled up against me and rested her head on my chest, planting a kiss right above my heart. I knew I shouldn’t read anything into it, especially not right now, but I couldn’t help the hope that started to bubble inside me. Hope that maybe this really was as real for her as it was for me.

“I’m going to give you the phone numbers for everyone on my team,” I told her. “I want you to program as many of us as you can into your SOS notification. Put me, Hector, and Garth in first, and then as many other people as you can. That way if you can get to your phone, you can let us know you need help with the push of a button.”

She nodded. “Okay. What else?”

“This is the part that I hate even thinking about,” I sighed. “Have you had self-defense training at all?”

“Yeah,” she sniffled. “A couple of times.”

“Good. If you end up alone with this person, use it. Fight dirty. Scratch his eyes, knee him in the balls, go for a throat jab, whatever you can. And make tons of noise. Scream for help and tell him to get off of you. Anything to make someone who overhears it realize that you’re in trouble. Do everything you can to resist, because the last thing you want is to get taken somewhere else. But if you do end up getting taken, leave breadcrumbs if you can. Clothes, jewelry, anything you can leave behind to let the people looking for you know what direction you went in.”

I felt tears wet my shirt, and Daphne tightened her hold on me. Fuck, I hated this part of my job. I wished like hell that someone else could have been the one talking to her about what to do if this psycho got to her. The possibilities were endless, and I hated thinking about anyone touching even a hair on her head.

I sat up for a second, grabbing the remote and turning the TV back on. I didn’t even pay attention to what was on before shifting so I was lying down on the couch and patting the empty space next to me. Without a word, she moved so she was lying next to me. I wrapped my arms around her, and she rolled so she was facing me and burrowed as close as she could get.

“I’m scared, Ezra,” she whispered. “I’m terrified. I don’t know what I did to make them decide to start this, so I don’t know how to stop it.”

“That’s why you have me, angel,” I murmured. “I don’t know why they started this either, but I do know that I’m going to do everything in my power to stop it.”

Again, those three words danced on my tongue, desperate to be voiced, but I restrained myself. I couldn’t tell her I loved her now. Not like this. Not until this was all behind us and she knew without a doubt that I meant every word I was saying.
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“So, seems like things are getting pretty hot and heavy with a certain bodyguard,” Samantha teased as we walked back into my dressing room after sound check.

I chuckled, and I felt myself turning bright red. I wasn’t really sure why. I’d never been nervous talking about my sex life with her before. Hell, she used to be part of my sex life. But this was different somehow. It felt more real.

“Yeah,” I said. 

“I’ve heard you on FaceTime with his daughter. Aren’t you worried that it’s a little soon for that? I mean, most single fathers don’t let the girls they’re dating meet their kids this soon. I dated a divorced dad once. Never got to the ‘meet the kid’ stage,” she told me.

“We’ve talked about that, actually. He wants her to get used to me as a person instead of as her favorite singer. If I wasn’t me, he wouldn’t be doing this so fast. But he’s got a point. It’s not like I can just come over for dinner one night and have him introduce me as a friend and she’ll just accept it. You know? It’s a risk, because if we don’t work out, we’ll be hurting her too, but it’s a calculated one. Besides, I can’t explain it, but I just feel like we’re going to work out. It just…it feels right, you know?”

“Honestly, Daph, I’ve never seen you happier. And happy looks good on you. Both of you, actually. You and Ezra are all kinds of cute together.”

“Is it really that obvious? The only people who are supposed to know are you, my friends from college, and his team.”

“Because of your stalker? You haven’t heard from them in, what? Three weeks?” she asked.

“Yeah. But still. Look what they did to you after they found out I hooked up with you. If they found out about Ezra? I can’t take that chance. He has a kid who needs him. I feel like an awful person for not being able to keep my feelings for him in check while this person’s still out there.”

“Babe, no one can help who they fall for. And Ezra can handle himself. Plus, it’s really not that obvious. Bailey, Willow, and I could only tell because we know you so well. You guys do a good job of hiding it.”

“What about you and Garth?” I asked. “I’ve seen you two together when you’re off the clock.”

She turned bright red. “We’re just having fun. It’s not serious.”

“Right. And that’s why you’re the color of a lobster right now,” I teased, then I sighed. “I’m still kind of nervous about going home next week. You know? If this person is this obsessed with me, I’m sure they know where I live. And I don’t have security at home. I can’t ask Ezra to come home with me. He and Ari need the time together. Maybe I can see if a few of the other guys are available, though.”

“It wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world. Just to be on the safe side. The last message you got did basically say this person plans on kidnapping you at some point. They might be waiting for you to go home, where you’ll be unprotected,” she pointed out.

A knock on the door interrupted our conversation.

“Daph?” Ezra called.

I got up to answer it, and the instant I saw his face, which looked almost frozen in shock, I knew something was very wrong. And that was confirmed when he walked into the room, dropped the bag he was carrying on the floor, and pulled me into his arms without a word. Then he apparently decided that wasn’t enough and he pulled back just enough to claim my lips in a kiss that both left me breathless and scared the shit out of me. I swore I could feel his panic.

“Babe, talk to me,” I murmured. “I can take it. I promise.”

“I’m just going to…” Samantha trailed off.

Ezra turned to her, looking almost guilty. “Sorry, Sam. I didn’t see you there.”

She gave him a sad smile. “It’s okay. But it looks like you two need some time alone. Catch you later.”

She walked out of the room, and then I turned back to Ezra and retrieved the bag he’d been carrying from the floor. Before I could open it, though, he took it back from me.

“Daph, if you really want to see what’s in this bag, I’ll show you, but you have a show tonight. And I’m not sure if you’ll be able to get on that stage if you see this right now,” he said, walking over to the couch and sinking down.

“I’ll just go crazy not knowing,” I told him.

He nodded slightly before handing me the bag. I opened it to find what looked like…a chastity belt? With the lock undone? And then there was an envelope. I felt bile rising in my throat as I retrieved the contents. There was a note, of course, but I ignored that and looked at the pictures first: one of a key on a chain against a hairy chest and one of a crop and a cat o’ nine tails.

I dropped the pictures and note as my head started to spin, and I reached out for Ezra’s arm so I didn’t fall. He immediately pulled me into his arms and led me back to the couch to sit down.

I knew this person was sick already. They had to be sick to build up this elaborate fantasy about me, and to build that damn room to keep me in. 

But this? I had no words for this. BDSM between two consenting adults was one thing. I had absolutely no issues with anyone who participated in the lifestyle. In fact, I had friends who did. But using it as a means to hold someone hostage was wrong on so many different levels.

“Let me see the note,” I said in a shaky voice.

“You sure, angel?” he asked.

I nodded. “I need to know.”

He sighed and walked back over to pick the paper up from where I’d dropped it. I took it, and what I read horrified me.

 

I thought I could trust you to be a good girl, Daphne. After you made me hurt Sam, I thought you understood that I don’t share. But apparently you didn’t get the message. Because you’re still fucking around on me. So I have to resort to forcing you to wear this chastity belt until we’re together. If you’re not wearing it when I come for you, I’ll have no choice but to use other, much less pleasant, means to make you understand who you belong to. That part of you is MINE and only mine, and I have the key to prove it. And I can’t wait to sink my cock deep inside it, where it belongs.

 

“Oh, my God,” I whimpered, dropping the paper again as tears spilled over my cheeks. “Oh, my God.”

I wished I’d listened to Ezra when he told me not to look. Because he was right. I had no idea how I was supposed to get onstage and perform tonight now.

And I had an even more pressing concern. If this guy was this obsessed with me, he would know where I lived. Going home next week when our month-long break started was out of the question.

“What am I supposed to do, Ezra?” I sniffled. “Tell me what to do. Because I don’t know anymore. I don’t know how to stop this person, and I’m terrified of going home next week. Where does someone who doesn’t feel safe in their own home go?”

“She stays with a man who would die before he let anything happen to her,” he said softly, pulling me back into his arms and kissing my head. “Come home with me. I was thinking about asking you if you wanted to even before this. But now, I can’t stand the thought of letting you go back to Ashview.”

Maybe I should have been apprehensive at the idea of staying with him and his daughter for an entire month so soon, but I wasn’t. Because there was no one in the world that I felt safer with.
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I woke up feeling like the air conditioner in the room might have shut off in the middle of the night, but when I started to get up, I realized it was just because Ezra was wrapped around me like a vine. Instead of wrestling my way out of his hold, I just turned around to face him and found myself staring into the brown eyes I’d come to love so much. He was already awake and just hadn’t stopped holding me as I slept.

“Morning,” I mumbled.

One corner of his mouth tipped up in a half-smile before he gave me a soft kiss.

“Sleep okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “As well as can be expected, I guess. Nobody tells you about this side of being a celebrity when you sign that contract with the record label. You know?”

“That’s because no one thinks it’s as common as it is. Almost every concert tour I’ve worked on has had someone following the tour. But this is a first even for me. And it pisses me off that the authorities aren’t taking this seriously and they aren’t even willing to look at the evidence we have against this guy.”

“Are you sure about me coming back to Montauk with you?” I asked him. “Isn’t it a little soon for me to be spending a month with you and Ari?”

He chuckled weakly. “The fact that you’re so concerned about it makes me even more sure. I want Ari to spend some time with you, without the glitz and glamour of show business. I was thinking about asking you to come back with me even before that delivery yesterday. Or at least about asking you if you would come spend a week or so with us. But I don’t want you going back to Ashview now. Anyone who’s this obsessed with you knows where you live. And I think they’re expecting you to go home, where you won’t be protected.”

“Oh, my God. If they know where I live, they probably know where I keep my bus garaged when I’m not using it,” I realized.

“I thought about that too, and I might have a solution. My parents actually have a few acres right outside Montauk. I’ll have to ask them, but I don’t see any reason why you couldn’t park your bus there while we’re home. I’d just have your lawyer draw up an NDA for the driver so they can’t share where it’s parked,” he suggested.

“They already sign NDAs for that,” I told him. “Just because I don’t want fans knowing where my bus is and trying to get on while it’s parked. And Mel’s been working for me ever since my first tour. He’s like an uncle to me. I trust him not to tell anyone.”

“Before you get too excited, let me call them,” he sighed, sitting up. “We can talk to Ari about it together later. But this is probably a conversation I should have with my parents without you.”

“Why?” I asked.

“They can be…a little protective,” he explained. “Especially my mom. She’ll probably be suspicious about why you need to hide your bus in the first place, and about why you’re coming back with me. You don’t need to hear the conversation I’m probably about to have with her.”

I smiled. “Okay. Thank you. You didn’t have to do this. Any of it.”

“Yes, I did. It’s what anyone would do for someone they lo—care about.”

Wait. Was he just about to say “love”? I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Should I tell him I felt the same way? Just let it go? This was uncharted territory for me. But before I had to come up with a response, he kissed me.

“I’m scared too, baby,” he whispered against my lips. “You’re not alone. But we’ll figure out who this is, and we’ll stop them. No one’s going to lay a hand on you. Not if I can help it.”

A lump rose in my throat and I choked back tears. I wanted so much to believe that I’d be safe with him. And I knew he’d never put me in any danger on purpose. But I couldn’t stop thinking that maybe I was the one who would be putting him in danger, just by being near him. 

If this freak had broken Samantha’s cast just for hooking up with me, what would they do to Ezra—or, worse, to his daughter—when they found out I was in love with him?
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My stomach twisted into a knot as Daphne’s driver, Mel, pulled her tour bus onto my parents’ property. I wasn’t sure why I was so nervous about it, other than I was bringing my girlfriend home to meet my parents, essentially. And Daphne was the first girl I’d brought home since Katelynn.

“I’ll be back,” I said, planting a kiss on Daphne’s temple. “I need to go tell him where to park this thing.”

I headed up to the driver’s seat, and Mel was stopped, waiting for directions from me. I quickly told him where my parents had told me the bus could be parked, then went back to sit on the couch with Daphne.

“I wish I didn’t look like I’ve just been on the road for twenty hours,” she sighed. “At least I got to shower.”

“Baby, we drove here from Miami. They know that. They won’t care,” I told her. “Just be your normal incredible self, and they will love you.”

“Is it weird if I say I’ve never actually had any boyfriends—or girlfriends, for that matter—bring me home to meet their family before?” she asked, turning bright pink. “You’re the first.”

“Don’t worry; I’ll be gentle,” I teased.

That earned me a giggle, and she buried her face—which was now the color of a lobster—in her hands. I chuckled as I pulled her into my arms and kissed the top of her head.

Mel emerged from the driver’s seat and walked back to the living area. “Okay, Daph, you’re all set. I’ll see you in a month.”

Daphne grabbed her purse and pulled a hundred-dollar bill out of her wallet. “Thanks, Mel. Can we give you a ride to get to the Jitney?”

“Nah. I ordered an Uber. Should be here in a little bit,” he told her.

“This’ll cover your fare and buy you lunch. Thanks for being flexible. And remember, no one knows where this bus is, and it needs to stay that way,” she reminded him.

“My lips are sealed,” he promised as he took the money and handed her the keys for the bus, then gave her a hug. “Have a nice break.”

She smiled. “You too.”

He walked off the bus, and I turned to her.

“Ready to meet my parents and sister?” I asked.

“No, but we’re here now. I can’t put it off any longer. Let’s get it over with.”

“Could you at least try not to look like you’re headed to your own execution?” I kissed her forehead. “At least you know one person in there is excited to see you.”

She snorted. “True. The eight-year-old is going to be thrilled to see me.”

I stood up and held out my hand. “I promise I won’t let them give you too hard a time. Come on.”

“Go ahead and get off the bus. I need to lock the door, and then I’ll get out from the driver’s seat,” she said as she took my hand and stood.

Daphne went and got into the driver’s seat, opening the passenger door for me and then closing it again. I headed around to the driver’s side just in time to see her jumping down and locking the driver’s door.

“It’s crazy that you actually own this monstrosity,” I chuckled as I took her hand and started to lead her toward the house.

“Yeah, it kind of is. But after my first tour renting a bus, I decided that I wanted to just buy one and customize it. Honestly, it didn’t cost me that much more to just buy it outright than it would have renting it for a couple of tours, and customizing the inside didn’t cost much either. I kind of feel like one of those celebrities because I have my own bus, but it’s nice having my own space.”

“I get it. You’re on the road a lot. You might as well be comfortable while you’re traveling so much. And I can say from experience, that bus doesn’t even really feel like a bus. It’s more like a house on wheels, minus a full kitchen.”

“No joke, I was this close to putting a full kitchen in,” she said, pinching her fingers together for emphasis. “But I decided I didn’t want to deal with the fire hazard.”

I pulled my keys out of my pocket and unlocked my parents’ front door, leading Daphne through the foyer toward the living room, where I heard Frozen II playing on the TV. At least we’d graduated from the first movie. That was improvement. Sort of. Rachel saw us first and a grin spread across her face.

“Ari, look who’s here,” she said.

Arielle turned around and squealed loud enough to wake the dead as she jumped up from the couch.

“Daddy!” she exclaimed, running for me at full speed.

“Hey, munchkin,” I laughed as I picked her up and kissed her cheek. “I’ve missed you. What have Grandma and Grandpa been putting in the water here? I think you grew another four inches.”

She giggled. “I missed you too. Are you really staying with us for the whole month, Daphne?”

Daphne chuckled uncomfortably. “Yeah, I am. Are you still okay with that?”

“Yeah,” Arielle told her. “And I promise I’m keeping it a secret.”

“Good job,” I said, kissing her forehead.

I knew how hard it was for Arielle not to tell her friends, who loved Daphne as much as she did, about our houseguest, but she seemed to understand the importance of keeping it private. That, I wasn’t worried about. 

I was much more worried about how Daphne and I were going to tell her that we weren’t just friends. She was smart, so I was half-convinced that she already knew, but her making an educated guess was one thing. Daphne and I actually sitting down with her and explaining that we were dating? That was something else entirely. And it was completely new territory for me.

We’d decided to wait a couple of days for that conversation, though. Give Arielle time to get used to Daphne as just a friend instead of a celebrity. She was already there, sort of, but the only time she’d spent with Daphne in person had been backstage at her concert in New York City. I figured it might be easier for her to wrap her head around if she saw Daphne in a normal setting for a little while.

“Are you three staying for dinner?” Rachel asked as she came over and hugged me with one arm, then handed me my car keys.

“No,” I sighed. “It was a long drive, even though it was on Daph’s bus. We’re both pretty wiped. I think we’re just going to head home and order pizza.”

Translation: I didn’t want to subject Daphne to a game of twenty questions from Paranoid Paula—I mean, my loving, caring mother—right off the bat.

“Understandable. We can get to know your girl later. We’ve got a month.” She turned and gave Daphne a hug. “It’s nice to meet you in person instead of on a screen, Daph.”

“Hey, Rachel,” Daphne said, her voice still trembling a little. “You too.”

“Mom, Dad, want to come meet Daph before we head out?” I asked my parents, who hadn’t budged or said a single word since we’d walked in.

“We can meet her later, since you’re too tired to stay for dinner,” my mom said with a slight edge to her voice.

My parents hadn’t been thrilled about Daphne parking her bus here for an entire month, though after I pushed them enough, they finally relented. They’d never even said what exactly the issue was, but they were pretty adamant about it. I’d thought we were past it, but apparently we weren’t. And I wasn’t going to let them take whatever the hell this was out on my girlfriend.

“Jelly bean, want to go get packed while I talk to Grandma and Grandpa?” I said, turning back to Arielle.

“I’m already packed,” she informed me.

Daphne smiled at me, then looked at Arielle. “Do you want to come and see my tour bus while your dad talks to your grandparents, Ari?”

“Daddy, can I?” Arielle asked me.

“Absolutely,” I said, setting her back on her feet. “Just make sure you listen to Daphne and don’t touch anything she asks you not to touch. There’s a lot of really expensive equipment on there. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Daphne took Arielle’s hand and led her outside, and I went to sit on the ottoman in front of the couch.

“Okay, whatever your issue with my girlfriend is, it stops now,” I said firmly. “Daphne’s here because she’s in trouble and needs help. She’s already stressed enough; she doesn’t need this from you too.”

“I’m just not sure why she asked you of all people for help,” my mom said. “She’s a world-famous celebrity and could have gone anywhere in the world. Why come to Montauk to slum it with you and Ari for a month?”

“First of all, she didn’t ask. I offered. And she wanted to come here and spend some time with Ari. Because she realizes that Ari and I are a package deal and she wants Ari to warm up to her a little.”

“How do you see this working out in the long run, Ezra? Really? Do you see her dropping everything and moving here and living happily ever after with you? Life isn’t a fairy tale,” she sighed.

“You’re right,” I told her. “It’s not. And I don’t know how it’s going to work out in the long run yet. We haven’t talked about it. But that doesn’t mean it’s not going to work out at all. I get why you’re concerned, but don’t write Daphne off so quickly. She might be a professional musician, but there’s a lot more to her than that. She’s one of the kindest, most genuine people I’ve ever met. Just give her a chance, Mom. Get to know her a little. I know you’ll love her as much as I do.”

“Love,” she scoffed. “Right. You’ve known the woman a grand total of four months and you’re in love with her.”

“Yeah. I am. And maybe she’s not there yet, but I know she cares about me and Ari. After what we’ve been through, I would have thought you’d be happy for us.” I stood up. “I’m going to take Ari and Daphne home, but the three of us will be back soon. Daphne wants to get to know you too. She’s just tired. So am I. It’s been a long-ass day of traveling.”

“Yes, on her tour bus, which is parked on our property. Really, she couldn’t find anywhere else to park that thing?”

“Nowhere that wouldn’t leave a paper trail. What part of ‘she’s in trouble and needs to stay off the radar’ didn’t you understand?”

“The part where someone as well-known as her wants to just disappear. She’s hiding something, Ezra. Don’t you see that?”

“No, she’s not. I know exactly what she’s hiding from, Mom. I’m not telling you everything because I can’t. As both her boyfriend and her bodyguard, my first priority is her safety, not satisfying your curiosity. All I can tell you is someone’s out there who’s trying to hurt her, and she needed to go somewhere they wouldn’t think to look for her.”

“Okay. I’m just worried that it’ll end up breaking Arielle’s heart if this doesn’t work out. The odds of this working out in your favor are pretty slim. Once she’s gotten what she wants from you, she’ll leave you and Ari alone and brokenhearted while she goes off and marries an actor or something.”

“Mom, just stop,” Rachel cut in. “If Daphne is just using Ezra for protection—and that’s a big if—he’ll figure it out soon enough. In the meantime, why can’t you let him and Ari be happy?”

“Because people like us don’t just get handed things, Rachel. You should know that. Look how Tim used you! To look legitimate while he went out and knocked up that floozy behind your back!”

“Yeah, that’s right, Mom. The whole world is out to take advantage of your poor, perfect, innocent children, isn’t it?” I groaned. “I’m done with this bullshit today. I’m going to take my daughter and girlfriend home and give you time to cool off. We’ll be back soon. All three of us. And I hope you’ll at least give Daphne a chance. By the way, thanks for the overwhelming support here, Dad.”

“You know your mother. When she gets on a roll, it’s no use trying to stop her,” he sighed.

I rolled my eyes. “Rach, do you want to come grab some of the drinks and snacks we’ve got left in the minifridge? We have to unplug it so it won’t drain the bus’s battery, and you know I don’t keep a ton of junk food in the house.”

“Yeah, sure,” she said.

We left the house, and as soon as the door shut behind us, I groaned again.

“Give them time, Ezra,” Rachel said sympathetically. “They were always going to be weird when you finally brought a girl home to meet them. The fact that this girl just happens to be one of Ari’s idols didn’t help. But for what it’s worth, Daph’s been a sweetheart on FaceTime. I’m sure she’s even sweeter in person. And that came out a lot dirtier than I meant it to.”

I snorted. “Yeah, I’m not going there with you. So, Hector tells me you two have been talking. A lot.”

“Subtle,” she chuckled weakly.

“Hey, I’m not saying anything. You know he’s one of my closest friends.”

“He’s been really sweet and understanding, but just I’m not sure if I’m ready to jump into anything yet. I mean, I’m not even technically divorced yet, you know?” She sighed. “I’ve been seeing a therapist for a little bit, and I really think I need to work on myself before I try to get involved with anyone else. Otherwise I’ll just end up bringing my issues and baggage from my relationship with Tim with me, and that’s not fair to the other person.”

“I get it. But for what it’s worth, you’ve got my blessing,” I told her. “No matter what you and Hector decide.”

“Thanks, I guess. But if you’re hoping for your daughter to get a decent uncle, I think you’ll be waiting a while,” she teased.

“He’s already her uncle. It doesn’t matter if he’s related or not,” I chuckled as we walked onto the bus, which had the door open.

The second I stepped on, I heard Daphne singing the last lines of “Queen of the Angels,” and I walked to the bedroom, where Arielle was sitting on the bed with a huge grin on her face as Daphne sang to her.

 

We will not be quiet

They will hear our cries

No one can silence

When millions unite

 

You’re the queen of the angels

I’m the queen of the angels

We’re the queens of the angels

 

“Okay, I think I just died a little,” Rachel said quietly as she walked up behind me.

“I told you I caught them singing along to Miley Cyrus in front of Daph’s dressing room mirror together when I brought her to the show in the city, right?” I chuckled.

“No. That’s adorable. She looks so happy, Ezra.” She wrapped an arm around me.

“Daph or Ari?”

“Both of them, actually.”

The song ended, and Daphne turned around to look at us.

“Is fun time over?” she asked with a grin.

“It doesn’t have to be,” I chuckled. “We’ve got all afternoon.”

“Too bad I can’t unhook this thing and bring it with us.”

“Why can’t you?” Arielle asked.

“Because it’s attached to this mixing board and it was all professionally installed. And I don’t want to mess anything up. I just play the thing. I don’t know how all the mechanics work,” she explained. “But how about one more song before we head out?”

“Okay!” Arielle agreed enthusiastically.

I went to sit on the bed, picking my daughter up and planting her on my lap. She curled up into my arms, and I kissed the top of her head. I was so glad we had a whole month off. I’d missed this little squirt, more than I realized. I wasn’t sure how I’d survive leaving her for another four months after this.

“You’re not going to Rick-roll me again, are you?” I teased.

“Darn. There goes that idea,” Daphne giggled.

“That would have been hilarious,” Rachel snickered.

“Maybe some other time. But right now, here’s one that’s not a joke.”

Daphne turned back around and started playing Carole King’s “I Feel the Earth Move.” I swear, Daphne made any song she covered sound ten times better than the original. She blew me away with her rendition of this classic.

When she turned back to look at us after the song was over, there was a definite rosy hue to her cheeks that hadn’t been there before. Like she’d picked the song for some reason other than just liking it. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on my part.

“You can never go wrong with Carole King,” Rachel said.

“Yeah, she’s classic no matter who you are,” Daphne agreed. “My piano teacher loved her, so I learned a lot of her music growing up.”

“Well, I will let you and Ari hang out back here for a little bit longer while Rachel and I get the fridge cleared out and unplugged,” I told her. “Anything else we need to turn off or unplug, other than the keyboard?”

“Nope. I took care of everything else. Ari, want to learn a song while your dad and Rachel get the fridge cleaned out? It’s super easy.”

“Yeah,” Arielle giggled, jumping off my lap to stand next to Daphne.

“Okay, play this after me,” Daphne instructed.

She started to play the melody to “Heart and Soul,” and Rachel and I stood up to head back out to the living area. As I grabbed a huge canvas bag I’d gotten for this occasion and knelt down to unplug the minifridge, Rachel bent down next to me.

“Seriously, I’m dead,” she whispered. “I know this is a weird situation and you’re bringing Daphne into Ari’s life a lot sooner than you would be if it was someone else. But Daph’s so good with her.”

“I’m really trying not to get ahead of myself, but I look at them together and I just can’t help but think about how much Ari needs a mom.” I put the last of the bottled water into the bag and ran a hand over my face.

“And picture Daph in that role,” she finished for me.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I thought that the very first time I saw them together a couple of months ago. And I tried to tell myself it was just seeing another woman with Ari at all that made me think about that, but it wasn’t. It was seeing Daph with her. I don’t think about it when I see you with her or when I see Mom with her. And I’ve never thought about it with any other women I’ve dated since she was born.”

She shook her head, smiling. “You’ve got it bad, bro.”

“Am I crazy?” I asked.

“For what? Finding someone who makes you happy? Who treats your daughter like a princess? And who just played a damn love song for you? Who cares who she is to the world, Ezra? What matters is who she is to you.”

I smiled. “Do me a favor and put in a good word for her with Mom and Dad.”

“I will,” she promised. “And if you guys aren’t going to drink this Arizona tea, I totally will.”

“Save a few cans for Daph. And we’ll eat the yogurt and string cheese. But the sodas and pudding cups are all yours.”

“More sugar for me,” she teased.
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Pharrell Williams’s “Happy” blared from the TV in my living room, and I sat on the couch, a spectator for once, as Arielle and Daphne danced to the choreography on the Wii. I was beyond glad that Arielle had found someone else to play Just Dance with. This game always reminded me what a horrible dancer I was. In a club setting, I was passable, but any kind of choreography? Forget it. 

As the song ended, a glance at the clock on my cable box told me that it was almost ten already.

“Okay, jelly bean, time to go brush your teeth. It’s way past your bedtime,” I announced.

Arielle gave me an adorable pout. “But you just got home.”

“And I’m here for a whole month. Nice try.”

“One more song?”

I chuckled. I was half-convinced she’d grow up to be a lawyer because she was so good at negotiating.

“Fine. One more. And then it’s time for bed,” I conceded.

Daphne scrolled through the song selection—which was pretty much the entire Just Dance library—and looked at Arielle with a grin when she found “Party in the U.S.A.”

“What do you think, Ari?” she asked. “Want to see how close their dance is to the one we came up with a couple months ago?”

“Yeah!” Arielle agreed enthusiastically.

“Okay. Here we go.”

Daphne hit play and proceeded to let Arielle get a better score than her. Either that or she was crashing. Then she turned the Wii off.

“All right, sweetheart, you heard your dad. It’s bedtime,” she announced. “The game will still be here tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Arielle groaned. 

“Teeth brushed and PJs,” I told her. “I’ll be there in a few minutes to tuck you in.”

She sighed with all of her eight-year-old angst, but didn’t fight me this time. After she left the room, Daphne collapsed on the couch next to me.

“Oh, my God,” she panted. “I dance every night for my shows. How am I so tired right now?”

“Well, to be fair, your shows were choreographed with the knowledge that you’d be singing live too,” I pointed out. “And we’ve also had a long day. I’m glad she loves playing that game so much, though. It’s an easy way to make sure she’s staying active without her realizing it.”

“Yeah, I agree. I used to love playing Just Dance with my friends when I was a teenager, but I haven’t played it in years.”

“I’m just glad Ari found a new partner for it. And that she didn’t wrangle us into watching Elsa singing about letting it go tonight.”

She giggled. “Has she seen Frozen on Broadway?”

“Nope. I could never afford to take her.”

“Will you let me take you guys sometime this month? It’s just a couple of hours on the train. I can probably even get us backstage.”

I still heard Arielle brushing her teeth in the only bathroom in the house, so since I knew she wouldn’t be coming out here for a few seconds, I pulled Daphne into a kiss. Her arms curled around my neck as she deepened it, but before we could get too carried away—or get caught by my daughter—I pulled back.

“Was that a yes?” she teased.

“Yes, that was a yes,” I murmured, brushing her lips again. “Do you want to come say goodnight with me?”

She grinned. “I’d love to.”
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I unlocked and opened the door to Ezra’s house and quickly typed the code into the security system to disarm it. He carried his sleeping daughter inside so we didn’t have to wake her up, and then I shut the door and set the alarm again. It had been a perfect day in the city, seeing Frozen on Broadway—which Arielle loved—walking around Times Square, and going to Junior’s.

Okay, really, it had been a perfect week here with them, period. It had been refreshingly normal, and I hadn’t heard a peep from my stalker. 

We still hadn’t figured out how to tell Arielle that we were a couple. We’d talked about it and it was going to happen, one way or the other, before we left for the second leg of the tour. We just weren’t really sure how to broach the subject with her. But she’d warmed up to me enough now that I felt like it needed to happen sooner rather than later.

Arielle stirred against Ezra’s shoulder and groaned. “Are we home?”

“Yep,” Ezra murmured. “Let’s get you into bed, jelly bean.”

“Can Daphne come say goodnight?” she asked.

Even though I’d been tucking her in with him every night—at her request—I still looked to Ezra for permission. As close as I already felt with Arielle, I didn’t want to overstep my bounds. But he just smiled.

“Of course I will,” I told her. “Your dad’s going to get you ready for bed, and I’ll be in in just a minute. I’m just going to go put all this cheesecake in the fridge.”

“Want to split that key lime one with me after we tuck her in?” he asked. “I’ll make some coffee.”

“I will never turn down Junior’s cheesecake. Ever,” I chuckled. “That’s like asking me if I want beignets from Café du Monde. The answer is always going to be yes.”

He chuckled as he headed back toward Arielle’s bedroom, while I headed to the fridge to put the other seven slices of cheesecake we’d brought home with us away. What? We weren’t planning on eating them all at once. In fact, one slice was big enough to split—or cut in half and give to Arielle over the course of a couple of days. And there were way too many awesome flavors to narrow it down.

When I walked back into Arielle’s bedroom, her face lit up.

“Hi, Daphne,” she mumbled.

I smiled as I sat on the edge of her bed and kissed her temple. “Hi. Did you have fun today, sweet girl?”

“Mmm-hmm. I’m tired, but I can’t sleep.”

“Yeah, it sucks trying to get back to sleep when you wake up at night, huh?”

She nodded.

“What if I sang a song for you? Would that help you get back to sleep?” I asked her.

“Maybe,” she yawned.

“Let’s give it a try,” I suggested.

I started singing “Queen of the Angels,” and a sleepy smile spread across her face as she closed her eyes. A few minutes later, when I was done, her breathing had evened out, telling me that she was asleep again. I stood up and kissed her head again before turning to look at her dad…or what was left of him. Because it looked like most of him had melted into a huge puddle.

I put a finger to my lips.

“She’s out,” I whispered.

He nodded and took my hand, leading me out of the room and shutting the door behind us. Without a word, he led me to the kitchen. And only then, when we were far enough away that she wouldn’t hear us, did he turn to me and crash his lips to mine. 

His tongue licked at the seam of my lips, and I happily opened for him while he picked me up and sat me on the counter. I wrapped my legs around his waist and molded myself against him, desperate for more. We hadn’t had sex since we got here, and while I understood why, I missed him.

“I’d have started singing her to sleep a lot sooner if I knew this was going to be the reaction I got,” I teased.

“It’s not just that,” he sighed. “It’s how easily you’ve accepted her into your life. It’s watching you two together.”

“Seeing a woman who isn’t family taking the time to connect with her,” I realized. “And seeing her get something she’s missed out on her whole life.”

He nodded and kissed me again.

“I told you, I already knew you two were a package deal,” I said against his lips. “I’m not afraid of that.”

Ezra looked like he was going to kiss me again, but instead, he put the cheesecake I’d left on the counter in the fridge and picked me up off the counter.

“Fuck the cheesecake,” he growled quietly. “I want you for dessert.”

He silenced any possible response with a kiss as he carried me into his bedroom and kicked the door shut behind us. As he laid me down on his bed, he slid my shirt up and off, then shed his own before crawling over me.

“Can you keep quiet, baby?” he whispered, palming my breast through my bra.

I nodded, biting my lip to suppress a moan as he pulled the cup down and rolled my nipple between his fingers. I pulled him down for another kiss, running my hands over the contours of his back as my hips arched and my legs wrapped tightly around his waist.

“Ezra,” I breathed. “I need you. Now.”

I’d learned pretty quickly that I had to tell him exactly what I wanted from him if I didn’t want him to drive me crazy teasing me. Sometimes I let him do that anyway because I liked the anticipation. But even though it had only been a week since we’d had sex, it felt like so much longer. And I didn’t have the patience tonight.

I undid his jeans, slipping my hand under the fabric and curling my fingers around his shaft. He groaned as he pulled me up just enough to unfasten my bra and slid the strap down my free arm so he could uncover my breasts. I whimpered as his lips closed around one of my nipples and sucked.

“You’re so goddamn perfect,” he muttered, so quietly that it almost seemed like he was talking to himself. “I’m the luckiest man alive.”

“I’m the lucky one,” I whispered. “I…”

I didn’t know why I still couldn’t bring myself to tell him that I loved him. Probably because I’d only ever said it to one other person before, and that relationship went up in smoke. If I put my heart on my sleeve like that and this didn’t work out or he didn’t feel the same way, I wasn’t sure how I’d survive that. 

I rolled us over so I was on top and kissed him one more time, then trailed my lips down his chest and stomach before tugging his jeans and boxers down to free his dick. I’d barely taken him in my mouth when he stopped me, gently pulling me up.

“Come here, angel,” he instructed. “Sit on my face.”

Thank God I was wearing a skirt and didn’t have to strip any more. I turned to straddle his shoulders, and he pulled me down a little more before hooking a finger in my panties and pulling them to the side. His tongue lightly slid through my folds, and I bit my lip, groaning quietly, before bending back down to take him in my mouth. The moan he emitted as he tugged my clit into his mouth vibrated through every cell in my body. I released his dick with a pop, replacing my mouth with my hand.

“Fuck, Ezra,” I whimpered quietly. “Don’t stop.”

A finger slid inside me as I licked at the bead of precum that had leaked out. I slid my mouth back down over him, taking his entire length.

“Oh, shit,” he groaned, not lifting his mouth from me, as his hips arched upward.

He added a second finger and picked up speed as he lapped at my clit, and I groaned around his cock, sucking hard. I felt him start to twitch and I knew he was close, so I picked up my pace.

“Baby, if you don’t want me to come in your mouth, you need to stop,” he panted.

If he thought that was going to make me stop, he was sorely mistaken. I backed off and worked him with my hand for a few seconds while I caught my breath, then took him all the way to the back of my throat, lightly grazing with my teeth as I went. And that was all it took.

“Fuck, Daph,” he growled as he pulsed in my mouth.

As I greedily drank down every drop of his essence that I could, he curled his fingers inside me right where I needed them and sucked hard on my clit, and I followed him off the cliff. When I’d regained the ability to use my muscles, I moved to finish undressing him and used his boxers to clean up what I hadn’t been able to swallow.

Ezra sat up and pulled me into a kiss so intense that I saw stars, then rolled us back over so he was above me. He quickly relieved me of my skirt and panties, then reached into his nightstand for a condom.

“You’re a goddess. You know that?” he murmured against my lips.

“Thought I was an angel. Have I been upgraded?” I teased.

He chuckled and kissed my neck. “No, you’re the queen of the angels. Which makes you a goddess.”

“Dork,” I giggled, pulling him back up for another kiss. 

God, I’d missed this. There was so much more to us than just sex, but I missed being this close to him.

“I need you, babe,” I whispered. “Fuck me.”

“With pleasure,” he breathed.

He made quick work of rolling the condom on, then slowly pushed inside me. My mouth fell open, but no sound came out. I had no words to describe what sex with him felt like. When we were together like this, the rest of the world just disappeared.
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As I woke up, I saw a little light sneaking in through the blinds, but it was dim, so it was obviously still early. A quick glance at the clock on Ezra’s nightstand told me that it was only six-thirty.

Quietly sliding out of bed, I grabbed Ezra’s t-shirt, which was still on the floor, and a fresh pair of panties. I quickly donned them, then slipped out of the room and shut the door behind me as I made my way to the single bathroom in the house.

Living with just one bathroom between the three of us was a little cramped, but I really did love being here. My house was just that: a house. When I first bought it, my thought had been that I wanted something big enough to fit the family I eventually wanted to have, but I was barely ever there and it was way too big for just me, which made it feel empty and lonely.

Even though this house was small—just big enough for Ezra and Arielle—he’d made it a home. It was warm and inviting and full of love and laughter. I wanted that so much, and I couldn’t help feeling like I might finally be able to have it, with them. 

It wasn’t just Ezra that I’d fallen in love with. It was his daughter too. In some ways, I’d already started thinking of her as mine.

When I opened the bathroom door, Arielle was standing there, like she was waiting for me to be done. And here I was, wearing nothing other than a pair of underwear that was hidden by the t-shirt her father had been wearing last night.

“Oh, my God!” I gasped. “Ari. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were awake. I would have gotten dressed if I knew.”

She smirked at me. “You’re dressed. Sort of.”

Why couldn’t a hole just open up in the floor and swallow me? That would have been so much simpler.

“I…I’m going to go put real clothes on,” I stammered, walking out of the bathroom.

“My dad’s shirt is real,” she giggled before shutting the door behind her.

I dashed back to the safety of the bedroom, closing the door behind me. I looked toward the bed and Ezra had an eyebrow raised, looking at me quizzically.

“Care to tell me why you just ran in here like you were running the hundred-yard dash and you’re the color of a lobster right now?” he asked.

“Because Ari just saw me dressed like this,” I groaned as I crawled back into bed. “I’m such an idiot. I should have gotten dressed before I went to the bathroom. Guess we can’t put off talking to her about us anymore.”

“We shouldn’t have put it off for this long anyway,” he said, sitting up and giving me a kiss. “How was she?”

“Her typical adorable self,” I chuckled. “I told her I was going to go put real clothes on and she said, and I quote, ‘My dad’s shirt is real.’ I wanted a hole to open up in the floor and swallow me.”

He snorted and kissed my shoulder. “Yeah, sounds like her. But maybe put something more real than my shirt on before we talk to her.”

I laughed and kissed him again before getting up and locating a bra, tank top, and sweats. I was almost certainly going to be wrangled into a several-hour-long Just Dance session at some point today, so I needed to be comfortable. Plus, it was so refreshing not to have to wear leather pants and ripped t-shirts every day.

Ezra got up and quickly got dressed, and then I grabbed my phone and we headed out to the kitchen. I started a pot of coffee while he grabbed milk, eggs, and sausage out of the fridge and retrieved a box of pancake mix out of the cupboard. I got a mixing bowl and a whisk and handed them to him.

“Trying to butter her up first by making pancakes?” I teased.

He hung his head and turned a little pink, and I hugged his shoulders.

“It’s okay to be nervous,” I said quietly. “This is uncharted territory for both of you.”

“I just…I’m not really sure what to do if this conversation doesn’t go well,” he sighed. “We go back to work in three weeks. And I don’t just want to leave this unresolved if she’s not comfortable with the idea. You know?”

“One thing at a time, babe,” I soothed him. “Let’s just talk to her first and see where her head is before we start jumping to worst-case scenarios. Okay?”

He nodded; I kissed his shoulder and then grabbed two coffee cups out of the cupboard and poured us cups before leaving him to his thoughts. When I walked into the living room, Arielle was sitting on the couch playing on his iPad.

“Morning, sweetheart,” I said, curling up on the other side of the couch with my coffee.

She looked up from the screen and gave me that adorable smirk again. “You know I’m not dumb, right? I know you’re my dad’s girlfriend. Why are you guys acting like it’s a secret?”

I felt heat rising to color my cheeks. “Hold that thought, okay? Your dad wants to be part of this conversation too. I’m going to go get him.”

She sighed. “Okay.”

I put my mug on the coffee table and walked back into the kitchen. Ezra turned to look at me, looking like he was about to go to war.

“No time for pancakes. She wants to talk now,” I told him.

He groaned. “Patience is a virtue.”

“Not to an eight-year-old, it’s not. Come on.”

We headed back to the living room, where Arielle was looking expectantly at us. Ezra sat down next to her, and I took the far end of the couch, taking his hand and giving it a reassuring squeeze. He took a deep breath, but before he could say anything, Arielle looked at him and spoke.

“Daddy, I’m not stupid. I figured out Daphne was your girlfriend when she had Taylor and Alex come babysit me at the concert. She wouldn’t have done that just because,” she said.

I chuckled. The irony of that statement was that I wasn’t his girlfriend then. At that point, I was just trying to do something nice to help a friend. Or at least that was what I told myself. Because the reality was, if it had been Hector or Garth who was in that kind of a bind, I would have wanted to help, but I probably wouldn’t have called Taylor for them.

“I might have done it just because,” I said. “I like being able to help people who need it. But you’re right. I did do that because I care about your dad, and about you. I know it’s probably kind of weird for you because you like my music, though, huh?”

“It was weird at first,” she said matter-of-factly. “But you’re my friend now, not just my favorite singer. So it’s not so weird anymore.”

“What do you think about Daphne and I dating, Ari?” Ezra asked hesitantly. “Are you okay with it?”

Arielle climbed onto his lap, giving him a hug. He squeezed his eyes shut as he enveloped her in his arms, like he was trying not to get emotional.

“She’s your Anna,” she murmured. “I wanted you to find your Anna.”

Leave it to her to find a way to connect this conversation to her favorite movie.

He chuckled. “And I’m Kristoff in this scenario?”

“Duh,” she giggled.

I couldn’t help giggling with her. As funny as it was, it was also adorably sweet. And very her.

“I want you to be happy, Daddy. You always make sure I’m happy. But no one was ever making sure you were happy too. Now Daphne is,” she told him.

“Yeah, she is,” he agreed, and I could have sworn I saw a tear leak out of his eye.

I slid an arm around his back and rested my head on his shoulder, planting a kiss there, and he released one of his arms from his daughter so he could hug me too. I felt his lips touch my hair, and then I felt another, much smaller, arm wrapping around me. I choked down the lump in my throat as I wrapped my free arm around Arielle.

It would have been so easy, so natural, to tell them both that I loved them right now. But this moment wasn’t about me. It was about her.

“I want both of you to be happy and safe,” I said. “And I promise I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you are. And that starts with me helping your dad make you pancakes. You hungry?”

She giggled again. “Yeah!”

“Okay, munchkin. Go get dressed and we’ll get started on them,” Ezra told her, kissing her head.

Arielle jumped off his lap and headed back toward her bedroom, and I grabbed my coffee off of the table and went into the kitchen. I’d barely set it on the counter before I felt Ezra’s arms winding around my waist. I leaned back into his embrace and turned my head for a kiss, which he happily gave me.

“Did we really just get compared to cartoon characters?” he asked.

I laughed. “Yes. Yes, we did. Though I always thought of myself as more of a Cinderella. Which would make you my Prince Charming.”

That earned me a laugh and another kiss. “Smooth.”

I turned around and wrapped my arms around his neck, but before I could kiss him again, my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket, intending to send it to voicemail, but when I saw that it was Taylor, I decided to take the call. I hadn’t spoken to him in a while.

“Hey, T,” I answered.

“Hey, Tink. How’s everything going?” He sounded upset.

“What’s wrong, babe?” I asked.

“I hate to break the news to you, but Alex and I just ran by your house for the weekly check-in, and it’s been broken into,” he told me. “The police are on their way over now, so we’ve not gone in yet. I don’t know what, if anything, was taken.”

“Shit,” I sighed, sinking down into a chair at the kitchen table and putting my head in my free hand. “Get some pics for me if you can so I can figure out if it’s worth filing a claim with my insurance. And if the cops give you a hard time, get a hold of Aaron. He knows I asked you guys to stop by once a week.”

“Will do. You around if they need to talk to you?”

“Yeah. We’re just hanging out at home today, so I’m here if anyone needs me.”

“Actually, just stay on the line with me. The police just got here,” he told me.

There were muffled voices for a few minutes, and then a different voice was on the line.

“This is Officer Billings with the Ashview Police Department,” he said.

“Hi, officer. I’m Daphne DeVille, the owner of the property,” I told him.

“Daphne DeVille? Like, the singer?”

I rolled my eyes. This was so not the time for him to start fanboying over me.

“Yes, that Daphne DeVille,” I confirmed. “I’m out of town, and I asked Mr. Elton and Mr. Robinson to keep an eye on my house while I was gone. And I’m authorizing them to handle this for me since I’m not there to handle it personally.”

“Understood. Thanks for the clarification.”

I heard a little bit of a shuffle, and then Taylor was back on the line.

“‘Kay, D, I’ll call you back when I know more,” he said. “And I’ll text you pictures of every room so you can see if you notice anything missing.”

“Thanks, T,” I sighed. “Sorry to ruin your Sunday.”

“You didn’t ruin it. The arsehole who broke into your house did.”

“I still feel bad.”

“Don’t. And don’t worry. We’ve got it handled. You just keep enjoying your time with Mr. Hot Stuff and Little Miss Cute Stuff,” he teased.

“Oh, my God,” I groaned. “You did not just say that.”

“Yes, I did. How are things going with her?”

“Good. We went to see Frozen on Broadway yesterday. And Ezra and I told her that we’re a couple this morning. After she caught me coming out of the bathroom in nothing other than Ezra’s shirt and a pair of underwear. Not quite how we wanted to break it to her.”

He laughed. “That’s one way, I suppose. How’d that work out for you?”

“We got compared to Anna and Kristoff. So I guess good?”

“From Frozen? Fuck me. How do I know that? Oh, right. When Penny decided it was her favorite film. That’s adorable, though.”

I giggled.

“There’s a laugh,” he chuckled. “Okay, they just came out and told us it’s safe to go in. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Thanks again. Love you.”

“Love you more,” he said.

I hung up the phone with a loud sigh and buried my head in my hands. Ezra put his hands on my shoulders and kissed the top of my head.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“My house got broken into. Taylor and Alex are dealing with the police now, and T’s going to send me pictures of every room so I can see what’s missing and figure out if it’s worth filing a claim with my insurance. My deductible is kind of high, so it might not be.”

“Do we need to go to Ashview for a day or two so you can handle it? Ari can stay with my parents.”

“No. T can take care of it. He’s got a key because he and Alex stop by once a week to grab my mail and check on everything. I just gave the police permission to talk to him, and he’s listed as an authorized party on my insurance policy just in case something like this ever happened, so if I do file a claim, they can deal with him too. Unless it’s bad, I don’t think we need to go. And I’d prefer not to since I’m almost positive my stalker knows I live there.”

“Okay. But just say the word and we’ll go. We can check into a hotel under my name so you’re not tied to it and we can even see if Hector can come back with us if you’re more comfortable having another person there too,” he told me.

I stood up and gave him a kiss. “You’ll be the first to know.”
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Taylor: D…I don’t think this was a random break-in. I spoke with Aaron and he agrees. He’s going over your security camera footage now to see if he can find out who it was.

Me: You think it was my stalker?

Taylor: Is Mr. Hot Stuff with you? You’re going to want him there before I show you this shit.

Me: Yeah, he’s right here.

Taylor: *picture of living room with smashed TV*

Taylor: *picture of broken Grammy Award*

Taylor: *picture of piano with broken lid*

Taylor: *picture of hallway with huge hole in the wall and broken pictures on the floor*

Taylor: *picture of bathroom with broken mirror and shower door*

Taylor: *picture of bed with headboard broken*

Taylor: *picture of all drawers turned upside-down*

Taylor: *picture of several expensive dresses cut to shreds*

My hands were shaking as I looked at the pictures of my vandalized home. And my overwhelming fear was that Taylor was right. This wasn’t a random break-in. If it was a random break-in, my stuff would have been stolen, not destroyed. Thank God most of my jewelry was in my safety deposit box and not at the house.

I handed my Wii controller to Arielle and sat next to Ezra on the couch, handing him my phone without a word. I didn’t want to worry Arielle. He looked at it and pulled me into his side, kissing my temple.

“You’re safe here, angel,” he whispered into my ear.

“But what if I’m not?” I asked. “What if they figure out where I am?”

“Then you’re with someone who isn’t going to let anything happen to you, and who keeps a gun in his nightstand,” he said, still whispering.

Suddenly, I got an idea. A friend of mine, another musician, had a house in the Hamptons. It was gorgeous, private, and had a patio that led right onto the beach. She was on her own tour right now, so I happened to know that it wasn’t being used. And it wouldn’t be obvious that I’d gone there, because while it was obvious that we were friends because we’d posted pictures together on our social media before, no one really knew that we were close enough for me to ask her for access to her vacation home.

“How would you feel about me taking you and Ari to the Hamptons for a couple of weeks?” I asked. “Chanelle Nielson has a house in East Hampton, right on the beach. She’s a good friend of mine, and she’s on her own tour, so it’s not being used right now. I think she’d let us use it.”

He laughed quietly. “Sure, call your other A-list celebrity friend. I feel like I’ve entered some alternate reality where I have connections to famous people.”

“You sort of have. I don’t like throwing my name around, but I have that ability,” I pointed out. “I’ll call her and see, but it looks like we’re going to the beach.”
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As I walked out onto the beach, beers in hand, I almost couldn’t believe that this was my life. Even though I lived less than half an hour from East Hampton, I’d never actually spent any significant amount of time here. It was always way too rich for my blood, and I figured it was completely overpriced to spend that kind of money to go to the beach. But now, here I was, watching my daughter play in the ocean while my girlfriend sat on a towel right at the water’s edge laughing at her antics. I had to admit I could get used to this.

“I like this look on you,” I said as I handed Daphne a Heineken.

She smirked as she took a drink. “Maybe if you’re lucky later you’ll get to take this look off of me.”

Okay, so the hot pink bikini she was wearing was borderline torture. Coupled with her belly button ring today, which was two pink fire opals? Agony. And my swim trunks weren’t doing much to hide what it was doing to me.

“I wouldn’t complain about that, but I meant the relaxed look. I haven’t seen nearly enough of it.” I sat down next to her and stole a kiss. 

Daphne leaned back against me and took a long pull from her beer. “Is it weird that it hasn’t even been that long and I already barely remember what it feels like to be relaxed?”

I set my beer down in the sand and pulled her over so she was settled between my legs. Like it was just instinct, she curled closer to me, as if she was trying to shield herself from the outside world. 

I’d be her shield for the rest of my life if that was what it took, but what I wanted more than anything was to give her a life that she didn’t need a shield from. A life where all she had to worry about on her concert tours was being mobbed by screaming fans and having the paparazzi sneak pictures of her without her knowledge. A life where we didn’t have to hide anymore, and where the worst thing we had to worry about was how to make this work when I wasn’t working on her tour anymore. Because, as far as I was concerned, us not working wasn’t an option. Maybe it had only been a few months, but I couldn’t imagine my life, or Arielle’s life, without her anymore. She just fit, like she’d always been here.

“No,” I told her, pressing my lips to her hair. “It’s not weird. But it’s also not permanent. Because we’re going to find this guy. And we’re going to stop him. You know that, don’t you?”

“I know you’re going to do your best. But we don’t even know who he is. So how are we supposed to find him, let alone stop him?”

“He’s getting desperate,” I sighed. “I could tell that when you got that fucking chastity belt delivered to the arena two and a half weeks ago. And what he did to your house? He’s spiraling, and fast. Yes, that means he’s more dangerous now, but it also means he’s more likely to make a mistake and do something that’ll tell us who he is.”

“I hope you’re right. I don’t know how much longer I can live like this. Being scared every second of every day that maybe this is the day he’s going to come for me,” she sniffled.

I put my hand under her chin and turned her face toward me. Her eyes were brimming with unshed tears and the fear and uncertainty in them broke my heart.

“You’re not the only one who’s scared, Daph,” I said, just above a whisper. “Thinking about anyone trying to hurt you scares the shit out of me. I…I won’t let anything happen to you.”

A sob caught in her throat as she claimed my lips, and I tightened my hold on her, trying to reassure her that I wasn’t going anywhere. And trying to show her those three little words that I was still too much of a chickenshit to say out loud.
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“Okay, it’s been a while since I’ve actually made this, so be kind,” Daphne chuckled as she set three plates full of pasta primavera with grilled chicken and a plate of homemade garlic bread on the table.

“I’m just impressed that you know how to cook. Don’t most people in your circle have personal chefs?” I teased.

Arielle giggled, but Daphne groaned.

“Do I really seem like that much of a snob?” she asked.

“Maybe a little?” I said, like it was a question.

“Daddy, be nice,” Arielle scolded.

“Listen to your daughter,” Daphne laughed as she set a bottle of white wine in the middle of the table and a glass of lemonade in front of Arielle. “Ari, it’s okay if you pick around some stuff, but will you do me a favor and try a bite of everything before you decide you don’t like it? And it’s all covered in cheesy sauce, so I bet you won’t even be able to taste a lot of the veggies anyway.”

If she managed to get Arielle to eat anything green, she deserved a medal. I’d tried getting my stubborn daughter to eat pretty much every green vegetable known to man, with no success. She always insisted that she didn’t like it and refused to even take a bite. And, frankly, I had to pick my battles, and green vegetables was one that I was never going to win, so I’d stopped trying.

“Okay,” Arielle muttered.

“Thank you,” Daphne said, ruffling my daughter’s hair as she sat down. “That’s what my parents always told me. It’s okay if you don’t like something, but you have to at least try a bite first.”

As I grabbed Daphne’s glass and started to pour the wine, Arielle stabbed a piece of broccoli with her fork like she was trying to murder it and shoved it in her mouth. I rolled my eyes, and Daphne’s lips twitched, like she was fighting a laugh. But, much to my surprise, she didn’t immediately spit it out.

“Well? What’s the verdict on the broccoli?” I asked.

“It’s okay,” Arielle announced. “It’s not my favorite, but it’s not disgusting.”

“Okay, Daph, you’re officially a miracle worker,” I chuckled, kissing her cheek.
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After Arielle practically licked her plate clean, Daphne stood up and started collecting the dirty dishes, but I took them from her.

“You cooked; I can manage loading the dishwasher,” I told her.

“Okay,” she said, taking another sip of her wine. “I won’t complain. Ari, what do you think about watching one of my favorite Disney movies tonight?”

“What is it?” Arielle asked.

“It’s called Moana. I think you’ll like it.”

“I’ve never seen that one.”

“That’s what I heard. So, think we can give Anna and Elsa a break tonight and give Moana and Maui a shot?”

“Sure.”

My phone rang, and I pulled it out, intending to send it to voicemail. But when I saw that it was from my security alarm company, my stomach dropped to the floor. I quickly left the room to take the call, almost positive what I was going to hear.

“Hello?” I answered, unable to keep the tremor out of my voice.

“Hi. This is Belinda with All-American Alarms. I’m looking for Ezra Ramsay.”

“You found him,” I told her.

“Mr. Ramsay, the security alarm at your home was triggered at seven-seventeen this evening. Was this an unintended activation?”

Shit. Maybe it was me jumping to conclusions, but I couldn’t help feeling like this was connected to the break-in at Daphne’s house. Thank God Chanelle had agreed to let us use the beach house. Even if this was just a random break-in, at least all they’d found was an empty house.

“No,” I choked out. “No. I’m out of town with my girlfriend right now. That wasn’t a false alarm.”

“Thank you, Mr. Ramsay. We’ll go ahead and notify your local law enforcement,” she informed me. “Is there anything else they should know?”

I knew I needed to tell the police what was going on, but the less people who knew, the better. And I really didn’t want to explain this situation to a call center employee in God knew what state. Especially not when I was still so close to Montauk. I could easily go meet the police at my house and be back here in a couple of hours. I trusted Daphne with Arielle.

“Just let them know I’ll meet them at my house. I’m only half an hour away,” I said.

After I hung up with the alarm company, I went back to the living room, where Daphne was busy pulling up Moana on a streaming app.

“Sorry to say this, but you ladies are on your own this evening,” I announced. “I have to run back home really quick, but I’ll be back in time to say goodnight.”

“Everything okay?” Daphne asked me.

“Come talk to me for a minute,” I sighed. I couldn’t keep this from her.

I headed back toward the master bedroom, where we were set up, and grabbed my gun and holster just in case. Daphne’s hand landed on my arm, and I turned to look at her, taking her face between my hands.

“I need you to stay calm for me, angel,” I murmured, kissing her forehead.

She took a shaky breath, but nodded.

“The security alarm at the house was activated. That was the alarm company on the phone just now. They’re notifying the local police, but I want to go there and meet with them. Explain the situation and make sure they don’t miss anything.”

“No,” she whispered. “He found me.”

I pulled her into my arms and squeezed her tight. “No, baby. He found my house, which was empty, thanks to you. You’re still safe. But I need to go meet with the police and tell them what’s been going on. So I need you to stay here with Ari.”

A few tears wet my shirt, and I made a snap decision. I took my gun off my belt and put it on the nightstand. I hated thinking about Daphne having to use that gun, but I also didn’t want to leave her with absolutely no protection.

“You ever fire a gun before?” I asked her.

“Once, at a gun range,” she sniffled. “But it was a .22, not a .45.”

I gave her a quick tutorial on how to safely fire my gun, and with every instruction I gave, more tears fell. I felt like a horrible boyfriend for leaving her, and like the worst father in the world for leaving Arielle, but I couldn’t see any other option.

“Don’t go,” she said in a small voice. “Please.”

A lump formed in my throat and it felt like an invisible hand was clutching my heart. Leaving her was the last thing I wanted to do, but I also didn’t want to let the police process this crime scene alone and end up missing some sort of evidence that might have told us who this freak was. I didn’t have a choice.

“I’ll be gone for two hours, tops,” I told her, giving her a kiss and folding her back in my arms. “Watch Moana with Ari, get her showered and ready for bed, and I’ll be back before bedtime. I promise.”

Daphne kissed me, and the heart-stopping terror that I felt coming from her almost made me rethink my decision. But then she pulled back and took a deep breath.

“Be safe. And come back to me,” she sniffled.

I kissed her again. “I will always come back for you. Always.”
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There were two police cars with flashing lights sitting outside my house when I pulled up. I quickly parked the car on the street and approached one of the officers.

“Excuse me, officer?” I asked.

“I’m sorry, sir. I’m going to have to ask you to step back. This is a crime scene,” he said, like a robot.

“This is my house!” I exclaimed.

“We’re almost finished processing the scene, and then you may go inside,” he informed me, still in the same monotone voice.

“Okay, we’re all clear!” came a voice I could have sworn I recognized, from inside the house.

A minute later, one of my friends from high school, Tommy Parker, walked outside, holstering his gun. 

Thank fuck. Someone who would actually give a shit. Someone who might actually help me so I could get the fuck back to Daphne and Arielle. I’d left them in that house unprotected, and now these fuckwads weren’t letting me into my own house to see what the hell had happened.

I ignored the officer next to me as I walked toward Tommy.

“Tommy!” I called.

His head turned in my direction. “Ezra. What are you doing here?”

“This is my house,” I told him. “I was out of town with my girlfriend. She’s been getting anonymous threats for the past few months, and her house got broken into a couple of days ago. That’s why we left town. I think her stalker found her here.”

Tommy looked like he was debating something for a moment, then sighed. “I’m not supposed to do this, but you work in security, right?”

I nodded. “I can’t tell you who my girlfriend is, but I can tell you that she’s someone you’ve probably heard of. I started as her security guard a few months ago, and she’s been getting notes and threats ever since I’ve been working for her.”

“Come with me,” he instructed.

I followed him inside, where I found a broken television, a broken Wii, and a couple of pictures of me and Arielle broken in their frames on the floor. 

“There’s more,” Tommy told me. “Come on.”

I followed him to Arielle’s bedroom. The bed was broken, and a picture of us had been smashed on the floor.

God damn it. Now this psycho knew that I had a daughter. And that meant this wasn’t just about keeping Daphne safe anymore. It was about keeping Arielle safe too. Because clearly there were no lengths this person wouldn’t go to. And that meant he would have no issues hurting Arielle to try to get to Daphne, or even out of revenge. 

And then he took me to my bedroom. The bed had been trashed, just like Arielle’s was, and there was a huge hole in the drywall above it, like someone had driven their fist through the wall.

“Thank God you were out of town,” he said quietly, then pulled a flat evidence bag out of his jacket pocket. “This was left on your bed. I can’t let you take it with you, but I’ll let you snap a picture if it’ll help you and your guys catch the son of a bitch.”

Before I even looked at it, I quickly pulled my phone out and snapped a photo. After checking to make sure it came out clear, I slid my phone back in my pocket and took the evidence bag from Tommy. It was a handwritten note that looked like it was scrawled on the back of a bill I hadn’t paid yet.

 

The longer you try to stay away from me, the worse it’ll be for you. You’re only prolonging the inevitable, doll. You WILL be mine soon, and you’ll learn what happens to bad girls who don’t obey.

 

I went over the note a couple of times. There was something different about the language. It wasn’t just that it was getting more threatening and hostile. There was something familiar about it too.

And then it hit me. When Daphne made the call to tell her manager to authorize the extra guards in New York, he hadn’t wanted to do it. And right after she threatened his job if he didn’t sign the paperwork, she’d told him to stop calling her “doll” and hung up on him.

I’d told Daphne that her stalker was spiraling. I’d told her that he would slip and make a mistake. And I was right. He had. He’d left a note calling her by a name that only he used for her. A name she hated.

Hugh Shapiro was Daphne’s stalker.
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I was waiting for Arielle to get out of the shower and get changed into her pajamas when Ezra walked back in the door, and from the look on his face, I knew. I was right. My stalker had figured out I was with him and tried to kidnap me from his house.

And when they didn’t find me there, how long would it take until they found out I was here? It wasn’t a secret that I knew Chanelle. Granted, the media didn’t know that we were more than just casual acquaintances, but still. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility for them to try to figure out who else I knew in the area and break into every single person’s house. They’d already proven how sick and depraved they were, and they’d already proven that they’d stop at nothing to get to me.

The second Ezra’s eyes landed on me, he sighed in relief and it looked like the weight of the world had been lifted off of his shoulders. He came and sat next to me, enveloping me in his arms without a word. Like he’d done on the day that damn chastity belt had been delivered to me. Tears stung my eyes, and a few slipped down my cheeks as I returned his embrace.

“Where’s Ari?” he said, just above a whisper.

“In the shower,” I told him.

“Good. We need to talk, and I don’t want her hearing it.”

“How bad is it?” I sniffled.

He let go of me and took his phone out of his pocket, fiddling with it for a second before handing it to me.

“You tell me,” he said.

I looked and found a note written in a handwriting I knew all too well. Telling me that I was just making it worse for myself by not letting him have me. And calling me by that godawful pet name I hated so much. “Doll.”

“Oh, my God,” I whimpered. “Hugh. It’s Hugh.”

Ezra took the phone out of my hands, but they remained there, suspended in mid-air. I tried to make them move, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t move a muscle, and I couldn’t make my brain come up with any more words.

So many things started slotting into place. 

Every time I’d ever had a boyfriend or girlfriend or been photographed with anyone in a remotely intimate setting, he’d yelled at me about it, like I was supposed to check myself into a nunnery or something.

When the picture of Samantha and I kissing had been leaked, he’d called me almost immediately screaming at me, and she’d been jumped that same night. Because I’d told him who I was with.

Not a lot of people knew how important playing piano was to me. Sure, people knew I could play, but not a lot of people knew that I wrote most of my songs at my piano, or that I had that mixing board keyboard on my bus. The exact same one he’d put in that bedroom.

“How…how am I supposed to keep myself safe when the person who’s trying to kidnap me knows almost everything about me?” I sniffled. “He knows how I take my coffee. He knows how much playing piano means to me. He knows everyone on my crew, and he could pay any one of them off to hurt me backstage. And he knows everywhere I’d go. I can’t go home. I can’t go to any of my friends’ houses. And if I disappear, all he has to do is call the police and say he’s my manager and I’ve gone missing. They’ll do everything they can to find me, because I’m a celebrity. There’s nowhere I can go where he won’t find me, Ezra.”

“Deep breaths, angel,” Ezra murmured, pulling me back into his arms. “He’s not going to touch you. Not as long as I’m still breathing. I won’t let him. And I called Jack, our contact at the FBI, on the way back here. Left a message on his cell. Two home invasions and a note should be enough to get him on board. And I still have every shred of evidence we’ve collected against Hugh. We’ll get him. I promise you.”

I nodded robotically, but the agonizing truth still remained. Hugh would find me. It was just a matter of time. Eventually, he’d catch up to me. He’d take me, and I’d end up chained up in that bedroom for the rest of my life. 

I knew him well enough to know that he’d stop at nothing to make his sick fantasy a reality. When he wanted something, he didn’t stop until he got it, and he didn’t care who he had to take out in the process. And, in this case, that meant that he’d kill anyone who got in his way.

More tears fell as I realized what I had to do: I had to get as far away from Ezra and Arielle as I could. I had to give up the man I loved and the little girl I’d started to think of as my own daughter. I had to let them go to keep them safe.
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The clock on the cable box read one-forty-seven in the morning and Ezra’s quiet snoring echoed in the bedroom as I got dressed in the baggiest clothes I owned and donned a hoodie and baseball cap, making sure my huge sunglasses were in my purse for when it was light outside. I choked down round after round of bile and tears streamed down my face as I hastily threw everything I’d brought with me back into my duffel bag.

I hated leaving like this, slinking away like a thief in the night, but I knew Ezra would never let me go if I told him about my plan. And if he thought I’d left him and Arielle without a word, he wouldn’t try to find me. I knew Ezra cared about me, and his poor sweet little girl loved me so much. I knew it would break their hearts to wake up and find me gone. But if I broke their hearts, at least they’d still be alive. I had to hurt them if I was going to save them from being caught in the crossfires of the insanity I was in the middle of.

I started to walk out of the bedroom and head out to where the cab I’d called was going to be pulling up at any minute, but I stopped and turned around. This was probably going to be the last time I saw them. And if this was it, there was something I had to tell both of them. I walked back to the bed and pressed a kiss to Ezra’s temple.

“I love you, Ezra,” I whispered, sniffling quietly. “So much. I’m sorry. But I’m doing this for you.”

His snores didn’t falter once, telling me he was still dead to the world.

I quietly slipped out of the master bedroom and choked down a sob as I tiptoed to the guest room, where his beautiful little girl was sleeping, clutching the stuffed Sven the reindeer that I’d bought for her just a few days ago while we were in the city. With more tears streaming down my face, I bent down and kissed her hair. 

“I love you so much, sweet girl,” I whispered, choking back a sob. “I’m so sorry I have to leave you like this, but it’s the only way I can keep you safe.”

Arielle stirred quietly, and for a horrifying second, I thought she was going to wake up. But she just rolled over, eyes still closed, and stayed asleep. I pulled her blanket up around her shoulders, kissed her head one more time, and walked out of the room.

Just as I was closing the bedroom door behind me, my phone buzzed, telling me that my cab was here. I hurried to the front door, slipped out, and slid into the backseat.

“How’re you doing tonight, ma’am?” the woman in the driver’s seat asked.

“Can we start with a less complicated question?” I sniffled as I disabled the GPS on my phone and put it on airplane mode so the signal couldn’t be tracked.

“Okay. Where to?”

“The Greyhound bus station.”
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I paid cash for a one-way ticket to Providence, which was in the complete opposite direction of where I was really headed: Foxburg, Pennsylvania. My hometown. The one place Hugh wouldn’t think to look for me, because he thought I’d cut off all ties with my family. But I hadn’t. There was one family member I still talked to: my cousin, Jillian. And she’d always told me that if I ever needed to get away, I was welcome in her house.

I picked up a map and headed straight for the ladies’ room, locking myself in a stall and sitting on the toilet tank so my feet were hidden. And, safely away from prying eyes, I worked out a route I could take, once I’d laid my false trail. I didn’t know if Hugh had a tail on me, so I knew I couldn’t just go directly to Foxburg. I needed to zig and zag a little and try to lose myself in the crowds of multiple bus stations before slipping into a cab at the bus station in Pittsburgh.

Looking at the schedule, if I got the bus from Providence to Newark, then the bus from Newark to Allentown, and finally, the bus from Allentown to Pittsburgh, I’d end up at Jillian’s house at around one. She worked from home, so she’d be there no matter when I arrived.

“Bus to Providence leaving in ten minutes!” came the disembodied voice over the intercom system.

A sob tore from my throat as I exited the bathroom stall, stopping to wash my hands and my face. There was no turning back now. I was leaving the man I loved and, more than likely, spending the rest of my life on the run from a deranged psycho.
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“You look really familiar,” a guy in his mid-twenties said as he slid into the seat next to me on the bus in Allentown. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I said in my best imitation of Samantha’s Boston accent. “Must just have one of those faces, I guess.”

“Oh, my God! I know what it is! Anyone ever tell you that you look exactly like that singer, Daphne DeVille?” he chortled.

Honestly, I was surprised he recognized me that easily. I wasn’t wearing any makeup, all of my hair—with the pink highlights that were a dead giveaway—was covered by my hoodie and baseball cap, and half of my face was covered by my sunglasses.

“Yeah, I get that all the time,” I said, still keeping up the fake accent.

“I’m Ezra. What’s your name?”

I couldn’t help it. Just hearing that name brought tears to my eyes and I choked down a sob. I missed Ezra and Arielle so much. It felt like I’d ripped my heart out of my chest and left it in that beach house with them. And the thought that I’d never see them again was like a white-hot knife being plunged right into my gut.

“Sam,” I sniffled. “My name’s Sam.”
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“Thanks so much. Have a great day,” I said to the cab driver as I got out of the car and hoisted my duffel bag over my shoulder.

“You too, hon,” he said.

I shut the door and took a deep breath as I turned around and walked toward the house I hadn’t visited in almost three years. I hoped to God that Jillian’s open invitation still stood, because I hadn’t called to let her know I was coming. I hadn’t wanted the call to be able to be traced, and I hadn’t wanted to risk anyone hearing me and knowing where I was going.

I guessed I’d find out soon enough, though. I took another breath and took my sunglasses off, then knocked on the door. In less than a minute, the door opened and I was staring into my cousin’s wide eyes.

“Daph,” she gasped. “Oh, my God.”

“Jill,” I sobbed, falling into her open arms. “I need help.”
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I woke to an empty bed, but unlike when this had happened before, I didn’t hear any noise. Usually, I’d hear if Daphne was already awake and in the kitchen or the bathroom. But today, it was dead quiet.

I looked in the direction of the en suite bathroom, and the door was open and the light was off.

I got up and went to the kitchen, hoping that I’d find her there, but in my gut, I knew I wouldn’t. She wouldn’t let me make love to her last night, and when she kissed me goodnight…I couldn’t explain it, but it felt like goodbye.

“Daph?” I called futilely.

Rushing back to the bedroom, I looked in her dresser drawer to find every last thing she’d brought with her gone. Her phone wasn’t on her nightstand and her charging cord wasn’t plugged in anymore.

My stomach dropped to the floor. She was gone, with no protection, while her deranged psycho manager was out there looking for her so he could kidnap her and keep her in a fucking dungeon he’d made for her.

“God damn it, Daph,” I choked out, sinking down to the bed.

Tears started to fall as I tried to figure out why she would have left like this, without even a goodbye. Just like Katelynn did. 

Now she was gone, and what was left? The pieces of my broken heart, and the pieces of Arielle’s broken heart when she realized the closest thing she’d ever had to a mother was gone. Daphne had left us, just like Katelynn did. And, once again, I had no idea why.

I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting there when I felt little arms wrap around my neck. I choked back a fresh round of tears as I pulled my daughter onto my lap and held her tight.

“Daphne left,” she sniffled. “In the middle of the night.”

“Yeah. She did,” I agreed.

“She said she loved me. And she said she was sorry.”

“What?” I asked, pulling back to look at her.

“She came into my room last night. She was crying, and she kissed my head and whispered that she loved me and she was sorry she had to leave me, but it was the only way she could keep me safe. She thought I was asleep, but I wasn’t,” she explained. “Why would she just leave like that, Daddy? If she loves us, why would she leave us?”

My eyes stung again. Of course that was why she’d left. She’d been frozen in terror last night, convinced that Hugh would find her, no matter where she went. So she’d left because she was scared of him hurting us when he found her.

What the fuck had she been thinking? I choked down the bile that rose in my throat as I thought of Daphne alone, holed up God knew where, afraid for her life.

Damn it. I had to find her. And I had to make sure that when I did, she wouldn’t leave again. I needed to make her understand that we were in this together, no matter what happened. I had to make sure she knew that I would die before I let him touch her.

I pondered for a second how to explain all of this to an eight-year-old girl. I didn’t want to scare her, but at the same time, I wanted her to understand why Daphne had left her, and why I was about to take her back to her grandparents’ house so I could leave too. And I decided that she deserved a simple version of the truth.

“Do you remember what I said when I told you that Daphne was coming back home with me?” I asked. “And why I told you it was so important that no one knew she was coming here?”

“You said she was in trouble and needed to go somewhere safe,” Arielle said.

“That’s right. Someone’s been trying to hurt her, and I’ve been helping keep her safe. The reason we came here to the beach was because someone broke into Daphne’s house and damaged a bunch of her stuff and she was scared of them finding out where our house was. And then when I had to go back home last night, I found out that person broke into our house too. Daphne left because she was scared they were going to find her here, and she was scared that they’d try to hurt us too,” I told her. “She left because she loves us. Because she was trying to keep us from getting hurt.”

“But if she’s gone, who’s keeping her from getting hurt?” she sniffled.

“No one. And that’s why I’m going to take you back to Grandma and Grandpa’s. So I can try to find her.”
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When I knocked on the door, my mom answered wearing a look that told me she was expecting this.

“Mom, I need to leave Ari with you for a little bit,” I told her, then bent down and hugged Arielle. “I love you, munchkin. Be good for Grandma and Grandpa.”

“I will,” she sniffled. “Love you too.”

“Ari, sweetheart, can you let your dad and I talk for a minute?” my mom asked.

“Okay,” Arielle said, running off in the direction of her bedroom.

I sighed and looked back at my mom. “Look, I need to get going. I don’t have time to waste.”

“On what? A tramp who’s been cheating on her fiancé by playing happy family with you and your daughter?” she scoffed.

“Excuse me?”

“Her manager called me, worried sick. He said they’re getting married and she just disappeared without a trace. Asked if she was here,” she said. “Daphne’s been having an affair with you behind her manager’s—no, her fiancé’s—back.”

Realization dawned, and I felt like punching something.

“Mom, what did you do?” I said slowly, praying that I was wrong. Praying that my mom hadn’t actually taken the word of someone she’d never laid eyes on over the word of her own son.

“You weren’t going to see it any other way. Just like in high school when that girl used you and left you saddled with a baby to take care of while she ran off into the night and pawned the ring you bought for her,” she insisted. “I told you Daphne was hiding something, Ezra! But you were too blinded by lust to see it!”

“Mom, I’m going to ask you this one more time, and so help me God, if I think you’re lying to me, I will make sure you never lay eyes on your granddaughter again. What the fuck did you do?” I growled.

“I told her fiancé the truth when he called me asking if she was here. That’s all,” she insisted.

My eyes stung, and I had to blink back tears. The woman I loved had been chased out of my life because my own mother had led the man who was trying to kidnap her right to my doorstep.

I turned around and walked to my car, popping the trunk and grabbing the evidence box that I kept everything from her stalker—who we now knew was Hugh—in. Then I walked back into my parents’ house without a word, shutting the door behind me and heading to the kitchen table. I heard her following me, but I didn’t turn around to look at her until I’d pulled every last bit of evidence out of the box and laid it out on the table for her.

“Didn’t you ever wonder why I told you it was so important that no one knew where Daphne was?” I choked out. “Didn’t you find it odd that I asked you if she could keep her damn tour bus parked on this property instead of garaged where she normally kept it? Someone’s been anonymously terrorizing her since before I even joined the tour. The whole reason she fired half of her crew, and the whole reason my team was brought on in the middle of her tour, was because things started happening that she couldn’t stop, and no one would admit to knowing anything.”

 I pulled out the picture of that godforsaken room and shoved it in my mom’s face. 

“This is the person you talked to, Mom. Someone who wants to chain her up like a slave and do God knows what else to her. You robbed me of the first real relationship I’ve had since Katelynn, and you robbed Arielle of the closest thing she’s ever had to a mother. All because you took the word of someone you’ve never even laid eyes on over the word of your own son.”

“Some mother. The girl’s in her twenties, Ezra. And she’s traveling all around the world living some pipe dream. She’s not a suitable mother for Arielle.”

“Are you actually defending what you did, Mom?!” I exclaimed quietly, trying to make sure Arielle didn’t hear. “Do you know the last thing Daphne did before she ran away, terrified for her life? She walked into Ari’s bedroom, kissed her head, and whispered that she loved her and she was sorry she had to leave. She thought Ari was asleep, but she wasn’t, and she heard every word. Daphne loves my daughter so much that she snuck away in the middle of the night because she was trying to protect her from a dangerous man that you led right to our doorstep.”

“Mom?” came Rachel’s voice.

I turned to look at my sister, who was standing in the kitchen entryway with wide eyes.

“Tell me he’s wrong, Mom. Tell me you didn’t actually tell Daphne’s stalker where she was,” Rachel said.

“He told me they were engaged and she ran away!” my mom insisted.

“Didn’t you listen to a fucking word Ezra said when he brought Daphne here? Didn’t you hear him telling you that someone was trying to hurt her and he brought her here for her protection? Or were you so focused on finding any possible reason why you couldn’t trust her that you completely ignored him? I’ve never seen Ezra so happy, Mom. And I’ve never seen Ari so happy. How could you destroy that? And how could you not use your brain for two seconds when someone you’ve never spoken to in your life called you asking where Daphne was?”

“I didn’t know!” my mom sobbed. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know!”

Maybe my mother felt a little actual remorse, but the way she was carrying on, defending herself, and still insulting Daphne told me that she wasn’t shedding these tears for me or for my missing girlfriend. She was shedding them for herself. Because she was upset that Rachel and I were angry with her.

“No, you didn’t know. But you also didn’t think,” I rasped as the heart-stopping fear and white-hot anger burning in my veins turned into tears that I couldn’t stop from shedding. “Now, if you’re done proving your nonexistent point, I’m going to go try to find my girlfriend. If I can. I have no idea where she went, and no fucking clue where to even start looking. Rach, can you take Ari to Hector’s? Please?”

“Yeah, of course,” Rachel said. 

“And Mom, as for you, you’ll be lucky if I ever let your granddaughter spend any time here alone with you again, because obviously you can’t be trusted with anyone’s safety,” I spat.

I quickly boxed up the evidence against Hugh again and headed for the door. I heard footsteps behind me, but I didn’t look to see who it was. As I was putting the box back in my trunk, Rachel came to stand next to me.

“I’m so sorry, Ezra. I’m sorry Mom did this to you,” she sniffled.

I shook my head. “I should have known. She decided she hated Daph before I ever brought her home. But I just didn’t think she was capable of this.”

“I didn’t either,” she agreed. “Now go find your girl. Hector and I will take good care of Ari. I promise.”

“I know you will.”

“Um, what do you want me to tell Ari? If she asks about what happened in there?”

“The truth,” I sighed. “I’m not going to lie to her. And she deserves to know why she’s not going to see her grandparents as much. I mean it. I’m not letting them anywhere near her for a good long while. I trusted them to help me keep Daph safe, and look what happened. They sold her out to the person I’m trying to keep her safe from because obviously no one’s good enough for their precious baby boy.”

“I know.” She gave me a hug. “But you know Mom’s full of shit, right? You know I wouldn’t lie to you. So when I tell you that Daphne’s one of the best people I’ve ever met, believe it. Because it’s true. And believe me when I say that I can see how much she loves you and Ari every time she looks at you. Don’t be too hard on her for leaving.”

I sniffled. “I won’t be. I’m mad at Mom, not her. And I can’t fucking breathe knowing that she’s out there by herself, unprotected, while Hugh’s still on her tail.”

Arms wrapped around my waist, and I looked down into Arielle’s tear-filled eyes. Choking down a fresh round of tears, I picked her up and buried my face in her neck for a minute.

“I love you, jelly bean,” I whispered. “So much.”

“I love you too,” she mumbled as a few tears wet my shirt. “What if something happens to Daphne now? Because Grandma told him where she was?”

Of course she’d heard that. She was too smart for her own good sometimes. And she was curious and didn’t like to be kept in the dark.

“I’m not going to let anything happen to her,” I promised. “That’s why I’m leaving. Aunt Rachel is going to take you to Uncle Hector’s for a little while because the police are still working at our house. Okay?”

She nodded. “Be safe, Daddy.”

“I will,” I told her, kissing her temple.

I set her back down and got into the car, and just as I was pulling out of my parents’ driveway, my phone rang. I answered it with the Bluetooth in my car.

“Hello?”

“Ezra? This is Jack Henry. I got your message. Are you still in the Hamptons?”

“No. I just dropped my daughter off with my sister in Montauk. Daphne slipped out in the middle of the night because she was afraid Hugh would find her,” I told him. “I’m trying to find her now.”

He sighed. “I know you’re worried about her, but can you come by the field office in the city first to give me the evidence you have so we can start working the case?”

As much I hated wasting any time, I was on a wild goose chase right now anyway. At least delivering the evidence I had to the FBI was productive. And maybe they could help me find Daphne too.

“Yeah. I’ll be there in a couple of hours,” I said.
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“Damn it,” Jack said as he took the box of evidence from me at the FBI field office in New York City. “I’m so sorry, Ezra. I’m sorry I didn’t take this seriously when you called me.”

“I’m not going to say it’s okay, because it’s not. But you’re helping now, and I’m grateful for it,” I sighed.

“I wish I could do more, but it seems like she’s turned her phone off. Or at least she’s turned off anything we could trace it by. We can’t get her GPS location or her signal. But if she turns it back on, you’ll be my first call,” he told me.

I nodded. “Thanks. Guess I have to find her the old-fashioned way. But I have no idea where to even start looking.”

He squeezed my shoulder. “You know her. Just put yourself in her shoes. Where was her head at in the middle of the night when she made the decision to leave so she could get you and your daughter out of harm’s way?”

“I don’t know,” I sniffled. “I have no fucking clue.”

“If her stalker is her manager, and she says he knows her well, she’d want to go somewhere he wouldn’t know about. Somewhere he wouldn’t think to look.”

My first thought was New Orleans, but then I realized he knew how much she loved New Orleans, because she told me that she always had him fit a free day into the schedule when she was there. So maybe it would have taken him a little longer to figure out, but he would have figured that out.

And I knew her well enough to know that she’d want to go somewhere she felt safe. Somewhere familiar to her. She wouldn’t want to spend every second looking over her shoulder. She’d want to go somewhere she felt like she could breathe, at least for a little while. To come up with a plan.

The problem was, I had no idea where that would be. But I knew someone who might. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and found Taylor’s profile on social media easily. Thank God, he was online. So I sent him a message.

Me: Hey, Taylor. I know this is out of the blue, but if I give you my number, would you call me? I need to talk to you, but I don’t want a paper trail of the conversation.

Taylor: Sure. What’s your number?

I gave him my phone number, and less than ten seconds later, my phone was ringing.

“Hey,” I answered, sounding as tense as I felt.

“Hey, Ezra. Is everything okay? How’s D?”

“I don’t know,” I choked out. “She left. Hugh’s her stalker.”

“Wait, what?” he gasped. “Back up. Hugh’s her stalker? I knew there was something wrong with that fuck. And what do you mean, she left? What the fuck, D? What happened?”

I gave him the shortest version of what was happening that I could. And as I said it all out loud, it got increasingly harder to breathe and the knot that had been in my stomach since the second I’d figured out she was gone this morning twisted even tighter.

“What the fuck was she thinking?” he muttered. “So bloody typical of her.”

“Is there anywhere you can think of that she would go? Any friends she might have that Hugh wouldn’t know about?”

He was silent for at least half a minute, as if he was contemplating it.

“She’s cut ties with most of her family, but she has a cousin in Pennsylvania that she still talks to,” he finally said.

“Jillian,” I remembered. “I met her at the show in Pittsburgh for a minute. Do you know her last name?”

“McManus. I think she lives in D’s hometown, Foxburg.”

“Thanks, Taylor,” I sighed.

“Just go find our girl, yeah? And give her a bollocking for me when you do.”

I snorted. “How about if I call you and let you give her hell yourself?”

“Even better,” he said.

I hung up with Taylor and turned back to Jack. I hated asking him for this kind of a favor, but I knew it’d be a hell of a lot faster for him to find Jillian’s address than it would be for me.

“Can I ask a favor?” I asked him.

“After I fucked up so colossally, anything,” he said. “What do you need?”

“Daphne has a cousin, Jillian McManus. Her friend that I was just talking to said he thinks she lives in Foxburg, Pennsylvania. Think you can find me an address?”

“I’ll even do a family search. Is DeVille Daphne’s legal last name?”

“Yeah, it is,” I chuckled. “I didn’t believe it at first either.”

In less than two minutes, Jack found an address and a phone number for Jillian. And in another five minutes, I was back in my car. I put the address in my GPS and then dialed her number with my car’s Bluetooth.

“Hello?” came a feminine voice.

“Hi. Jillian?” I asked.

“Yes. Who’s this?”

“My name’s Ezra Ramsay. I’m Daphne’s…” I trailed off. 

What was I to Daphne now? She’d left me. Granted, she hadn’t left me because she wanted to, but still. Did I have the right to call myself her boyfriend anymore?

“I know who you are, Ezra,” Jillian chuckled warmly. “Daph hasn’t shut up about you and Arielle since she got here.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. “She’s with you?”

“Yeah, she’s here.”

“I got your address from my company’s contact at the FBI,” I told her. “I’m on my way there.”

“Thank God. She needs you.”

“Do me a favor and don’t tell her. She left to protect me and my daughter. I don’t want to take the chance of her running again if she knows I’m coming.”

“I’m not saying a word. Someone has to save her from her own stupidity.”

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. She was okay. She was somewhere safe. 

“GPS says I’ll be there in about five hours,” I said.

“Okay. See you then.”
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Curled into a ball in the back of a walk-in closet in Jillian’s basement, I rocked back and forth, sobbing. Hugh had found me. I just knew it. Jillian lived alone, and her property was relatively isolated. No one else should have been here. But I’d heard someone walking around the house. No car pulling up. Just someone creeping around the house trying to find me.

“Daph? You hungry? I made some lunch,” I heard Jillian call.

How could she be so blasé about this? My stalker was sneaking around the outside of her house and she was making lunch like Suzy Housewife?

“Daph?” she asked. “Shit. Daph, where are you?”

The closet door cracked open.

“Daph?”

I couldn’t suppress my whimper, no matter how much I tried.

“Daph. Oh, my God,” she gasped, rushing over to me and kneeling down to pull me into her arms. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s just me.”

“Hugh found me. He was here. I heard him walking outside,” I sniffled in a hushed whisper.

“Shit. I’m an idiot. That was just my grocery delivery service. I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think to tell you they were coming today,” she murmured, petting my hair. “That’s all.”

“No. There wasn’t a car. Just a person walking around,” I sobbed.

“He was driving a Nissan Leaf. I didn’t even hear him pull up, and I was upstairs. He didn’t knock because I saw him pulling up from the window and I just went ahead and opened the door. I ordered some fertilizer for my garden and he helped me take it to my shed. I’m sure that’s what you heard. I’m so sorry, Daph. You’re still safe.”

It felt like every muscle in my body relaxed, and I let out another sob, but this time it was of relief. Jillian tightened her hold on me and pressed a kiss to my temple.

“Shh,” she soothed me. “You’re okay. When was the last time you ate, sweetie?”

“Um…” I trailed off. I couldn’t actually remember.

“If you can’t answer that question, it’s been too long. I’m going to go grab the sandwiches I made, and we’ll eat them down here if that makes you feel more comfortable. Okay?”

I nodded.

“Okay, come on. You’ve been out of the closet since high school, and you went public about it last year. Not sure you can really go back in now,” she teased as she stood up and held her hand.

I couldn’t help it. I chuckled as I let her help me to my feet and lead me out of the closet.
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This time I knew I wasn’t going crazy. I heard a car engine pulling up and someone walking around outside. Suppressing more tears, I rushed back into the closet, making sure to keep the doorknob turned until the door was completely shut behind me so it didn’t make any sound. I felt my way to the back of the closet in the pitch darkness, biting my lip to contain my whimpers and cries.

I heard a knock sound on the door, and I couldn’t help the sob that tore from my throat. Now someone Jillian wasn’t expecting had come here. She was going to open the door for him, and when she did, he’d kill her and then tear this house apart until he found me. And then he’d kidnap me and take me back to that room and chain me up for the rest of my life, for him to live out every sick, depraved fantasy he’d concocted since he met me.

“That didn’t take as long as I thought it would,” I heard Jillian’s muffled voice say.

Oh, my God. Was she working with him? Was that why she’d just taken me in without question? Was her job to lull me into a false sense of security until Hugh got here?

The thud of footsteps sounded on the stairs that led to the basement, and as they got closer and closer, I fought harder and harder to choke back the sob that was desperate to escape. If I didn’t make any noise, maybe there was a chance he wouldn’t find me. Maybe he’d leave, and I’d have a chance to escape to somewhere else.

“She’s in here,” Jillian said as the door to the bedroom opened, and then she sighed. “I’d bet my next paycheck that she’s in the closet. I found her there at lunchtime after she heard my grocery delivery guy walking around outside. She’s terrified.”

“Thanks, Jillian,” came an all-too-familiar voice.

No. Ezra couldn’t be here. Hugh would find us, and then he’d kill him. And he’d probably kill Arielle too for good measure. He’d kill everyone I’d ever loved or cared about, just so I didn’t have anywhere left to run. I couldn’t contain my sob anymore. At least the coats I was hiding behind muffled it.

“I’m going to give you two some privacy. I actually might have an idea to help her, but I need to go meet a friend. I was just waiting for you to get here. I’ll be back in a little while,” Jillian told him.

The closet door opened, and I whimpered involuntarily.

“Daph?” Ezra said tensely.

Another whimper escaped me. Shit. I was horrible at this. When Hugh came for me, he’d find me in under a minute.

“Thank fuck,” Ezra sighed in relief, and in less than three seconds, I was in my favorite place in the whole world: his arms. “It’s okay, angel. You’re okay. It’s just me. You’re safe.”

“No,” I sobbed, shoving away from him. “No. You can’t be here. It’s not safe. You have to go.”

“Not happening,” he said, his voice still soft.

“You have to! He’s going to find me! He’s going to take me! Go home and protect Ari.” My voice was raw from all the tears I’d shed today.

“Ari’s safe,” he murmured, putting a hand on my cheek and wiping away a few tears with his thumb. “She’s with Rachel and Hector.”

“You don’t understand, Ezra!” I wailed, shoving away from him again. “You don’t get it! He’s going to find me! He’ll do whatever it takes! And he’ll kill anyone who gets in his way! You’re going to die, Ari won’t have anyone to protect her anymore, and I’ll end up as a slave, chained in that sick room for the rest of my life for him to do whatever he wants, whenever—”

I was cut off by his lips crashing on mine in a desperate kiss. And, as much as I knew I should fight it and make him leave, I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t strong enough. I needed it too much. I needed this connection one last time.

“That’ll never happen, Daph,” he breathed, resting his forehead on mine. “As long as I’m still breathing, he’s never going to touch you. I won’t let him. I love you too much to let anything happen to you.”

I pulled back to look at him. I couldn’t have heard him right. I’d left him in the middle of the night without so much as a goodbye. He was supposed to hate me, not love me.

“You heard me, angel,” he murmured, cupping my face in his hands. “I love you. I know you’re scared, baby. I’m scared too. I couldn’t breathe when I woke up and you were gone this morning. I fucking lost my mind thinking about you being out there unprotected with Hugh looking everywhere for you.”

“He’ll kill you if you stay. And he’ll kill Ari,” I sobbed. “And it’ll be my fault.”

A fresh round of tears came to the surface as I thought about that poor sweet girl being so scared and so confused. And as I thought about her thinking that I’d abandoned her mere days after telling her that I was going to do everything I could to make sure she was happy and safe. She didn’t realize that this was me doing that.

“He can try,” he said. “But I’m not going down without a fight. And I’m not letting you go without a fight either. You make me happier than I’ve ever been, and you make my daughter happier than she’s ever been. You belong in our lives, Daph, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure you stay there.”

Damn it. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t keep pushing him away. Not when I needed him this much. Not when he and his daughter belonged in my life just as much as he was saying I belonged in theirs.

Instead of saying anything, I just kissed him, clinging to him like the lifeline he was. I poured everything I felt into the clashing of lips, tongues, and teeth. All the love, pain, desperation, and heart-stopping terror. And I didn’t come up for air until I started to go dizzy from the lack of oxygen.

After a few seconds, his hand slid under my shirt, sliding up my waist as he backed me through the coats hanging in this musty closet until my back hit the wall. Then he pulled the shirt up, and I couldn’t stop myself from lifting my arms to let him take it off. He quickly undid my bra and yanked it down my shoulders as he bent to take one of my nipples into his mouth.

“Ezra,” I whimpered, sniffling.

His hand slid down my stomach, dipping into my sweatpants, and he wasted no time in slipping his fingers between my folds and rubbing my aching nerves. God, I needed him. I needed to feel him so deep inside me that I couldn’t tell where he ended and I began.

“I need you,” I whispered.

“I’m right here,” he said, kissing my neck. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Inside me,” I clarified. “I need you inside me.”

Instead of withdrawing his hand, he slid two fingers inside me, starting to furiously pump them in and out. I groaned, half in ecstasy and half in frustration.

“Ezra,” I moaned. “Shit. I…I need…fuck!”

Damn it. How was I supposed to tell him that I needed him to make love to me when I couldn’t even string a sentence together?

“I know, baby,” he told me. “I need you too. But I need you to come for me first.”

His thumb landed on my clit, rubbing circles on it as his fingers continued to pump, and in less than three minutes, I flew off the cliff, crying out his name.

Ezra hooked his fingers in my sweats and panties, yanking them down in one swift move. I stepped out of them and moved to unbutton his jeans, pulling them and his boxers down just enough to free his cock. He tore his shirt off, then pulled his wallet out of his pocket, retrieving a condom and ripping it open with his teeth. I quickly took the latex from him and rolled it down his shaft.

Within three seconds, I was being lifted up and pressed against the wall as he entered me in one swift thrust.

“God!” I groaned.

“Fuck, Daph,” he gritted out as he pulled almost all the way out and then slammed back in.

Unlike every other time we’d ever been intimate, he wasn’t gentle or sweet. He was rough and demanding and carnal, and it was everything I needed right now. I needed to feel something that wasn’t the heart-stopping fear and dread that had been consuming me since the second I saw that note from Hugh.

“Don’t. Ever. Fucking. Scare. Me. Like. That. Again,” he growled, punctuating each word with a thrust that left me gasping for breath.

All I could do was hang on for the ride as he took me higher and higher, to a completely different plane of existence. A plane of existence that I’d only ever reached with him. And there were only three words that kept playing on repeat in my mind. The three words that I should have told him while he was awake to hear them.

“I love you,” I panted.

Ezra crashed his lips to mine, plunging his tongue into my mouth and eagerly seeking mine out.

“Say that again,” he demanded as his hand slid between us and started to rub my clit.

“I love you,” I repeated. 

“Again.” He kissed me again.

“I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I—fuck, Ezra!”

My orgasm crashed over me like a tidal wave, so intense and all-consuming that I saw stars. I didn’t even register that I’d taken him over the cliff with me until he stilled and pulled me away from the wall, holding me tight as he turned around and used it to brace himself while he slid to the floor.

I pulled back just enough to kiss him, and his fingers threaded through my hair as our tongues slid out at the exact same time. I took my time savoring and tasting him, and more tears stung my eyes at the thought that I could have lost him forever if he hadn’t realized that I’d left to protect him.

“I do love you,” I murmured as I broke the kiss. “I’m sorry I left. I was just so scared of him hurting you and Ari.”

This time, his kiss wasn’t as consuming. It was sweet and gentle, just like him.

“I love you so much,” he whispered against my lips. “You took years off my life, angel. Please don’t ever do anything like that again.”

“I won’t,” I promised. “I’m not strong enough to leave again. I need you too much.”

I shouldn’t have promised that. I should have gotten as far away from him as I could. Because that was what would keep him safe. But I couldn’t have left him a second time if my life depended on it. I needed him the way I needed air to breathe.

“I need you too, baby. More than you know. My life doesn’t make sense without you anymore.” He kissed me again.

Exhaustion crashed over me, and I collapsed against him, resting my head on his shoulder. He held me close, trailing his fingers up and down my back.

“I’m so tired,” I sniffled. “I haven’t slept since you showed me the note from Hugh.”

“Daph,” he murmured, squeezing me tight. “Fuck. Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up and then you can take a nap. We’ll figure out our next move when you wake up.”

I nodded, too tired to do anything but agree. Ezra lifted me off his lap, then stood up and quickly pulled the condom off and tied a knot in it before tucking himself back into his jeans and zipping them. He grabbed the rest of our clothes, tossing me his t-shirt. I managed a half-smile as I slid it over my head and headed out of the closet. 

While I crawled into bed, he quickly went into the en suite bathroom to throw the condom out. I heard the sink running, and a few minutes later, he emerged with a wet washcloth. I smiled as I rolled onto my back to let him clean me.

“Laundry?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head, and he tossed the washcloth into the bathroom and got under the covers with me, pulling me close and pressing his lips to my temple. I curled up against him, kissed his bare chest, and squeezed him tight, needing some sort of proof that he was really here right now.

“Sleep, angel,” he said softly. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”
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Daphne was out like a light within five minutes after we got into bed. It was like she knew she was safe now that I was here with her. Though, unlike before she’d found out who was trying to hurt her, I could still see the tension written all over her face as she slept.

I tried to shift so I could pull my phone out of my pocket, but Daphne whimpered and stirred, tightening her hold on me. I squeezed my eyes shut to prevent the tears that were stinging them from leaking out as I kissed her hairline. As glad as I was that she was back in my arms where she belonged, I knew she’d never feel completely safe until we caught Hugh. I just hoped Jack and his team could figure out how to track him down, sooner rather than later.

I knew I wasn’t the only person who was worried about her, though. Once more, I tried to retrieve my phone, this time tightening my hold on the sleeping angel in my arms so she’d know I was still here. This time, I was successful, and the first thing I did was send a text to Taylor.

Me: Daph’s okay, but she’s passed out right now. She hadn’t slept in almost 36 hours by the time I got to her. I’ll have her call you when she wakes up.

Taylor: Thank fuck. Look after our girl for me, yeah?

I smiled.

Me: I’ll do that for the rest of my life if she’ll let me.

Taylor: I’m sure you can persuade her. But hurt her and I’ll kick your arse.

Me: Wouldn’t expect anything less.

A quiet knock on the door distracted me from our text conversation.

“It’s open,” I said, just loudly enough that Jillian would be able to hear me from the other side.

She cracked the door open and smiled. “Thank God. She’s asleep.”

“Yeah. She told me she hadn’t slept since we found out Hugh was behind everything,” I sighed.

“Do you want to come upstairs and talk? Let her sleep a while longer?”

“We can talk here. I’m not leaving her,” I told her.

Jillian’s smile broke into a full-blown grin as she slipped inside and sat down on the floor, bracing herself against the wall.

“I’m glad she found you,” she said. “And Ari. She loves you both so much. I’ve never seen her like this before. About anyone.”

“You two seem close,” I noted. “Since she stayed in touch with you after cutting ties with the rest of her family. She told me you were the only one who didn’t treat her differently after what happened to her in high school.”

“Yeah, we’ve always been more like sisters than cousins. When you live in a small town, being different at all…it doesn’t go over well. And I knew how it felt. I was diagnosed as schizophrenic not too long before she was outed. Daph was the only one who stuck by me. Even when her parents didn’t want her having anything to do with me because I was, quote, ‘unstable.’”

I smiled. “Sounds like her. There’s nothing she wouldn’t do for the people she loves.”

“She’s helped me so much since she got her break. Paid for a lot of my therapy and meds and stuff. Made sure I could work from home because crowds stress me out. When I had an episode a couple of years ago and had to go to inpatient therapy, she paid the bill in full. I never asked her for any of it. She just did it,” she sniffled. 

“Yeah, that sounds like her too.”

“I always ask her not to mention it or dedicate it to me when I come to her shows, but she wrote her song ‘Queen of the Angels’ for me. When I was first diagnosed,” she said, turning a little pink. “I wouldn’t be where I am now without her. I probably wouldn’t be here, period. So there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her either.”

“I’m glad she has you, and that she had somewhere she knew she could go when the shit hit the fan.”

“My door is always open to her, and to you. You left your daughter so you could come protect her. That’s all I need to know about you,” she chuckled weakly. “Um, anyway, you guys are welcome here for as long as you want, but I think her manager will eventually start turning over more stones and figure out she could be with me. So, I met with a friend of mine who has a house that she rents out a few hours away from here. I’m not sure exactly where it is, but I know it’s a couple of hours outside Philly. It’s in a gated community with armed security. I told her that I had a friend who had a stalker and needed to lay low and get off the grid for a while. She agreed to put the lease in my name so it’s not tied to either of you, and she’ll take cash under the table. The only thing I don’t know is where we’ll be able to park the tour bus. Daph said it’s still on your parents’ property.”

“That sounds like as good a plan as any. I hate that I have to leave my daughter with my sister, but I don’t want her anywhere near me if Hugh finds Daph,” I sighed. “She might have an idea about where to park her bus. We can talk to her when she wakes up.”

Almost on cue, Daphne stirred, groaning quietly.

“Sleeping Beauty awakens,” Jillian chuckled.

I looked down, and Daphne was looking at me with a sleepy smile on her face. A smile I needed to claim. I put my hand under her chin, tilting it up so I could kiss her.

“You’re really here,” she mumbled against my lips. “It wasn’t a dream.”

I kissed her forehead. “Nope.”

“That would have been a pretty damn vivid dream, since you’re currently wearing his shirt and using him for a pillow,” Jillian teased.

Daphne giggled and turned bright pink.

“I’m going to go make dinner,” Jillian said, standing up. “Ezra and I were just talking, and I think I figured out a way to help you. But I’ll let you wake up a little more before I tell you about it. I tried to get him to come upstairs and talk to me about it so you could sleep, but he refused to leave you. I approve, by the way. He’s a good guy.”

With another smile, she walked out of the room, and Daphne looked back up at me. The fear and pain in her eyes was still evident, and I wished more than anything that I could take it all away. I knew the only way it would ever really go away was when we caught Hugh and he was behind bars, but I had a feeling I knew one thing I could do right now.

“Do you want me to call her on FaceTime?” I asked.

She didn’t need me to elaborate; she knew who I was talking about. Tears welled up in her eyes.

“I can’t even imagine how confused she must be,” she sniffled. “I told her I’d do everything I could to make sure she was safe and happy not even a week ago, and then she woke up this morning and I was gone. She must hate me.”

“She’d never hate you, angel,” I told her. “She loves you. So much. And she was awake when you went into her room before you left. She’s sad, but mostly she’s scared for you. She understands more than you think. I know it’s a risk to call her, but I think you both need this.”

Daphne nodded, and I grabbed my phone off of the nightstand I’d set it on so I could call Rachel. She answered within two rings.

“Ezra. Oh, my God. Daph. You’re okay. Thank God,” she sighed in relief.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Daphne sniffled, curling closer to me. “Hi, Rachel.”

“Not that I don’t want to talk to you, Rach, but is Ari there?” I asked.

Rachel smiled. “Yeah. Just a second.”

She walked through Hector’s house, and when she got to the living room, she turned the camera so I could see Hector playing a game of dominos with my daughter. I smiled. He’d always been amazing with her. Selfishly, I hoped things worked out between him and Rachel, just because I would have loved for him to be in Arielle’s life more.

“Ari, someone wants to talk to you,” Rachel called.

Arielle hopped up from the couch and zoomed over to Rachel, practically yanking the phone out of her hands.

“Daddy!” she exclaimed.

“Hey, munchkin,” I chuckled weakly.

“Daphne,” she murmured. “Daddy found you.”

Daphne sniffled quietly, but smiled. “Yeah, he did. I’m so sorry I left without saying goodbye, sweetheart.”

“You said goodbye,” Arielle told her. “You just thought I was asleep.”

“That’s right. I did. You know I meant every word of that, right? I love you so much. That’s why I had to leave. Because when you love someone, you’ll do anything to keep them safe. And in this case, that meant making sure that I was far away from you so you wouldn’t get hurt.”

“I know,” Arielle sniffled. “It’s okay.”

I heard Daphne swallow hard, like she was trying not to cry, and I kissed her head.

“Listen, jelly bean, we need to get going. We’re still figuring out what we’re doing until Daphne’s tour starts back up. Daphne just wanted to see you for a minute. But we’ll call back and say goodnight a little later, okay?” I said.

She nodded. “Okay. Love you, Daddy.”

“Love you too, munchkin.”

“Love you, Daphne,” she added.

Daphne choked on a sob, covering her mouth so it didn’t escape.

“I love you too, sweet girl,” she said, just above a whisper.

I hung up with her, and as soon as I did, Daphne moved to straddle my legs, clinging to me like a vice as she let the tears she’d been holding back break free. I combed my fingers through her hair and kissed her head.

“It’s not fair,” she sobbed. “That was the first time Ari told me she loved me, and it was over a damn FaceTime call. I should have been there with her. I just want to wrap her up in blankets and love on her and keep her safe, and I hate that I can’t. I hate Hugh. I fucking hate him, Ezra! I hate him so much. I want him fucking dead for making me leave her like this!”

My eyes stung; I squeezed them shut. I’d cried enough today already, and Daphne was upset enough as it was. But these tears were different. They were because I didn’t know how else to express my feelings. The love I had for this woman. The overwhelming relief and gratitude that I’d found her safe and unharmed. And the awe that she cared this deeply about my daughter.

The seventeen-year-old girl who gave birth to Arielle had never been interested in caring for her. Not really. It was like as soon as she figured out that she had an actual living, breathing human to take care of, she changed her mind about wanting to be a mother. And she’d left that living, breathing human behind and never looked back. Unfriended me on social media, never called, never even sent her daughter a damn birthday card. 

I’d never understood how Katelynn had been able to just turn her back on her own flesh and blood like that. From the second I’d looked at that beautiful baby girl in the hospital, I was wrapped around her little finger. It just about killed me every time I had to leave her for work, but she knew I was doing it for her. Everything I did was for her, so I could give her the best life possible.

Then Daphne came into our lives. Somehow, she just fit with us like she’d always been there. She had no obligation to love my daughter, but she did. In the few months she’d known Arielle, she’d been more of a mother to her than Katelynn ever was. She spoiled her, but didn’t go overboard. She spent time with her and made an effort to connect with her, and the smile on her face when she did always lit up the room all by itself. And if that wasn’t enough to prove to me how much she cared about my daughter, the bucket of tears she was shedding over not being able to be with her right now would have done it.

“It’s not forever, Daph,” I murmured. “I told you, you belong in my life, and you belong in Ari’s life. And I’m going to fight like hell to keep you where you belong. We’re going to find Hugh and he’s going to go to jail for a very long time. And the second we do, I will bring Ari to wherever we are so you can see her again. I promise.”

She pulled back and looked at me, tears still streaming down her face. I cradled her face in my hands and used my thumbs to wipe some of them away.

“I love you,” she sniffled.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to hearing that come out of her mouth. I kissed her, and my heart broke all over again tasting the salt from her tears on her lips.

“Can you say that one more time? I didn’t hear you,” I teased.

She giggled, still sniffling.

“I. Love. You,” she repeated.
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“I don’t want to know where the property is, but call me when you get there safe,” Jillian told Daphne as she hugged her goodbye.

“We will,” Daphne promised. “Thank you, Jill. For everything.”

“You’ve done so much more for me,” she said. “I love you, Daph.”

“I love you too.”

“When all this is over, do me a favor and bring that adorable little girl out here for a visit so I can meet her.”

Daphne chuckled. “We will.”

I turned to look at her, and even though it had been a full day, it was still strange seeing her without her pink highlights. She’d had Jillian get her some hair dye and gotten rid of them yesterday, saying that she’d have them put back in before the first show back. But she knew they were a dead giveaway and she wanted to minimize the chances of her being spotted in or around the house we were going to be staying in.

“Ready to get out of here, baby?” I asked. “We need to leave soon if we’re going to get there before dark.”

She nodded and carried her duffel bag to my car, then got in the passenger seat without a word. It was a four-hour ride to Wilkes-Barre, so we needed to get a move on, because if someone started tailing us and we needed to lose them, it would be easier for me to tell in daylight rather than at night.

Only four people knew the exact location of the house that Daphne and I were going to be staying in for three weeks until her tour started up again: me, her, Mel, and Jill’s friend Millie, who owned the property. Millie had stocked the place up with enough groceries for a few weeks so we didn’t have to leave, and Mel was going to be meeting us there with Daphne’s bus two days before we were due at her first stop of the next leg, Seattle. Daphne had worked it out with her other driver, Vance, that he’d meet us in Philadelphia before we headed out. It was a little out of the way, but she said she’d rather do that than have him know where she was. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him; she just figured that if he didn’t know where she was, he didn’t have to lie if someone asked. At least, that was her story and she was sticking to it.

As far as where the bus was staying until then? Mel had picked it up from my parents’ house yesterday, and he was going to be keeping it on his family’s property in the Catskills. She trusted him completely to keep her bus safe until she needed it again.

“You okay, angel?” I asked as I started the car, turning to look at her. “What’s going on in that gorgeous head of yours?”

“I just hate this so much. All of it. I feel safe with you, but I’m still scared. You know?”

I pulled her into a soft kiss. “I know. I hate it too, and I’m scared too. But we’re in this together. No matter what.”
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The second I opened my eyes, a knot formed in my stomach.

Today was the first show on the second leg of the tour. Granted, I was going stir crazy, and I was glad to get to see the sky today, but Jack Henry had been trying to find Hugh for going on four weeks now, and they hadn’t found a thing. So that meant that Hugh was still out there, and he knew exactly where I’d be today, and when. 

I’d brought up canceling the tour until we found Hugh, but Jack said that wasn’t a good idea, because that would clue him in that I knew he was the one behind everything. Jack also pointed out that, with all the security at my shows, this could actually work to our benefit, because it could draw Hugh out in an environment where I’d be protected at all times. And he and a few of the guys on his team were here too, and they’d stay with us until Hugh was apprehended. Because he was crossing state lines stalking me, that made it a federal case, so we’d need the FBI there to arrest him anyway.

The thought of literally using myself as bait terrified me and felt weird on so many levels, but I didn’t really know what else I was supposed to do. The alternative would have been canceling all further public appearances until we caught Hugh and basically turning into a hermit. That was no way to live.

“Morning,” Ezra said softly, kissing my hair.

“I hate this. I’ve never gotten stage fright before, but I’m terrified to do this show tonight,” I sighed. “I can’t explain it, but I just have this awful feeling that something bad is going to happen tonight.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you, baby,” he said, tilting my chin up and making me look at him. “You have a whole team of people whose sole job is to keep you safe. But we do need to get going soon. Sound check’s early because you’ve got the hairstylist coming to give you those famous pink highlights back. Remember?”

I snorted. “I hate making someone come to me. I always go to the salon like a normal person.”

“You are the most low-maintenance celebrity I’ve ever worked for,” he chuckled, stealing a kiss.

“I try to be. I seriously feel like I’m going to throw up, though,” I admitted.

“Let’s get ready and get out of here, and I’ll see if I can hunt down some ginger ale for you.”

I smiled and kissed him again before moving to get up. And the second I moved, I had to make a dash for the bathroom. I barely made it to the toilet before I threw up. Groaning, I grabbed one of the glasses on the counter and got some water, then grabbed my toiletry bag to get some Mylanta. But as I pulled the bottle out, another item caught my attention: my box of tampons.

I did some quick math in my head and realized that my period was almost three weeks late. Granted, it could just have been because of stress. I’d been under a crazy amount of stress the past few months. And if it hadn’t been for the fact that I’d just thrown up this morning, I probably would have brushed it off as that. But even though the throwing up could also have been from stress, and even though we always used condoms and I was on the pill too, I just had this feeling it wasn’t. I couldn’t explain it. 

I debated talking to Ezra before we even left the hotel room, but I didn’t want to freak him out if this was just stress. The issue was, though, that I couldn’t just walk into a drugstore and buy a pregnancy test. Even though I’d gotten rid of my pink highlights while I was in hiding, I was still way too easily recognizable. Every tabloid in the entire world would be running the story before I stepped onstage tonight.

After taking a swig of Mylanta, I headed back into the bedroom to find that Ezra was gone, probably making sure it was safe to get me to the car. I quickly got dressed, then grabbed my phone and sent a text to the one person I could trust to run this errand for me and keep it quiet.

Me: I hate to do this, but I need a favor.

Sam: What’s up?

Me: Can you get me a pregnancy test? I’ll pay you back. I just can’t be seen buying it. I know this could just be stress, but I’m going crazy not knowing.

Sam: Your money’s no good with me. I’ll have it at sound check. Deep breaths, babe.

Me: You’re the best. Love you. <3

Sam: *kiss emoji*

I tried to take deep breaths, but it was almost impossible. The thing was, though, I was equal parts terrified and happy. 

I was terrified because Hugh was still out there somewhere, and God only knew what he’d do if he even had a suspicion that I might be pregnant. He’d jumped Samantha just because I hooked up with her backstage before a show. If he knew I was pregnant with Ezra’s child? He’d probably make me watch him kill the man and little girl who had become my whole world and then kill me slowly and painfully.

But the thought of having a child with Ezra? Of building a family with him and Arielle? It wasn’t nearly as scary as I would have thought it would be. In fact, it made me want to cry from pure happiness.

I’d had a pregnancy scare a couple of months after I broke up with Chad, when I realized I hadn’t gotten my period since we were together. Taylor had held me as I cried, sat with me as I waited for the timer on my phone to go off after I took the test, and told me that I’d get through it, no matter if that second line showed up on the stick or not. I hadn’t even wanted to tell him because we’d only just met, but he could tell something was wrong and said that after all the times I’d listened to him talk about what happened to him, he wanted to be there for me if I was having a hard time. I’d needed to talk to someone, so I told him. At least I knew he’d understand why the thought of having any sort of connection to Chad scared the shit out of me. Thankfully, the test came back negative, and when I went to see a gynecologist, she’d put me on a different birth control because it turned out that the pill she had me on was what had caused my cycle to become irregular. 

Looking back, that was when I knew Taylor was my person. The kind of friend who would be there for me through thick and thin. And he was the one I wanted to talk to about this now. 

But this time, it was different. Because this time, even though the timing was horrible, my fear wasn’t of becoming a mother. It was of my psycho manager finding out about it and using it against me.

I knew I couldn’t call him and talk to him about it, though. Not before I talked to Ezra. The only reason I’d even told Samantha was because I needed her to get me that test, since I couldn’t get it myself.

A pair of hands landed on my shoulders, and a kiss was pressed to the top of my head.

“We’re all clear to get going. As soon as you eat something,” Ezra said.

I nodded and stood up, throwing my phone into my purse.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No,” I admitted. “I’m scared. And I feel like I’m going to puke again.”

That was close enough to the truth. I was scared of doing this show tonight. But that wasn’t why I felt like I was going to puke again.

He pulled me into his arms and kissed my forehead. “You’re safe, baby. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

“I know you’ll do your best not to,” I assured him. “I trust you. And the rest of the guys.”

“I know you don’t feel good, but will you do me a favor and try to eat something before we go? Having an empty stomach is just making this worse.”

I smiled. I loved how concerned he was about me. He always had been, even before we became a couple.

“I’ll try,” I conceded.
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“Hey, Daph,” Samantha said, giving me a hug as she walked into the arena. “How are you feeling?”

“Honestly? I’m scared to death to do this show tonight, even with the FBI here to back Ezra and his team up,” I admitted.

“I know. But, realistically, this is the best plan we have. And it’s our best chance of catching Hugh. I could always tell there was something off about him.”

“I wish I’d seen it sooner. I mean, I knew he was a sleaze, but I never thought he was completely unhinged. I have to wonder if I could have stopped it before it came to this,” I sighed. 

“Stop that. He’s a psycho. That’s not on you,” she scolded me. “You can’t blame yourself.”

“I’m trying not to. Um, did you get the…?”

“Yep. It’s in my bag. Do you want it now?”

I shook my head. “I have nowhere to put it. I’ll take it after sound check.”

“Okay. Ready to go get sound check over with?”

“Yep. Let’s do it.”
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The sound check went off without a hitch, just like it usually did. Except for the fact that going up in my harness made me feel like puking. But there was nothing I could do about that, except for take Mylanta right before the show to try to calm my stomach.

Sam walked offstage with me and ushered me to where she’d put her bag, opening it to reveal the box I was looking for.

“Do you want me to come with you, babe?” she asked.

Even though I felt horrible letting anyone find out before Ezra, I couldn’t do this alone. So I nodded.

“Come on,” she encouraged me, giving me a hug.

We went to the bathroom, and I locked the door behind us. Then Samantha pulled the test out of her purse and handed it to me. I ripped it open and read the instructions before disappearing into a stall and sticking the plastic stick between my legs to pee on it. I wished I had a cup to pee into, but if I was going to be a mother, I’d have to get used to way worse stuff than getting a little bit of pee on my hands.

After wiping the stick off and sticking it back into the box, I went to wash my hands. Samantha was standing there looking at me sympathetically.

“Can you set a timer on your phone for five minutes?” I asked as I turned the sink on and put way too much soap on my hands.

She pulled her phone out and set the timer, then turned back to me. “Can I ask a stupid question?”

“Yeah, of course. What?”

“What happens if it’s positive? How serious are you and Ezra?”

I smiled. “That’s not what I’m worried about. We haven’t talked about what’s happening after this tour’s over, but I’m not planning on breaking up with him. I love him and Ari too much to do that. Maybe it’s not ideal right now, but I know we’ll figure out a way to make it work. I’m worried about what happens if Hugh finds out before we catch him.”

“We’re going to catch him. I can guarantee he’s been waiting for tonight. When he knew exactly where you’d be and when. And I can guarantee he thinks no one’s going to think twice because he’s your manager. He doesn’t know that everyone on this crew has been briefed, and he doesn’t know that three FBI agents are here waiting to arrest him. So try not to worry about that. How do you think Ezra will react? If you’re right?”

“Honestly? I don’t know. And no matter what happens, I have to wait until after the VIP meet and greet to talk to him because the hairstylist is waiting for me now. I’m going to tell him about this regardless. I hate that I’m keeping it from him now. But I just want to know one way or the other before we talk. You know?”

“Yeah, I get it. You’ve got enough uncertainty in your life right now. You want to be able to talk about what’s going to happen, not what might happen.”

Before I could respond, the timer on her phone went off. I froze, suddenly unable to make my hands move to get the box off the counter and take the test out. Samantha gave me a hug, then grabbed the box and handed it to me.

“Can’t put it off forever, babe,” she said. “Go on. Look at it.”

I took a deep breath and pulled the plastic stick that felt like it was about to determine my whole future out of the box. Then I took another breath before turning it over and reading the message on the small screen.

Pregnant.
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When Daphne walked out of her dressing room to head to the meet and greet, she looked…I didn’t know how to describe it. She wasn’t anxious, exactly. And she wasn’t scared, either. I’d seen those emotions on her face before. This was different. The best way I could describe it was that she looked nervous, and maybe a little unsure. But even that wasn’t quite right.

“You okay, angel?” I asked.

She nodded. “Sort of. We need to talk after the meet and greet, though. Can the guys manage without you for a little while?”

Okay, now I was nervous. More than a little nervous. Maybe my last real relationship before her had been in high school, but I still knew that good things never followed the phrase “we need to talk.”

“Yeah, of course,” I told her, forcing myself to keep my voice even. “Do you want to talk now? Just get it over with?”

“We don’t have time. Not the kind of time we need. We’ll have the time while I’m getting changed into my stage clothes.”

Well, it couldn’t be too bad if her plan involved talking to me while she was changing her clothes. Right?

“Okay,” I said, looking to make sure we were alone before stealing a kiss, then lowering my voice to a whisper. “I love you.”

That earned me a smile.

“I love you too,” she mumbled.
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Even though Jack and his team were here, and even though Logan and Brock had joined Frankie and I in the room for the meet and greet today, it seemed like that didn’t lessen Daphne’s fear. Every time Frankie brought someone new into the room, Daphne tensed up until she saw that it wasn’t Hugh.

I could tell that whatever she wanted to tell me was weighing on her too. She wasn’t rude to her fans, but she wasn’t her usual bright and bubbly self with them. Normally, unless it was a man who was trying to cop a feel, she loved talking to her fans. But today, it seemed like she would rather be anywhere else.

After the final VIPs were escorted out, Daphne turned to me and swallowed hard, looking like she was about to throw up. I really hoped she wasn’t sick. Because performing with a stomach bug didn’t seem like a great combo.

“Ready to head back?” I asked.

She nodded, but didn’t say anything. I pulled her into a hug and pressed my lips to her hairline before leading her to the door. She was silent the entire way back to her dressing room, and it seemed like the closer we got, the tenser she became.

As soon as I shut and locked the door behind us, I turned and gave her a real kiss. The kind I couldn’t give her in front of anyone else. She whimpered quietly as she clung to me, and I walked her backward to the couch. I sat down, intending to pull her to sit on my lap, but she sat on the other end of the couch.

What in the hell was going on? What was she so afraid to tell me?

“Baby, just say it. Whatever it is, I can take it,” I told her. “You’re starting to scare me.”

“I don’t know how to say it. Except to just blurt it out. I’m pregnant. I had Sam get me a test and I took it right after the sound check. I would have talked to you before the meet and greet if I hadn’t had to get my hair done. I hated keeping it from you, but I didn’t want to tell you until I knew for sure one way or the other. We have enough unknowns in our lives already and I didn’t want this to be another one. Well, it still sort of is, I guess. But not in the same way.”

The words came out at a mile a minute, and my head spun as I finally caught up with everything she was saying.

Daphne was pregnant. I was going to be a father. Again.

How had this happened? She’d told me she was on the pill. Hell, I’d seen her taking her pill. And we always used condoms too. Every single time. 

Then it hit me. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d brought a woman home before Daphne. The one and only time we had sex at my house, I’d used a condom from my nightstand. And I hadn’t even thought to check the expiration date. But that box had been there so long that I literally couldn’t remember when I’d bought it.

I wanted a life with Daphne. I knew that without a doubt. And sure, that included having kids together one day. But we’d only been together for a few months. We hadn’t even talked about what would happen with us once this tour was over. Now we had to factor a baby into the equation too.

And then there was Arielle. Up until just a few months ago, it had just been the two of us. She was still adjusting to having Daphne in her life. How would she react to finding out that not only was Daphne going to be in our lives now, but she wouldn’t be my only child anymore? Especially after what had happened with Tim. How was I supposed to explain the difference to her? Would she even see a difference?

“Ezra, say something,” Daphne sniffled. “Tell me we’ll figure this out. Yell at me because apparently a condom broke and my birth control decided not to work too. Ask me how the hell we’re supposed to deal with this while Hugh’s still out there. Ask me how we’re supposed to explain this to Ari. Tell me it’s too soon and we can’t do this right now. Or break up with me and tell me to figure it out on my own.”

That made me snap out of the daze I was in. The last thing I wanted her to interpret my silence as was me not wanting to be with her anymore. I pulled her into my arms, then lifted her onto my lap.

“We will figure it out, Daph,” I told her. “I’m not going to lie to you and tell you that I know how, but I’m not walking away from this, or from you.”

“What happens when Hugh finds out?” she whispered. “He’ll kill me. And probably you too.”

I kissed her forehead. “I’ll kill him before he lays even a finger on you.”

“What are we supposed to tell Ari? How does this even work after my tour’s over?”

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “I wish I had the answers right now, but I don’t. But we have time. And you’ve got enough to worry about right now. So just try to get some rest, and we’ll talk more about it later. When you’re not a nervous wreck about performing tonight. Okay?”

Daphne nodded and laid her head on my shoulder. “Will you stay with me? At least for a little while?”

“Of course. Let me set an alarm on my phone and let the guys know where I am in case they need me.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket so I could send a group text to my team and set an alarm for half an hour before she had to be onstage. That would give her enough time to get into her stage clothes and touch up her makeup. Then I laid down on the couch, encouraging her to curl up next to me.

“Thank you,” she said in a small voice. “For staying.”

I hated this. The fact that she felt the need to ask me if I’d stay with her when she obviously needed me. The fact that she was thanking me for it. It felt like she was trying to distance herself from me, like she thought I was going to turn tail and run. 

Was I scared? Of course I was. But I loved Daphne. And I knew we’d find a way to make this work. Now just wasn’t the time to hash out the details. We could do that tomorrow, when we had a free travel day. Or, even better, we could do it after we caught Hugh.

I tilted her chin up and kissed her, and I could feel her choking on a sob as she deepened it and clung to me like a life raft in the middle of the ocean.

“I love you, Daph,” I murmured. “Don’t ever doubt that. I already knew you belonged in my life. The only thing this is doing is forcing us to get our shit together a little sooner. Okay?”

She nodded. “I’m not scared of being a mother. I’m not scared of the commitment. I love this baby so much already, and I love you and Ari. I already knew I wanted to spend my life with you. I’m scared of what happens when Hugh finds out about this. And I’m worried about how Ari’s going to take it. I know she loves me, but it’s been just the two of you for so long. Now she has a new woman in her life, and she’ll have a baby brother or sister in less than a year. That’s a lot for any kid to adjust to.”

Even though I already knew she wasn’t Katelynn, hearing her say that out loud and getting verbal confirmation that she wasn’t scared of committing to me, Arielle, and this baby was like a huge weight being lifted off of my chest. And it gave me hope that, somehow, we’d make this work.
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“Okay, Daph, going live in ten…nine…eight…seven…six…five…four…” Greg said, then counted the final three numbers down on his fingers before pointing at her.

As the intro to “Get the Party Started” played and I got out of Daphne’s way so she could start walking to the stage, my radio earpiece crackled.

“Yates to Team Angel and Team Bravo,” Neil said, his voice shaking and barely louder than a whisper. “The anaconda is loose. Repeat, the anaconda is loose.”

Fuck. Shit. Motherfucker. God fucking damn it!

That was the code that my team and the FBI agents had come up with to tell each other if Hugh was spotted on the premises.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down enough to do my job and keep the woman I loved safe. 

We’d talked this through a thousand times. I knew the game plan. Don’t pull Daphne off the stage. Don’t alert the audience to the danger. Try to get eyes on Hugh, but do not confront him. Call over the radio for help from the feds when we got eyes on him, so one of the agents could come take him down.

Knowing the game plan and actually putting it into action were two very different things, though. Especially when the person who was in danger was my girlfriend. My pregnant girlfriend.

“You know the plan, everyone,” came Jack’s voice over the radio. “Get eyes on the target, but do not confront. Call for Team Bravo, and we will apprehend the suspect. And do not go anywhere alone. Two at a time, always. Watch each other’s sixes.”

“Ten-four,” I told him. “Team, who’s close to the wings? I need another set of eyes on Angel.”

“I can see you from where I am,” Garth said. “I’ll be there in two minutes.”

“Thanks, O’Brien. Everyone else, stay sharp and stay safe. We don’t know if he’s armed,” I instructed.

I turned my attention to the stage as the knot in my stomach twisted tighter and tighter. I wasn’t sure what was worse: waking up to find her gone and while Hugh was in the wind or knowing that we were all sharing breathing space with this psycho.

“We’ll get him, Ezra,” I heard Garth say from beside me as Daphne started her second song. “This is going to end tonight.”

I nodded tensely, not taking my eyes off of my woman as the pulley started to lift her into the air. Her voice faltered a little, and I wondered if being lifted up like this was making her sick. She’d taken a swig of Mylanta before going onstage tonight, so hopefully that was enough to keep her morning sickness at bay for now.

Just as the second verse started, a gunshot sounded.

The audience screamed as the tech team quickly started to lower Daphne.

Another gunshot hit the lighting rig right behind her, making it spark and fall down. I took my eyes off of Daphne for a split second and looked across the stage into the other wing. I found myself staring at a man who, until now, I’d only seen pictures of.

Hugh Shapiro was here, less than ten feet away from my girlfriend. The look in his eyes was a mixture of anger and excitement, like he was getting off on the terror he was causing everyone. 

He fired one more shot—this time hitting the rope she was attached to and making her fall the final three feet to the stage—before turning around and disappearing.

I dashed out onto the stage and rushed Daphne back into the wings, reaching behind her and switching her mic off so I could talk to her. 

“Are you hurt, baby?” I asked, making her look me in the eye.

She shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “He’s here. He’s going to kill me.”

“No, he’s not. He won’t get anywhere close to you. We’re going to lock ourselves in your dressing room, and if he comes in, he’ll be dead before he knows what hit him,” I told her.

“Edwards to Team Angel and Team Bravo. I have eyes on the anaconda. Backstage headed to Angel’s dressing room,” Frankie said over the radio.

Fuck. I couldn’t barricade her in her dressing room. I needed to get her out of here.

“Daph, come with us,” I said, taking her hand. “We need to get you out of here.”

“Let me take her,” Garth said immediately. “He’ll expect it to be you. He won’t expect me.”

“I’m not letting her out of my sight!” I snapped.

This woman was my whole world. The thought of letting her leave while the man who had been trying to hurt her for months was in the vicinity was agony. I couldn’t do it.

“Ezra, I get it. But you know letting me take her is the smart move,” Garth countered.

“He’s right, babe,” Daphne sniffled. “He knows you’d never leave me. It’s the last thing he’ll expect. If you’re still here, he’ll think I am too.”

I took a deep breath and swallowed the terror I felt at the thought of trusting her safety to someone else. Because, as much as I hated to admit it, they were right. I pulled Daphne into a kiss, not giving a fuck who saw anymore. As terrifying as the thought was, if this was the last time I ever saw her, I needed to make it count.

“Garth, take her back to the hotel and lock yourselves in her suite. If he comes in, shoot first and ask questions later,” I instructed, then looked at Daphne. “I love you. So much. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“I love you,” she sobbed.

I kissed her again, unable to find any more words. What did a person say in a situation like this?

“Guys, your romance is the stuff of legends, but can we do this later? You know, psycho on the loose and all,” Garth said.

I felt like snapping at him, except that he was right.

“Go,” I told them.

“I’ll look after your girl, Ezra. I promise,” he said, quickly squeezing my shoulder, then turning to Daphne. “Come on, Daph. Let’s get a move on.”

He took his jacket off and covered her head with it as he rushed her away. I watched them for a minute, feeling like my heart was being ripped out of my chest, and then I turned to head in the direction of her dressing room to join the search. 

No one was taking this fucker down but me. 
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He. Let. Her. Go.

The fucking moron actually let her go. He thought he was so smart, sending my doll off with one of his buddies instead of taking her somewhere else himself.

Not that it mattered. He’d be dead soon anyway. Along with his spawn. Both of them. That little brat on Long Island, and the one inside Daphne. And his minions would be next.

I should have killed Daphne. I fucking wanted to when I heard her and that prick Ezra talking through her dressing room door. I fucking told her I don’t share. And what did she do? Fucked around with that pumped-up side of beef. Let him stick his cock inside that tight, wet pussy. My tight, wet pussy. Let him fuck her. Let him put a fucking baby in her.

But I couldn’t kill her. After years of searching, years of taking the wrong girls and tiring of them, after years of having to clean up after myself when I got bored with them and had to dispose of them, I’d finally found her. The one I’d never tire of. The one I was supposed to keep forever.

At least it was still early. We could still have a doctor take care of her little problem. And then I’d punish her for it. Until she understood who she belonged to. Until she understood that the only cock that belonged in her was mine.

“Where’d he take her?” I growled to the pussy I’d blackmailed to help me.

“I—I don’t know,” Josh stammered, like a fucking little girl.

I stuck my gun under his chin. “Yes, you fucking do. You managed this whole tour, you fucking prick. That’s why I had you help me. Now, tell me where he’s taking Daphne, or I’ll blow your fucking brains out!”

“Th—the Hil—Hilton. The Hilton. Room 1042,” he choked out. “Don’t hurt me. I did everything you asked.”

“You mean like letting them bring in the goddamn FBI?”

“I told you, Ezra did that behind my back! I had nothing to do with it. By the time I found out, it was too late! And you’re the one who let it slip that it was you. Daph figured it out. She knows,” he whimpered.

“She figured it out because I wanted her to know!” I exclaimed. “She didn’t get the message. She belongs to me, and she’s whoring herself out to her fucking band and her fucking crew! And I had to find that out for myself. You didn’t tell me what she was doing like you were supposed to! You stopped, and I had to find out for myself. I told you I’d only keep you around as long as you were useful. That’s not very useful, is it, Josh?”

“Just let me go,” he sniveled. “Let me go. I promise I won’t say anything to anyone.”

Fucking useless prick. I pulled the trigger and watched his brains splatter across the wall. Just like I’d done to that fucker Chad. They’d both outlived their usefulness, and I couldn’t risk them squealing to the goddamn feds after I finally had Daphne all to myself. 

Chad was supposed to show her what horrible taste she had in men. Why she needed me to show her the way. And Josh? He was supposed to deliver my gifts. To help me show Daphne how special she was. How good I’d treat her once we were finally together. And he was supposed to tell me everything she did. But he’d stopped doing that. He’d failed so fucking spectacularly that Daphne was knocked up now.

“No. You won’t tell anyone,” I said, sticking my gun back in my belt.

Keeping in the shadows, I walked back to the exit, watching all the fucking simpletons still looking all over the damn stadium for me. Everywhere except for where I was. What kind of fucktards had Daphne hired to protect her if they couldn’t even find one man who was hiding in plain sight?

I waited until two of them walked right past me, then slipped out the door and started walking the four blocks to the hotel. 

Fuck. That was a police car. I ducked behind a building to wait for it to pass, allowing my mind to wander. Reminding myself that this was all going to be worth it.

Finally, after months of waiting, I was going to bring my doll home with me tonight. My cock stiffened, knowing what was coming. Knowing that it would finally be right where it belonged: deep inside her.

My hands made their way to the button and zipper of my pants of their own accord, and I closed my eyes as I grasped my aching dick, picturing Daphne on her knees in front of me, begging my forgiveness for fucking that dickwad.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry, babe.”

I slapped her face. I’d told her exactly what to call me.

“What did I say?!” I yelled.

“Sir,” she whimpered. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“What are you sorry for?”

“For letting him fuck me.”

“Who do you belong to?”

“You,” she sobbed.

“Whose cock belongs in that pussy?”

“Yours,” she wailed.

“Show me how sorry you are, doll,” I demanded, shoving my cock against her lips. “Be a good girl and take it all.”

Tears streamed down her face as she brushed her lips over the head, swiping her tongue over it.

“Stop fucking playing around,” I growled. “Suck my fucking cock!”

Finally, her mouth slid all the way down my length, and the sound of her gagging as she took me down her throat filled the room. I pushed myself all the way down, loving the sound of her choking on my dick.

“Fuck yes,” I groaned. “Oh, fuck, doll. Your mouth feels so fucking good. But I bet that tight pussy feels better. I can’t fucking wait to find out.”

I kept fucking her face, thrusting my cock all the way down her throat faster and faster, and the sound of her slurping and choking filled the room. Her tears landed on my shaft, and she drank them down as her mouth slid back over them.

“Are you ever going to let another cock inside that pussy again?” I demanded.

She gagged again as she choked on a sob, making her throat contract around me.

“Fucking right, you won’t,” I groaned as the pressure quickly built up to a crescendo.

I pulled out of her mouth and came all over that pretty little face, marking her with my seed, just like the whore she was.

God damn it. I didn’t have anything to clean myself up with, and now I had cum all over my hand and my cock. I shouldn’t have given in. I should have waited until I had the real thing.

Without another option, I pulled the pair of panties I’d stolen from Daphne’s house out of my pocket to clean up the mess and then balled them up and stuck them back in my pocket. I hated ruining them like that, but desperate times called for desperate measures. And soon, I wouldn’t need her panties anymore, because I’d have her.

Looking out onto the street, I could see that it was clear. Not a police cruiser or an Escalade in sight. It was safe to keep moving.

Time to go get my doll. Tonight, she’d finally be mine.
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Fucking incompetent morons. What kind of idiots don’t even tell the hotel staff when they’re looking for someone who might be coming for one of their guests? Apparently Eagle fucking Security. Because I just waltzed right through the lobby and onto the elevator and no one even batted an eye.

I got off on the tenth floor and headed in the direction of suite 1042, trying to make as little sound as possible. I couldn’t give Daphne and the fucktard who was guarding her any hint that I was here. Then they might have tried to hide her from me.

Standing in front of the door to her suite, I fired a shot right into the door lock. I turned the doorknob, but it wasn’t moving.

Fuck. Had I actually just locked myself out of her room?

“No!” I growled, throwing all of my weight against the door.

The door shook on its hinges, but it didn’t move. I fired another shot, this time at the doorframe. The wood broke, so I was getting somewhere. With one more shove against the door, it finally broke free.

A gunshot rang out, and I felt a blinding pain in my shoulder before I even registered what was happening.

I looked right at the fucker who was standing between me and my doll with a smug look on his face, then pointed my gun and shot him in the chest.

“Garth!” Daphne screamed. “Oh, my God!”

He fell to the ground, yelling in pain.

“Daph, run! Get out of here!” he told her.

And as I took another step toward Daphne, she tried to make a run for it, just like he’d told her to. But I was faster and stronger, and I caught her in my arms.

“No!” she screamed. “Let me go, Hugh! Help! Someone! Help me!”

I slammed her against the wall and put a hand over her mouth to keep her from yelling anymore. Someone might think I was going to hurt her.

Well, I would hurt her. But I had to punish her. I had to make her see who she belonged to.

“You going to be quiet like a good girl?” I asked.

She whimpered, but didn’t respond.

“You don’t obey very well, do you, doll?” I said, using my other hand to finally touch her.

My hand skimmed up her side, under her shirt. But then blinding pain seared through me as she hit me right on the gunshot wound in my shoulder.

“Fuck, Daphne!” I screamed. “You’ll pay for that!”

She spat in my face. “Fuck you.”

“Oh, you’ve been fucking, all right. But it’s not me you’ve been fucking, is it? No, you’ve been fucking that moron, Ezra. You let him kiss you. Let him touch you. Let him stick his cock in you. Let him put a fucking baby in you!” I growled.

Her eyes went wide. “No. No, no, no…oh, God.”

“Yeah, that’s right, doll. I know all about that. I know about how you let him knock you up. And I know about that little brat he has on Long Island. I know all about you trying to play happy families with them. I could have left them alone, but you had to bring them into this. You had to let him touch what was mine. So now, they have to go. I can’t have anyone coming to look for you, can I?” I chuckled.

“No. Please!” she sobbed. “She’s just a kid! She’s innocent! And he was just trying to protect me. Leave them out of this. I’m the one who didn’t listen. Kill me.”

“Oh, I thought about it. But I can’t do that. I’ve worked too hard, waited for too long, to have you all to myself to let that little brat and her daddy take you from me. And now, I have you. You’re mine,” I said. “And I’ll make sure you never forget who you belong to again.”

Fuck, I needed to get her out of here. Now. I needed to get her back to New York so I could show her who she belonged to. Teach her a lesson about fucking around with anyone else. I’d tie her to the bed and give her so many lashes with my flogger and my cat that her back was raw. I’d wrap my hand around her throat and squeeze until she could barely breathe as I fucked her hard and deep, making her forget every other cock she’d ever had in her. I’d make her choke on my cock as she took me balls-deep into her throat to show me how sorry she was for letting another man fuck her. I’d make her—

My throbbing cock, unable to contain the rising pressure anymore, exploded, soaking the front of my pants. After I just fucking came not even half an hour ago. 

“What the fuck?” I groaned.

Daphne let out something that sounded like a cross between a laugh and a sob. I slapped her again, and she yelped. 

“Are you fucking mocking me?!” I growled. 

“Get the fuck away from her!” a man yelled.

“Ezra,” Daphne whimpered. “Thank God.”

“Daph, get out of the way,” he ordered.

I let another growl rip from my throat as I turned around to end this piece of shit once and for all. As I turned, I pushed through the searing pain in my shoulder to raise my gun, which had just one bullet left in it. Just enough to kill this motherfucker for fucking with my woman.

But his gun was already raised, aimed right at my head. And a gunshot rang out before I could pull my trigger.
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I stood there in shock as the bullet lodged into my former manager’s head and his lifeless body crumpled to the floor.

“Daph,” Ezra sighed in relief, clearing the distance to me in two strides. He claimed my lips in a searing kiss, then pulled me into his arms. “Thank fuck.”

“Ezra,” I sniffled as I clung to him.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, pulling back and cupping my face in his hands.

I hissed a little as his thumb brushed over the spot where Hugh had slapped me. Twice.

“What hurts, baby?” Ezra pressed.

“He…he hit me,” I told him. “On my face.”

“Motherfucker,” he growled.

“It’s okay,” I sniffled. “I’ll be okay.”

He kissed me again, but then a groan coming from the other side of the room reminded me that we weren’t the only two people here right now. And someone else was hurt way worse than I was.

“Shit!” I exclaimed, looking over at the other person in the room. “Garth!”

Ezra followed my gaze, and he immediately let go of me and rushed over to kneel next to Garth.

“Fuck, Garth,” he choked out, pressing his hand to the wound on Garth’s chest.

“I’m sorry, Ezra,” he groaned. “I couldn’t…I couldn’t stop him. I…tried.”

“None of that. Save your strength, man,” Ezra said, then looked at me. “Daph, get me a couple of towels from the bathroom.”

“I’m…fine,” Garth groaned. “Don’t—”

His eyes fluttered closed.

“No, open your eyes, Garth. Stay with me, man. Help’s on the way.” Ezra looked back up at me. “Daph. Towels. I need to try to get this bleeding slowed.”

Towels. Right. I dashed into the bathroom, grabbing every towel I could find. But before I could go back to the living room, the bile that had been churning in my stomach ever since I’d heard that first gunshot finally decided to make an appearance. 

As soon as I was done losing my dinner, I ran back into the living room with the towels before even flushing the toilet or rinsing my mouth out. I handed Ezra the towels, but then the sight of Garth’s blood soaking through the carpet and Hugh’s lifeless body, still holding his gun, lying less than ten feet away made my stomach turn again.

I barely made it back to the bathroom before I gave up another offering to the porcelain goddess. I heaved again and again and again. Even after there was nothing left to throw up, I just kept dry heaving as tears streamed down my face. I had to have been in there for at least twenty minutes when I heard someone else walk in.

“Are you all right, honey? Are you hurt?” I heard an unfamiliar female voice ask.

I shook my head. “I’m not…I’m not hurt.”

“Can you tell me your name?” 

“Daphne,” I sniffled as I stood up and flushed the toilet, then turned around. “Daphne DeVille.”

The woman chuckled warmly as she went to the sink and grabbed one of the glasses to fill it with water. I closed the lid on the toilet and sat down, taking the water from her and taking small sips.

“Thought I recognized those pink highlights,” she said, pulling a badge out of her pocket and showing it to me. “I’m Special Agent Sara Green with the FBI, but you can call me Sara if you want. You up for answering some questions, Daphne?”

“The man…the man who was shot. He’s one of my security guards. Is there someone who can help him?” I asked.

“Which man?” she asked.

Right. There was more than one man who had been shot.

“The blond man. Garth,” I clarified. “He was shot in the chest.”

“He’s on his way to the hospital right now. He lost a lot of blood, but I think he’ll be just fine. Can you tell me who the other man who was shot is?”

“He’s…he was…my manager. Hugh Shapiro. He’s been stalking me for almost six months. He shot his way into the room tonight and tried to kidnap me.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

I was about to tell her everything, and then realized that I’d be incriminating Ezra if I did. And I wasn’t about to be the reason he got arrested and went to jail. So, instead, I shook my head.

“Take all the time you need, Daphne. I’m not going anywhere,” she said with a kind smile. “I know you’ve been through a lot tonight.”

“You’ll arrest him,” I sniffled.

“Who?” she asked.

I shook my head, and she smiled again.

“Your other guard? Ezra Ramsay?” she guessed.

I didn’t say or do anything.

“We’re not looking at him as a suspect. Agent Henry is in the living room with him getting a statement, but we’re not looking to file charges,” she told me. “Would it make you feel more comfortable if I brought you out there so you can see that Ezra’s not in cuffs?”

I gave her a small nod.

“Come with me,” she murmured.

We walked into the living room, and I sighed in relief when I saw Jack Henry sitting with Ezra. Garth was gone—hopefully on his way to the hospital—and Hugh’s body was gone too.

“Daph,” Ezra sighed.

I sat down next to him, and he pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. I slid my arms around his waist and rested my head on his shoulder. Jack looked at me and smiled warmly.

“How are you holding up, Daphne?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

Was it weird that I didn’t really feel anything? Someone was dead. Someone I’d known for close to four years. Someone I’d worked with since I’d started performing.

But he was also someone who had built a room to keep me prisoner in and someone who would have abducted me if Ezra hadn’t come in when he did. So, more than anything, I was relieved. I was relieved that it was finally over. That I didn’t have to look over my shoulder and wonder who was hiding in the shadows anymore. 

“Are you hurt at all?” Jack asked.

I shook my head.

“You sure you don’t need to get checked out, angel?” Ezra pressed, discreetly sliding his hand down to touch my stomach. “You fell a few feet when your rig got shot down.”

I couldn’t help smiling a little at his concern for our son or daughter in the middle of this craziness.

“I’m sure. I’m okay. I promise,” I told him. “It doesn’t even hurt.”

“How far along are you, Daphne?” Sara asked.

Damn it. Maybe I didn’t have to worry about Hugh hurting me anymore, but I still didn’t want to announce this pregnancy to the world yet. She must have seen the hesitation to admit it on my face, because she just chuckled.

“Your secret’s safe with me. It’s not my place to say anything,” she promised. “I’m just trying to figure out if we should have some paramedics come check you out here.”

“Um…I think like six or seven weeks. I just found out today,” I sniffled.

“She should be fine, Dad,” she announced. “Daphne, if you notice any cramping or bleeding, have him take you to the ER. Otherwise, you should be okay.”

“Daphne, we do need to get statements from you and Ezra, and it would go a lot faster if we went down to the field office,” Jack said. “Are you up for that?”

I sighed. “I guess. Um…I hate to be this person, but is there a back door or something that you can take me out of?”

“Yeah, we can definitely do that,” Sara said.

“Is it okay if I grab a hoodie? Just to have something to cover my hair? It’s kind of a dead giveaway,” I said, feeling heat rise to color my cheeks.

“You’re not under arrest, sweetheart,” she told me. “You can completely change out of those clothes if you want to. We’ll wait for you.”

[image: ]

It took forever to give a statement to the FBI. Not only did I have to talk to them about what had been happening for the past several months, but I had to tell them about my dealings with Hugh in a professional capacity too. But I didn’t have anything to hide. I just told the truth.

When I was done giving my statement, Sara sighed.

“I’m sorry to break this news to you when you’re already going through so much, but Joshua Griffin was found dead at the stadium tonight,” she told me. “The New York office executed a search of Hugh Shapiro’s home and office, and there was evidence that he was working with Mr. Griffin. It seems like Mr. Griffin had a little bit of a gambling problem and owed a loan shark quite a bit of money. Mr. Shapiro kept telling him that he’d pay off his gambling debts if he did as he was told.”

“Oh, my God.” I choked on a sob. “That’s…that’s how he knew. How he knew everything I was doing almost before I did it. And that’s how he got the pictures of me backstage. Because Josh was helping him.”

“I also think you should know that it appears you weren’t Mr. Shapiro’s first victim. They found photographs of four other women in the same room he sent you pictures of. All of them have been reported missing over the past six years. We haven’t found remains yet, but we’re re-opening their cases as murder investigations. Hopefully, we can give their families some closure.”

More tears welled up as I processed this turn of events. 

My manager wasn’t just stalking me; he was a serial killer. Now he was dead. 

Josh was dead too, and he’d been working with Hugh to help him keep tabs on me while I was touring. 

I’d narrowly escaped being abducted as Hugh’s latest victim tonight.

Surprisingly, while I was relieved that Hugh was dead, I did shed some tears hearing about Josh. He wasn’t a bad guy. Yeah, he was kind of a jerk, but he did his job as my tour manager well. And really, he’d only turned into a jerk since Hugh had started stalking me. It was actually kind of sad that Hugh had found out about his financial problems and used that information against him, and it was devastating that it had ended up costing him his life. 

“Um…I don’t know if you’re allowed to do this, but is there any way I can get some contact information for Josh’s family?” I asked. “I’d like to pay for his funeral expenses if they’ll let me.”

“We haven’t made notification yet,” she said sympathetically. “Otherwise I would.”

“Can I give you my number and email address and have you pass it on to them? Let them know it goes right to me. I don’t have a manager for it to go to anymore anyway,” I sniffled.

“Yeah, that we can do. I’ll coordinate with our New York agents. That’s really generous of you,” she said with a smile as she handed me a pen and a piece of paper. “Agent Henry is still with Ezra, but you’re welcome to wait for him here if you want to, so you don’t have to be around the general public. I get the feeling you’re not up for autographs and pictures right now.”

“Not so much, no,” I agreed, chuckling weakly.

“Can I get you anything? Water? Ginger ale? Some saltines to snack on?”

“Some water would be great.”

She left and was back in another minute with a bottle of water. Then she squeezed my shoulder.

“I’ll leave you alone, but if you need me, I’m just through this door here. Okay?” she told me.

I nodded. “Thanks.”

Sara walked out of the room, and I pulled my phone out of my pocket. The first thing I did was call Mel to have him get my bus set up so Ezra and I could spend the night there. I didn’t even want to have the hotel get me to a different suite. I just wanted to be completely alone with Ezra tonight. I didn’t want to have to see people at all.

Then I called Taylor. I didn’t want to be alone, but I also didn’t want to talk to everyone about this just yet. I’d tell the girls soon, but I couldn’t handle that right now. I just needed my person.

“D?” he answered groggily. “What’s wrong? What time is it?”

“T,” I sobbed. “I need you.”

“I’m here, babe,” he assured me. “What happened?”

I took a deep breath and told him everything that happened tonight. Saying it all out loud made me start crying all over again. 

Damn it, what was taking Jack and Ezra so long? I needed my boyfriend right now and he was playing twenty questions with the damn FBI.

“D…fuck…I…fuck,” Taylor said when I was done recounting my tale. 

I heard Alex’s voice in the background, but I didn’t hear what he was saying.

“It’s Daphne. I’ll tell you in a bit,” Taylor told him. “Are you sure you’re all right, babe? Do you need me to come out to Seattle or meet you in Portland? Alex can take time off work to take care of Pen.”

“I’m sure. The fall from my harness didn’t even hurt, and I’ll probably have a shiner tomorrow where Hugh hit me, but that’s what stage makeup is for,” I sniffled.

“You gonna cancel your tour?” he asked.

“I can’t cancel on this short notice. That would be more of a nightmare than trying to figure out what to do until I can find a new manager,” I sighed. “The show must go on, right? I’m going to call the agency Hugh worked for tomorrow and see if they can send someone out. I’m breaking my contract with them, and I’ll sue their asses if they try to stop me, but after this shit show, they fucking owe me.”

“And then some,” he agreed.

“At least we have a couple of free days before the show in Portland for me to figure something out,” I sighed. “Travel day tomorrow, and another free day there before the show. Which means I get to stuff my face with Voodoo Donuts.”

He chuckled. “You and your sweet tooth. Need some Galaxy? I have a few bars to spare.”

“You know I’ll never say no to Galaxy,” I sniffled. “It’s probably going to get worse soon. Either that, or I’m going to get grossed out by the mere mention of sugar.”

“What?” he asked.

Shit. Did I just say that out loud? I’d only just found out today. But Taylor was my best friend. And just hearing his familiar, comforting British accent was calming me down more than he knew. Talking about this would distract me, which was what I needed right now.

“I kinda sorta might have taken a pregnancy test before the show today. And it might have come back positive,” I mumbled.

The line went silent for about thirty seconds, and then my eardrum might have broken.

“Holy fuck, D!” he exclaimed, laughing. “Alex! Daphne’s knocked up! We’re gonna be uncles!”

I laughed. “Yep. You get to teach my kid how to drop F-bombs.”

“Penny may or may not have done that last week and Alex may or may not have given me shit about it,” he chuckled. “Not easy explaining to a two-year-old that it’s not a nice word. I’m trying to curb my swearing around her.”

I snorted. “I’m surprised it took her this long.”

“Is Mr. Hot Stuff happy?” he asked.

“Kind of? We’re both still processing, I think. Even though it feels like I’ve known him forever, we’ve only been a couple for like three months. And, I mean, he has a life and a family in Montauk, but I have one in Ashview. And we’re not sure how to tell Ari. There’s just a lot to figure out, you know?”

“Well, you know the repairs are coming along on your house,” he pointed out. “You’ve got the space for Mr. Hot Stuff and Little Miss Cute Stuff to move in, plus the space for Mini Hot Stuff.”

I giggled. “Is that really what you’re calling the baby? Mini Hot Stuff?”

“For now, at least. Depends on what you pop out in nine months,” he teased.

Before I could say anything else, the door opened, and the one person I wanted to talk to more than Taylor walked in. I breathed a sigh of relief.

“T, I’ll call you tomorrow. Ezra just got here,” I said into the phone.

“Okay. Get some rest, yeah?” Taylor said.

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you more.”

I hung up and put my phone on the table, then stood up and threw my arms around Ezra. He squeezed me tight and buried his face in my hair.

“That took for-fucking-ever,” he murmured.

I nodded into his chest. “Did you know he killed Josh tonight?”

“Jack told me. I’m so sorry, baby.”

“I gave my contact information to Sara to give to his family. I want to offer to pay for his funeral,” I sniffled. “He might not have been my favorite person, but he didn’t deserve this. Do you know anything about Garth?”

“Hector and Sam are at the hospital right now,” he told me. “He’s still in surgery, but he’s going to pull through. The bullet hit his shoulder and he lost a lot of blood, but it missed the major arteries. He’ll be out of commission for a while, though.”

“He can take all the time he needs. God, I hate to even be thinking about this when he’s hurt and Josh is dead, but I don’t know what I’m going to do about the tour now. I can’t cancel shows on this short notice, but I don’t have anyone to manage it anymore. I’m going to call the agency Hugh and Josh worked for tomorrow to see if there’s anything they can do temporarily, but I’d say I’ve got enough of a loophole now to get out of my contract with them. And I want to. After this, I don’t trust anyone there anymore.”

“If you don’t want to deal with them, Frankie used to manage his cousin’s band. I need him on the team, so it’s not a permanent solution, but if he’s willing to do it, I don’t mind loaning him to you for a little bit so you don’t have to cancel shows while you’re looking for a new manager. Especially since this nightmare is over and we can loosen up your security a little.”

“I’ll talk to him tomorrow. Maybe he can ride with us to Portland. I feel like the spoiled brat you thought I was when you first started working for me now. Even thinking about my tour at a time like this.”

He chuckled and tilted my chin up, brushing his lips against mine. “You are the farthest thing from a spoiled brat imaginable. You’re offering to pay for Josh’s funeral, even though you didn’t like him. And the first thing you asked me was if I knew anything about Garth. This tour is your job. It’s natural to worry about what’s going to happen to it now that you don’t have a manager anymore. But for tonight, let’s get out of here, get back to the hotel, and get you a different room for the night.”

“I actually called Mel. He’s got the bus set up for us at the lot. I don’t want to go back to the hotel. I just want to be alone with you.”

He kissed me again. “Even better.”
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As exhausted as I was, I couldn’t sleep. And Daphne seemed to be of the same mind. She just changed out of her stage clothes into some pajamas and curled around me like a vine in bed.

The thought of how close I’d come to losing her tonight terrified me. Even though I knew she was safe now and even though I knew Hugh was dead, the heart-stopping fear remained. 

But I didn’t know how to verbalize that to her. How to tell her that watching her walk away from me in that stadium was the most terrifying thing I’d ever experienced in my life. And how to tell her that I never wanted to spend even a day separated from her again.

“I’ve been thinking,” she mumbled sleepily.

“About what?” I asked, kissing her head.

“What happens after this tour is over,” she said as she started to trace invisible patterns on my chest with her finger. “And I had a thought. But I don’t know if it’s something you’d want to do.”

“What’s that?” I wondered.

“The repairs on my house will be done by the time the tour’s over. And I’ve got more than enough room for the three of us. Well, actually, for the four of us.” She paused for a second, and one of her hands drifted to her stomach. “It’s four bedrooms and three bathrooms. So I have room for Ari to have a bedroom and we can turn one of the other bedrooms into a nursery for the baby. It’s in a safe neighborhood, and I know I’m a weirdo, but I even looked into the schools in the area when I moved there because I always knew I wanted a family one day, and they’re great too. But I know you guys have a life and family and friends in Montauk. I don’t know if moving to Ashview is something you even want to consider.”

I smiled and lifted her off of my chest so I could kiss her. “Is that you asking me to move in with you?”

She chuckled. “Possibly. I hate taking Ari away from her school and her friends, though.”

I sighed. That was the one thing holding me back. The number of times I had to actually go into the office at Eagle were few and far between. Usually, I worked remotely, since I was out on jobs. So being a few hours away from Montauk wasn’t the end of the world for me. But, because I was away from home so much, school was the one constant in Arielle’s life. 

On the other hand, Ashview was Daphne’s home. After everything she’d been through on this tour, she needed her chosen family of friends now more than ever. I couldn’t ask her to leave them. And, with the baby on the way, we didn’t have the option of doing the long-distance thing until we figured our shit out and decided who would make the move.

“I hate that too, especially because school is pretty much the one constant in Ari’s life with me being gone for work so much. But I also hate asking you to leave your home right now, after everything you’ve been through. You need your family,” I told her.

She took a breath. “I’ve thought about that too, actually. About Ari’s life being so hectic with you being gone, I mean. And you are absolutely allowed to say no to this idea. It’s just a thought. 

“I’m planning on taking at least a year off after this tour. I was thinking about it even before you and Ari came into my life just because I haven’t had much down time over the past few years, but especially with the baby now, I know I need to focus on being a mom for a little while. But after that, we can hire a tutor and take them on tour with us. I can commission someone to modify this bus to put a couple of bunks in, one for Ari and one for the baby when it’s older, and we can put a desk in so they have a place to do their schoolwork. Then you don’t have to be away from the kids for so long. 

“As far as your job is concerned, I want your team as my security team. Permanently. I trust you and your guys, and I feel safe with you. I was going to talk to Eagle about having some sort of long-term contract with all of you anyway. And I’m sure you realize you don’t have to work when I’m not on the road, but if you don’t want to be a stay-at-home dad…well, you’re not doing this alone anymore. I’ve worked long hours in the studio while I was recording albums before, but that was because I could. I’ll modify the recording schedule so we have more days in the studio and we don’t have to work late. I don’t exactly have a nine-to-five job. I’ve got the flexibility.”

Holy shit. How long had she been thinking about this? Because it seemed like she had everything all figured out. 

Honestly, the option of going freelance and just working for Daphne was tempting. After spending so long having to leave Arielle for months at a time, being able to stay home and just be her father when Daphne wasn’t on the road sounded too good to be true. I’d have to think about it, but I was leaning toward just managing Daphne’s security for her and being a full-time dad when she wasn’t on the road.

“Okay, what’s that look?” Daphne chuckled uncomfortably. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that look on your face before.”

“Where did you come from?” I said, sounding as awed as I felt.

“Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania,” she teased. “Ezra, I’m serious about this. You and Ari and this baby are my life now, and I’ve been thinking about how to make this work after this tour is over pretty much since the second you kissed me in that dressing room at Madison Square Garden. That was how soon I knew that you and Ari were a priority. But if you don’t want to take Ari away from the only home she’s ever known, I get that. I’ll move to Montauk with you in a heartbeat if you think that’s what’s best for her. I love her to the moon and back, but she’s your daughter. It’s not my place to make any decisions where she’s concerned.”

I pulled her into a kiss, unable to find any words to express what I was feeling. The intense, all-consuming love I had for her and for the child she was carrying. The awe that she was so willing to uproot her entire life for the sake of a little girl that she’d only known for a few months. And the overwhelming relief that she was still here after I’d come so close to losing her tonight.

“Yes,” I whispered against her lips. “Yes to everything. I can’t make you leave your home and your family after what you’ve been through. You need them.”

“I need you more,” she sniffled.

“I’m not going anywhere, baby,” I told her. “I’m right here.”

She brought her lips back to mine, darting her tongue out to trace the curve of my bottom lip. I slid my tongue out to meet hers as she moved so she was straddling me as she deepened the kiss. She whimpered, and I felt a couple of tears wet her cheeks before she tightened her hold on me, like she was afraid I’d disappear if she let go.

“I love you,” she breathed, her lips still touching mine. “So much.”

I claimed her lips again. “I love you.”

This time when she kissed me, she pressed herself against my rapidly growing erection, grinding against me. Pulling back was almost torture. As much as I wanted her—no, needed her—she’d been through a trauma tonight. Making love to her right now felt like taking advantage of her.

“Daph, you’ve been through so much tonight,” I said softly, brushing her lips again. “I don’t—”

“I almost lost you, Ezra. I need this. I need you,” she said quietly, like she was confessing her darkest secret. “Please.”

I rolled her over onto her back, kissing her until I couldn’t breathe anymore, and slowly slid her tank top up. I pulled her up for just a second so I could take it off of her and curled my arm under her shoulder before laying her back down.

“You never have to beg me, angel,” I whispered. “Ever. Especially not right now. I need you too.”

With one more kiss to her lips, I moved my mouth to her neck and shoulder, kissing a trail down to her chest. 

Was it possible that her breasts were already fuller? Or was it just my imagination because I knew that she was carrying our child?

“Oh, God,” she whimpered as I tugged a nipple between my lips.

I trailed my tongue over to her other breast and sucked the neglected bud, pinching the other one. That earned me a moan that made me extremely glad that we had this entire bus to ourselves tonight, and she arched her hips. I pressed my cock against her, showing her how much I needed her, before crawling further down her body, trailing kisses as I went.

When I got to her stomach, I stopped for a second. Somehow, right in that moment, it really hit me that something we’d made together was growing there. A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed it down as I pressed a kiss to her stomach and flicked my tongue over the silver stud in her belly button.

“I love you so much,” I whispered to my unborn child. “Already.”

With one more kiss on her stomach, I relieved Daphne of her sleep shorts and panties. I lightly brushed a kiss against each of her thighs before trailing my tongue over her outer folds. Then I dove in headfirst, sucking her clit into my mouth.

“Ezra,” she groaned.

God, I loved that sound. The sound of my name on her lips, like it was the only word she knew. I sucked harder and slipped two fingers inside her, slowly starting to pump them in and out.

“Oh, fuck,” she moaned. “Don’t stop.”

I lifted my mouth from her center, picking up the pace with my fingers, and pressed a kiss to the soft skin between her thighs.

“Ohgodohgodohgod,” she panted as she bucked her hips in time with my hand. “Fuck, Ezra! I’m gonna come.”

I flicked my tongue over her nerve center before putting my mouth back where she needed it. And in less than thirty seconds, she was crying out my name as she pulsed around my mouth and fingers. I kept going until she stilled underneath me, then quickly relieved myself of my boxers before crawling back up between her legs, leaving a trail of kisses in my wake.

I opened the top drawer of her nightstand, where we kept a box of condoms, but she reached and laced her fingers through mine before I could grab one.

“I don’t want you to wear one,” she said in a small voice. “I swear I’m clean. And I’m already pregnant, so...”

I smiled and kissed her. “You sure?”

She nodded. “I don’t want anything between us. And I trust you. With my life.”

I brought my lips back to hers as I slowly pressed myself inside her. This was the first time I’d ever gone bare, and I was glad I’d saved it for her. Feeling her warmth envelop me like this with no barrier…I had no words for how it felt.

“Oh, my God,” she gasped as her eyes slid closed.

I put a hand on her face and pressed a feather-light kiss to her lips, waiting for her to open her eyes before I slowly started to move. A soft moan left her lips as she wrapped her legs around my waist and matched my pace. As much as my body was begging me for more, I maintained the slow and steady pace, needing to draw this out as much as possible. This felt too good to let it be over so quickly. 

“I love you, Daph,” I whispered against her lips before claiming them in a kiss that I hoped conveyed everything I didn’t know how to say. 

“I love you,” she echoed, her voice thick with emotion. “You’re everything I ever wanted.”

Bending one of her legs up, I increased my pace ever so slightly. She tightened her grip on my shoulder, arching her hips.

“God, Ezra. You feel…” she trailed off.

“You feel like heaven, baby,” I told her, kissing her again. “So fucking incredible.”

“Give me more. Please.”

Who was I to deny my woman what she wanted? I started to rub circles on her clit with my thumb as I moved with swift, deep strokes. Pressure built up inside me way too fast, and just as I worried that I was getting to the point of no return, she cried out and contracted around me, taking me over the edge with her in the most intense orgasm I’d ever experienced.

As soon as I regained the use of my muscles, I rolled off of her, pulling her into my arms. She rested her head on my chest, planting a kiss right above my heart. Within minutes, her eyes were closed and she was asleep.

Reaching over to my nightstand, I grabbed my phone and checked the time. Four-thirty in the morning. Which would make it seven-thirty in New York. Rachel and Arielle would already be awake. 

Not wanting to wake Daphne, I turned my ringer off and sent my sister a text. I’d made a promise to my woman that needed to be fulfilled.
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“Hey, Daph,” Frankie said as he walked onto the bus. “I hear I’m on temporary loan from the security squad.”

Daphne chuckled as she took a sip of coffee. “If you’re willing. Ezra said you used to manage your cousin’s band. And, as awful as it is, the show must go on. I can’t cancel at the last minute. Especially not because I have a friend coming to perform with me in Portland and Sienna.”

Right. I’d forgotten that Mikey Ecosta was coming to the next two shows. He’d recorded a song with her for a movie soundtrack that ended up being a huge hit in its own right. Daphne performed it solo as part of her normal set list, but since we were in Mikey’s neck of the woods, he’d agreed to come and perform it with her, and they were also going to perform one of his songs together. I was actually really looking forward to getting to meet him because I loved his music.

“I’m happy to help until you find someone else,” Frankie told her. “Got a copy of your rider?”

Daphne handed him a thick stack of papers, which she’d printed out at the Hilton’s business center after checking out of her room this morning. That had been interesting, because obviously everyone knew what went down in her suite. Daphne had offered to pay for the damages because she felt responsible, but they wouldn’t hear of it. In fact, they refunded the money for the entire crew’s stay and coordinated with the Hilton in Portland to make sure she wouldn’t be charged for our stay there either.

As Frankie was looking over her rider and the temporary contract she’d had her attorney draw up for him, my phone buzzed with a text. I was expecting it to be Rachel, since I’d just emailed her the plane tickets I’d booked for her and Arielle to come out to Portland. But it wasn’t her.

Taylor: Hi, Ezra. I was talking to the rest of the girls, and we’re all going to fly out to Portland to come to the show. Figured D could use some friendly faces in the crowd. Any chance you can sneak us onto the stage door list without her knowing? We want it to be a surprise.

I grinned. Daphne needed her friends right now. More than she probably realized. And it was about time I met the rest of the gang. The only people in Daphne’s circle of friends that I knew were Taylor, Alex, Reagan, and Aaron.

Me: Absolutely. How many of you are there?

Taylor: Do I count the three-month-old and the toddler? If so, eleven.

Me: Reagan and Aaron are bringing the baby?

Taylor: Yeah. They’re going to bring her before the show so D can meet her and then Aaron’s going to take her for the night so Reagan can stay. And Alex and I are bringing Penny to her first concert. She misses her Auntie D. We’ve already got tickets to the concert, BTW.

Me: I’ll get the VIP part squared away for you guys. She needs her friends. Make sure you have noise reduction headphones for Penny.

Taylor: Already taken care of. See you in a couple of days.
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I woke to an empty bed, and for a second, I panicked. I knew Ezra wouldn’t have just left me without a good reason. Especially not while I was in danger. 

Except that I wasn’t in danger anymore. He’d killed the man who was trying to hurt me, and the person who was working with that man was dead too. I was safe.

Just as I started to roll over to grab my phone so I could text him and see where he went, I heard the front door of the suite open. A few seconds later, Ezra slipped into the bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

“You’re awake,” he said with a smile.

“Just woke up,” I mumbled groggily.

He sat down next to me and leaned down to give me a kiss. I couldn’t help moaning a little as his tongue found mine and started to massage it, and I put a hand on his face to keep him where he was. 

How was it possible that I’d only known him for five months? It felt like so much longer.

“What?” he chuckled as he pulled back and looked at me. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that look on your face before.”

“It’s just crazy how much my life has changed. Six months ago, I didn’t even know you. And now I can’t imagine life without you and Ari and this baby,” I told him.

That earned me another kiss that took my breath away, and he slid his hand from my waist to my stomach in a soft caress. Even though this pregnancy was far from planned, how happy he seemed to be about it—now that we’d figured out what we were going to do once this tour ended—warmed my heart. I tried to pull him down with me so I could make love to him before I had to get out of bed, but he groaned and backed up.

“Baby, as much as I want you, we can’t right now. Get dressed and come out to the living room. I have a surprise for you,” he said, brushing my lips again.

“Okay,” I sighed as I sat up.

“I promise you’ll like it,” he chuckled with a kiss to my nose. “And yes, there’s coffee too.”

Wait. Caffeine. Wasn’t that a no-no during pregnancy?

“I’m not sure if I—”

“I’ve done this once before, remember? Caffeine’s fine, in moderation. You’ll be fine. I promise.”

I smiled as I got up and threw on a shirt and some yoga pants. “Okay. I’m trusting you.”

Ezra walked up behind me, sliding his arms around my waist and kissing my neck. My eyes slid closed as I leaned back into his embrace.

“I love you,” he whispered into my ear. “I can’t imagine my life without you either.”

I turned around and wrapped my hands around his neck. “I love you too. So, what’s this surprise?”

He grinned. “Come and see.”

I followed him out into the living room, and almost immediately found a little pair of arms around my waist.

“Daphne!” the little girl I’d grown to love like a daughter exclaimed.

My eyes stung with tears as I squeezed Arielle back as tight as I could, and a few of them spilled onto my cheeks. Just a few days ago, I’d genuinely been afraid that I might never see her again.

“Ari,” I said quietly, kissing her head. “Oh, my God. Hi, sweet girl.”

“Hi,” she mumbled, tightening her embrace.

“And I guess I’m chopped liver,” came Rachel’s voice.

I looked up and saw her grinning at us, while Ezra looked like he was close to tears. With another kiss on Arielle’s head, I let go of her and went to hug her aunt.

“Absolutely not,” I told her.

“Nice to see you in one piece,” she mumbled into my shoulder. “You gave us all a good scare.”

“Thanks,” I sighed.

I let go of her and hugged Ezra, standing on my toes so I could whisper to him.

“Thank you,” I whispered, sniffling a little. “You couldn’t have given me anything I would have loved more.”

“I promised I’d bring her to see you when everything was over. And it’s over now,” he whispered back.

“Can we tell her about the baby?” I asked. “Or do you want to wait?”

“That’s part of the reason I brought her here. I thought she should hear it in person. And that we should talk to her about moving in person. I’m honestly not sure how she’ll take any of it, so it gives her some time to wrap her head around it,” he told me.

I nodded and pulled back to give him a quick kiss. But he took that little peck and turned it into something that probably wasn’t appropriate in front of his daughter. After about three seconds, Arielle groaned. Ezra and I both backed up at the same time, chuckling.

Heading to the couch, I patted the space next to me for Arielle to sit down. But, instead, she waited for her dad to sit down and climbed onto his lap instead. I scooted closer, and Ezra let go of her with one arm so he could wrap it around me. Then Arielle pulled out of the hug for a second to grab a Starbucks cup off of the coffee table and hand it to me.

“Daddy said this was your favorite,” she told me.

I took a sip of the dirty chai. “He was right. You got it perfect.”

“Listen, munchkin, there’s something Daphne and I need to talk to you about,” Ezra started.

“What?” she asked.

He looked at me, and I could tell he wasn’t quite sure how to broach this subject with her. Especially not after the Tim fiasco. I figured I could give it a try, since I had to ease her into the idea of me being a mother figure to her anyway.

“What would you think about having a little brother or sister, Ari?” I asked.

“Why? Am I getting one?”

“Yeah, you are. Your dad and I found out a few days ago that we’re going to have a baby,” I told her. “You’re this baby’s big sister, so that makes you and your dad my family now. Well, that’s not quite right. I already thought of you and your dad as my family, so it really just means my family is growing.”

“Does that mean you’re going to live with us now?” she asked me.

“Actually, your dad and I were talking, and I already have a big house in Ashview, with enough room for all of us, and for a nursery for the baby too. What would you think about moving to Ashview with me in a few months, after my tour is over?”

“It’s only a few hours away from Montauk,” Ezra added. “So we can still go back to visit everyone a lot.”

“I’ll miss Aunt Rachel and Uncle Hector and my friends. But our house is kind of small,” she mused. “There’s not another bedroom for the baby. So if Daphne has a bigger house, it makes more sense for us to move into her house, I guess.”

“I know that’s a lot to process. Me being a part of your life now and moving to a new city and getting a baby brother or sister,” I said. “Are you okay with all of this?”

“Are you going to be my new mom?” she asked.

I looked at Ezra, whose eyes were as big as saucers, and smiled.

“I’d like to be,” I told her. “I love you like a daughter, and I’d be honored to be your mom. I know that’ll be a big adjustment for you, though, so if we’re just friends for a little while, that’s okay.”

“You’re not going to leave again, are you?”

I pulled her into a hug, and I choked back some more tears when she moved from Ezra’s lap to mine.

“Nope. Never again. The only reason I left the first time was because there was someone trying to hurt me, and I was scared of them hurting you too. But the person I was scared of is gone now, so I don’t have any reason to leave anymore,” I explained. “It killed me to leave you before. I couldn’t do it again if my life depended on it.”

“Good. Because I don’t want you to leave again. I want you to be my new mom,” she said.

I squeezed her tight while squeezing my eyes shut. It felt like I could cry at the drop of a hat lately.

“I love you, sweet girl,” I murmured, kissing her temple. “So much.”

“I love you too,” she mumbled against my shoulder. “And my baby brother or sister.”

Ezra wrapped an arm around each of us and pulled Arielle close, so she was sandwiched between us. I smiled and laid my head on his chest, completely content.
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As I was sitting in my dressing room after sound check, trying to wrap my mind around performing after the horrors of my last concert, a knock sounded on the door.

“Daph? You decent?” Ezra called.

I looked at the clock, and it was way earlier than Mikey had told me he would be here. But maybe he’d left Sienna early.

“Yeah. It’s open,” I called back.

The door opened, and a little blonde girl zoomed toward the couch I was sitting on at top speed, carrying the very well-loved stuffed elephant I’d bought her over a year ago.

“Annie D!” she exclaimed.

“Penny!” I gasped, picking her up and setting her on my lap as I squeezed her tight. “Oh, my God.”

“Surprise!” Taylor sang.

I looked up again and found the room full of people. My whole tribe was here. A lump rose in my throat, and I couldn’t swallow it, no matter how hard I tried. A few tears leaked out as I set Penny on the couch next to me so I could greet my friends.

Taylor cleared the distance to me in two long strides, picking me up in the world’s biggest bear hug. “Hey, Tink.”

I chuckled and sniffled at the same time as he set me back down, and his fiancé pulled me into his arms next.

“How are you holding up, sugar?” Alex asked.

“A lot better now,” I told him. “I can’t believe you’re all here.”

“Where else would we be after what happened to you?” Olivia said, practically yanking me out of Alex’s arms to hug me. “Scare us to death, why don’t you?”

“About that. Bitch, we need to have words. You let us find out about that through Taylor? Really?” Phoebe said as she gave me a hug.

Harper joined in on the hug. “Yeah. When something like that happens, you tell all of your friends, woman.”

“Sorry,” I sighed. “I’ve been busy trying to deal with this train wreck. I just needed to hear a friendly voice while I was waiting for Ezra at the FBI’s office, so I called T.”

“We’re just glad you’re okay,” Dahlia told me, hugging my shoulders.

I turned to the introverted brunette who was standing there quietly and gave her a hug, knowing she wouldn’t speak up if I didn’t.

“Elle, you’re actually out in public?” I teased.

“When one of my best friends almost gets abducted by a psycho, I make an exception,” she said quietly, squeezing me tight.

Then Reagan walked over to me. But she wasn’t alone, or empty-handed. Aaron was with her, and in her arms was a baby girl that, until now, I’d only seen pictures of. And she was wearing an adorable pink skirt over one of the onesies I’d sent for her, which had a microphone on it and had “My Auntie Rocks” written underneath.

“Someone’s been waiting to meet her Auntie Daph,” she said with a grin.

“Oh, my God,” I sniffled, my eyes stinging with another round of tears. “Sabrina. Look at you. Reag, she’s so beautiful. Can I?”

“Of course,” she told me.

I held my arms out, and she placed Sabrina in them. I melted into a puddle and more tears spilled over my cheeks as I held my honorary niece for the first time.

“Hi, Sabrina,” I murmured, kissing her forehead. “It is so nice to finally meet you. I’m your Auntie Daph. And I might not be around a lot, but I love you to pieces and I promise to spoil you rotten.”

“Yeah, about that. You know the six-foot teddy bear was overkill, right?” Aaron teased.

“I might have been overcompensating a little,” I mumbled, not looking up from the baby. “For having to get on a bus and go to New Orleans instead of coming back to Ashview to meet her.” 

I heard Reagan’s camera clicking as I spoke.

“Look at me and smile, Daph,” she said.

I obeyed, and she snapped a couple more pictures before putting the camera back in its case.

“How are you holding up, babe?” she asked. “Really?”

I sighed. “I’m still freaked out. I mean, we all know I didn’t like Hugh, but a serial killer? I never would have thought he was capable of that. And Josh wasn’t my favorite person either, but he didn’t deserve to die like that. But I’m still here, and as weird as it sounds, getting back to work so soon is what I need to do. I think I’d go crazy if I had to sit around and think about it.”

Familiar comforting arms slid around my waist and a kiss was pressed to my shoulder. I leaned back into Ezra’s embrace, turning to look at him. He stole a kiss, then looked down at Sabrina.

“You look good with one of those,” he murmured. “I can’t wait to see you with ours.”

“Wait, what did he just say?” Elle gasped. “With yours?”

I chuckled. Of course she’d picked up on it. But I was actually kind of glad she did. Because it meant I could give them some happy news. I handed the baby back to Reagan so I could prepare myself for the onslaught of hugs that was sure to follow this announcement.

“You heard him right,” I said. “I found out I’m pregnant a few days ago. We only just told Ari this morning.”

“Speaking of Ari, when do we get to meet her?” Harper asked.

“She and my sister are sitting next to you guys tonight,” Ezra informed them. “I might have pulled some strings and upgraded your tickets. So you’ll meet both of them in a little while at the meet and greet and you can hang out with them before the show.”

Taylor grinned. “I will never turn down more time with Little Miss Cute Stuff.” Then he turned and picked me up in a bear hug. “I couldn’t do this over the phone the other night. Congrats, babe.”

I smiled. “Thanks. But how about putting the pregnant lady down before she pukes on you?”

“Fuck. Sorry,” he said, quickly setting me back on my feet.

“Taylor! Little ears!” Reagan giggled. “Including your sister’s ears. Want her to drop some more F-bombs?”

“It was kind of funny,” he chuckled.

“To you, maybe,” Alex teased, grinning and picking Penny up to kiss her cheek.

“Wait. How are you going to dance tonight if you’re feeling sick, Daph?” Phoebe asked.

“Lots of ginger tea has been consumed today,” I said.

“You know what helped me? One of those holistic seasickness bracelets,” Reagan suggested. “It sounds weird, but it’s worth a shot. You could just hide it with a leather cuff or something onstage.”

“I’ll have someone run to the store and grab me one,” I said. “Thanks.”

“I can go,” Taylor offered.

“No, stay. I hate to sound like a diva, but I have people for that,” I chuckled weakly.

“Oh, did you hear that? She has people,” Harper teased.

I snorted, and then there was a knock on the doorframe.

“Looks like I’m interrupting a party here,” Mikey Ecosta said as he walked in.

I laughed and gave him a hug. “An impromptu one. Hey, Mikey. Thanks for coming and jamming with me tonight.”

“Thank you for inviting me,” he said.

“Oh, my God,” Dahlia gasped. “How didn’t we know that Mikey freaking Ecosta was going to be here tonight too?”

I felt heat rising to color my cheeks. “So, these are my crazy friends. They flew out and surprised me today. Sorry in advance for any fangirling that happens.”

He laughed and winked at them. “Hey, ladies.”

“And I know he’ll never ask for an introduction, but this is my boyfriend and head of security, Ezra. And he’s a huge fan,” I told him.

Mikey shook Ezra’s hand. “Nice to meet you, man.”

“You too,” Ezra mumbled.

“Um, anyway, we already did the sound check, but did you want to run through the songs with me before I have my meet and greet?” I asked Mikey.

“Yeah, that’d probably be a good idea. It’s been a while since I’ve done this song,” he said.

“Ladies, you can fangirl later. I need to borrow Mikey for a little while,” I chuckled. “I only have like forty-five minutes before the meet and greet, so we need to rehearse now.”

“Fine,” Phoebe mock groaned.

“Mikey, got your guitar?” I asked.

“Yep. Let’s do this,” he said.

[image: ]

After Mikey and I ran through both songs we were performing with my band, he set his guitar in its stand and turned to me.

“I didn’t want to say anything in front of your friends, but I saw the story about what happened to you in Seattle. Is there anything I can do?” he asked.

“I’m in the market for a new manager and tour manager,” I sighed. “If you know anyone good, let me know.”

“You know my wife, Tia, is my manager, right? She owns Transcendent Management in Sienna.”

“Oh, my God,” I gasped. “I completely forgot about that. Is she taking new clients?”

“Not personally, but a few of the managers at the company are. Not sure if anyone can start right away, but I’ll give her a call while you’re doing your meet and greet if you want,” he offered.

I nodded and gave him a hug, unable to stop a few tears from leaking out. “Thank you. One of the guys on Ezra’s team used to manage his cousin’s band, and he’s pinch hitting right now, but this tour’s a lot more complicated than that.”

“After what you went through, anything you need, Daph,” he told me. “We might live on opposite ends of the country and have crazy schedules, but I consider you a friend. Scared the shit out of me when I saw that story pop up on the news. I was going to call, but I figured you were scrambling trying to figure everything out after that.”

“Yeah, I kind of was,” I sniffled. “I appreciate it, though. Really.”

“Go head out to your meet and greet, and I’ll let you know what Tia says,” he said with a smile.
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After I hugged my friends and Rachel and Arielle at the meet and greet and told them I’d see them after the show, Ezra walked me back to my dressing room so I could get some rest. When we got there, Mikey was leaning against the wall.

“Hey,” I chuckled weakly. “Since you’re standing there waiting for me, I’m going to guess you talked to Tia?”

“Yep,” he told me. “And she’s actually waiting for me to call her back with you on the line too. She wanted to talk to you.”

I nodded. “Come on in.”

We went into my dressing room and I closed the door behind us so no one would hear the conversation. Then Mikey pulled his phone out and made a call.

“Hey, beautiful. Daphne’s back from her meet and greet. I’m going to put you on speaker.” He pulled the phone away from his ear and put it on speakerphone. “Okay, we’re all here.”

“Hi, Daphne,” Tia said.

“Hey, Tia.”

“I’m glad to hear you’re okay. Mikey and I were so worried about you when we saw the news,” she said sympathetically.

“Thanks. I’m still a little freaked out, but I’m managing. Except for being in the market for a new manager and tour manager now,” I sighed.

“I think I can help you there,” she chuckled. “Your show in Sienna is the day after tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah. Travel day tomorrow.”

“Do you know what time you’ll be getting into town? I can squeeze in an afternoon meeting with you. I think Mikey and I came up with a temporary solution for you, and we’ll figure out something more permanent after your tour’s over. If that’s okay.”

“I think around one, if we leave on time,” I told her.

“Can you come to the office around two-thirty?”

“Yeah, I can make that work. Um, do you mind sending me copies of whatever contracts you have for me to sign so I can have my lawyer go over them before we meet?” I asked. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but…”

“I’d be worried if you didn’t ask. I’m happy to do that. Where should I send them?”

“My personal email is daphprivate@daphnedeville.com. I’ll send them to my lawyer myself. She’ll pay more attention if it comes from me.”

She laughed. “Makes sense. Can you do me a favor and reply to the email I’m sending with a copy of your rider so I can go over it and take notes in case I have questions?”

I liked her already. I could tell she was concerned about her clients, and that making sure she was doing things the way I wanted them done was important to her. That was rarer than you’d think in this industry. A lot of managers seemed to think they knew better than their clients and tried to railroad them into doing things they didn’t want to do.

“Yeah, for sure. Thanks for squeezing me in at the last minute like this,” I said.

“I’m just glad I can help,” she told me. “Break a leg tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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When I walked into Transcendent Management the next day, the tall blonde I’d only met one other time was standing by the front desk with a huge smile on her face. 

“Hi, Daphne,” Tia said, giving me a hug.

“Hey, Tia,” I said with a smile. “Sorry I’m a little late. We hit traffic on the way here.”

“Totally okay,” she assured me. “Come on up to my office. I’ve got everything ready. And I’ve got a couple of people I want you to meet.”

We took the elevator up a few floors, and then she led me into a cozy-looking office and gestured to a couch. I took a seat, fidgeting with my fingers as she grabbed a clipboard and a bunch of papers.

“So, your lawyer called me this morning after she looked over the contract,” she started. “She said everything looks good, and she’s already filed the paperwork to get you out of your contracts with your current management and PR companies.”

“Yeah, we talked about that before she called you. Since your company does management and PR, it’s kind of stupid to keep my contract with Randy. And, frankly, I think he was a little in over his head with the Seattle story. He had no idea how to deal with that, because it was a first for him.”

“Unfortunately, we’ve dealt with some big stuff like that with a couple of our clients,” she sighed. “Crystal’s amazing with putting a positive spin on those stories. She’ll be coming in in a few minutes, so you can meet her.”

“Sounds great. I do have to say, I’m a little concerned about being across the country from you,” I admitted. “I know most of your clients are in the same time zone.”

“True, but we’re flexible. That’s what phones and video conferencing are for.”

“Okay. I’m just making sure. Because I’m not planning on relocating from New York any time soon. In fact, I’m planning on taking a year or so off after my tour’s over. My boyfriend and his daughter are moving into my house right after the tour, and I just found out I’m pregnant, so I feel like I need to focus on being a mom for a little while,” I told her. “It’s going to be a big adjustment for all of us.”

“Aww! Congrats!” she said with a huge smile. “That’s amazing. How old is your boyfriend’s daughter?”

“Eight.” I pulled my phone out and showed her my lock screen, which was a selfie of the three of us that I’d taken yesterday. “Going on sixteen. She’s so smart and sassy. Ezra brought me home with him because I was scared to go back to my hometown during the break in my tour last month, but he didn’t know how to tell her that we were a couple, so we just didn’t say anything for a week. And she was finally like, ‘You know I’m not stupid, right? I know you’re dating my dad.’ And then she compared us to Anna and Kristoff from Frozen.”

“That’s adorable. Oh, my God. Look at you guys. What’s her name?”

“Ari. Well, Arielle, but we only call her that if she’s in trouble.”

She laughed. “Like my daughter, CeCe. She’s Cecelia, but we only pull out the full name if we’re reprimanding her.”

I smiled. “Mikey doesn’t shut up about you and the kids, so I already knew that much.” 

“Speaking of Mikey, he and I actually had an idea, if you’re okay with it. Mikey’s not going on another tour for a little while, so his tour manager, Damon, is free. I spoke with him yesterday, and he’s happy to work on the rest of your tour, starting with the show here in Sienna tomorrow. I already forwarded all of the info to him so he can familiarize himself with it, and he’s the other person I wanted you to meet today. He’ll be in with Crystal in a little bit. I can take over the office side of things until the tour’s over and things have calmed down. Then we’ll be able to find a permanent manager for you, and since you’re taking some time off, you can ease them into working for you. 

“Usually, we’ll hire tour managers on a contract basis just for individual tours, but if you click with your next tour manager and you want to keep working with them, we can definitely keep them on retainer. We have a couple, like Damon, who work for us full-time and do other stuff when their client isn’t on a tour.”

I couldn’t help it; I just started crying. After everything that had happened in the space of less than a week, having someone bend over backward for me like this was overwhelming. Tia handed me a box of tissues from her desk, then pulled me into a hug and rubbed my back.

“I’m sorry,” I sniffled as I dabbed at my eyes with a tissue. “It’s just…after everything…having it be this easy to find a manager I trust seems too good to be true. And I’m sure the pregnancy hormones aren’t helping either.”

She chuckled softly. “I know all about that. Did it three times. I swear the hormones were twice as bad when I had my twins. And I’m just so happy there’s something I can do to help you. Mikey’s had nothing but amazing things to say about you, and he freaked out when he saw the story about Seattle on the news. He was so worried.”

I smiled. “He’s a good guy. One of the few real friends I have in this industry.”

There was a knock on the doorframe. I looked up to find a petite brunette who couldn’t have been much older than me, along with a man with a slightly muscular build, light brown hair, and blue eyes.

“Come on in, guys,” Tia said. “Daphne, this is Crystal Calvison, our PR manager, and Damon Harper, Mikey’s tour manager, who’s also your temporary tour manager, as soon as you sign the contract.”

“Hi, Daphne,” Crystal said with a smile. “It’s really nice to meet you. My daughter’s a huge fan.”

“That’s her way of saying that she’s had your new album on repeat since it released, but she doesn’t want to seem like a squealing fangirl,” Damon teased.

I giggled. “It’s nice to meet you guys. Thanks for being so willing to jump in with both feet in the middle of my tour.”

“After what happened to you? Girl, you’re my new hero for still getting up on that stage every night,” he said. “I’m happy to help.”

“I think you’re going to have your work cut out for you, Crystal. My old PR rep was a little lost with how to handle the press surrounding this,” I said apologetically.

“I’m up for it,” she promised.

“Before we talk too much more, Daphne, can I get your autograph on these papers?” Tia asked. “Otherwise we’ll get to talking and I’ll forget, and that definitely wouldn’t be a good thing.”

I laughed. “Yes. Absolutely. And please call me Daph. Feels like I’m in trouble when you use my full name.”

She chuckled and smiled at me before handing me the contract with everywhere I needed to sign and initial marked up. I made quick work of signing it and handed it back to her. She quickly scanned it to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.

“Okay, looks good,” she announced. “I think Crystal had some questions for you about how you wanted to handle the press.”

“My main question is if you’d be willing to do an interview, or maybe a press conference,” Crystal said. “Just to give the facts about exactly what happened. I think that’s going to be the best way to get in front of this, since your other PR rep didn’t really do much and the rumor mill is running wild. If you’re not comfortable with that, the other option is releasing a statement. Either you can write it and I’ll go over it, or I can do it and you can approve it before I send it out.”

“I hate to sound like a coward, but doing interviews about this makes me really uncomfortable,” I sighed. “But I was actually a journalism major before I got picked up by my record label. So I’m good with writing a statement and releasing it. Giving the facts and saying that I’m okay, but I’m trying to move on from it.”

“You were a journalism major? You’re making my job too easy. At least give me a challenge,” she teased.

“And I swear to God, your rider is way too simple. Where’s the crazy shit like pink champagne, exactly one hundred and twenty-three red M&Ms, and a fluffy puppy to cuddle with before the show?” Damon quipped.

I laughed. “See, now I want a fluffy puppy. At least I know my boyfriend’s daughter wouldn’t complain about that.”

“Aww! Am I going to get to meet her?” he asked.

“Well, you’ll for sure get to meet my boyfriend, Ezra, because he’s the head of my security team,” I told him. “And his daughter, Ari, is staying for the show tomorrow before her aunt takes her back to New York. He flew her out to Portland yesterday to surprise me. So, yeah, you’ll get to meet her too.”

“Sexy security guard? Yes, please!” he said, fanning himself.

“Oh, my God, Damon. The woman just met you. And the sexy security guard’s taken. And clearly straight. Can you curb it at least a little?” Crystal groaned.

“Just because he’s straight doesn’t mean I can’t stare,” Damon countered.

I laughed again, this time so hard that I snorted. Yeah, I liked these people already.

“I’d better not get him in a room with my best friend, Taylor. They’d do nothing but drool over hot guys together all day,” I giggled.
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I stayed in the office for a couple of hours talking with Tia, Damon, and Crystal, and by the end of our meeting, I felt confident that I was in good hands with Transcendent Management. When I stood to leave, I gave all of them hugs.

“Do you have dinner plans?” Tia asked me. “Mikey and I wanted to take you out to dinner, if you’re free.”

“Can I bring Ezra and Ari with me?”

She smiled. “Absolutely. I’d love to meet them. And we’ll have our kids with us too. Something you’ll learn about Transcendent? We’re all one big family here.”

“Then I’d love to. When and where?”

“Mother’s Bistro at six?” she asked. “They’re super kid-friendly, and the food’s great.”

“Sounds great,” I said with a smile. “See you then.”

Tia walked me out, locking her office behind her. When I walked off the elevator into the lobby, I saw the love of my life sitting on a couch waiting for me, so I said goodbye to Tia before turning toward him. Ezra grinned and stood up as I walked over to him, giving me a quick kiss.

“How’d it go?” he asked, holding his hand out as we started to walk outside.

“I keep wondering if it’s too good to be true,” I said as I laced my fingers through his. “Tia’s so sweet, and she and Mikey’s tour manager, Damon, are going to take over managing me for the rest of my tour. She’ll handle the office and paperwork side of things and he’ll come on tour with us, and then she’s going to find me a dedicated manager after the tour’s over. Damon’s starting tomorrow at the show here. And the PR manager, Crystal, was amazing figuring out how to get in front of the press and stop the rumor mill.”

He brought my hand up for a kiss. “It’s not too good to be true. It’s what you should have had all along. That’s what it looks like when your manager cares about you and wants only good things for you and your career.”

I smiled. “I could get used to it. Um, I kind of accepted a dinner invitation for all of us. Think you could handle having dinner with your favorite rock star tonight?”

“I’ve been having dinner with my favorite rock star every night for the past five months,” he teased, stopping to pull me into a hug.

“I meant Mikey,” I giggled. “Tia and Mikey invited us to dinner, including Ari. They’re bringing their kids too.”

“I guess I can suffer through it,” he mock sighed. “Any other famous friends you’re going to pull out of the woodwork?”

“Honestly, I don’t have a lot of people in this industry that I’d really call friends. Really, Chanelle and Mikey are the only people I talk to outside of when we see each other at social events. Sorry if you were hoping to meet Kim Kardashian or Beyoncé.”

“The only thing that matters to me is that I have you,” he murmured. “Everything else about your crazy life is just details to me.”

“You’ll always have me,” I promised. “Until you get sick of me.”

He chuckled and kissed my nose. “That’ll never happen, angel. I love you way too much to let you go.”

“Good. Because I love you and Ari too much to leave,” I told him, sealing my words with a kiss.
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“You do realize I’m not due for another four months, right, babe? I’m not completely useless,” Daphne said as I carried the last four boxes into Arielle’s new bedroom.

Arielle and I had moved to Ashview two weeks ago, but Rachel had just brought the last of our stuff up here from Montauk today, most of which was stuff from Arielle’s old room. I was sure we’d end up donating most of it, because the day after we moved here, Daphne and I took Arielle shopping for basically an entire new bedroom. Everything from a bed to dressers to clothes to decorations, and even matching bathmats and shower curtain for her en suite bathroom.

“You’re helping. You’re helping Ari decorate her room,” I countered as I set the boxes down and walked over to kiss her. “With a bunch of boy band posters. God help us. She’s starting to notice boys.”

She laughed. “Just think. In four years, she’ll be a teenager.”

I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

Arielle’s ninth birthday was last month, and luckily for us, we actually had a ten-day break in the tour during that time. So, after we made a quick turnaround trip back to Montauk so we could be there for Arielle’s birthday party with her friends, she came with us out to Los Angeles, where the next show was, and we spent a few days playing tourist in the area. Daphne had insisted on taking her to Disneyland and Universal Studios, which was something I’d always wanted to do for her and never been able to afford. And seeing the grin that never left her face during the entire trip made suffering through the long lines and all the pictures with the Disney princesses more than worth it.

“Don’t remind you what?” Arielle asked as she walked back into the room from the bathroom.

“How fast you’re growing up,” Daphne said, pulling her into a hug and kissing the top of her head.

I smiled and choked down a lump in my throat. I still hadn’t gotten used to Arielle having a mother figure. It was crazy how much my life had changed in less than a year. A year ago, I’d been a single father stuck in a job where I was away from my daughter more than I was home. Now, I had an incredibly kind, selfless, and beautiful girlfriend. Arielle had a mother. And I was able to stop taking jobs on the road and be the dad my daughter needed.

And, to top it all off, in just four short months, I’d have another daughter. We’d found out the baby was a girl the day after we got to Ashview, and we’d named her already: Melody Taylor Ramsay. Melody for obvious reasons, and Taylor after her godfather. Because Daphne wouldn’t even consider letting anyone other than Taylor and Alex be her godparents. I was more than good with that, though. Despite Taylor’s potty mouth, he was an amazing father to Penny, and an amazing surrogate uncle to not just Arielle, but to Reagan and Aaron’s daughter, Sabrina, too.

The alarm I’d set on my phone went off, which meant bedroom decorating needed to be put on hold for now. Because Reagan was coming to the house in an hour to do a pregnancy shoot with all three of us.

“Okay, girls, fun time’s over,” I told them. “Reagan’s going to be here in an hour. Ari, get dressed, and Daph can come help you do your makeup in a few minutes.”

“Okay!” Arielle exclaimed, dashing to her closet and grabbing the outfit we’d gotten her specifically for this occasion.

I led Daphne out of Arielle’s room and into our room—damn, that felt good to say—on the other side of the house.

“For the record, I still hate this idea,” Daphne sighed as she grabbed her outfit out of the closet. “I hate putting you and Ari and Melody in the public eye like this.”

“You only have to release one picture to the public, baby,” I reminded her. “And I think Crystal had a point. If you’re telling the public you’re taking a break, you need to tell them why. Otherwise, your fans will assume it’s about what happened with Hugh and they’ll worry that you’re not going to go back to performing at all.”

“I know it’s the smart thing to do. It doesn’t mean I have to like it,” she said.

“You know Reagan’s going to make it fun and memorable, and that she’s going to get the perfect picture for you to send to Crystal,” I assured her.

Daphne had made it clear to Crystal and Reagan that she still wanted this photo shoot to feel like her. She wanted to assure her fans that she wasn’t changing or re-branding herself just because she was a mom now. Her outfit today consisted of a pair of black leather maternity pants, a leather jacket, an artfully ripped t-shirt, and pink Chuck Taylors. 

Arielle had a pair of designer blue jeans, pink Chucks that matched Daphne’s, and a graphic tee. After a lot of begging on her part, Daphne and I had even caved and gotten temporary pink hair dye so she could have pink highlights in her hair too. Daphne had done an amazing job with the highlights last night and it was actually really cute. It would be a pain to wash out, though.

Once Daphne left the room to do Arielle’s makeup, I donned my outfit for the photo shoot, which was a pair of black designer jeans that I’d specifically told Daphne I didn’t want to know the cost of, a leather jacket, a plain white t-shirt, and black combat boots. And then I grabbed the small velvet box that I’d stashed at the bottom of my sock drawer and slipped it into my jacket pocket.
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“Oh, my God. Did you bring your entire photography studio, Reag?” Daphne laughed as Reagan and her assistant, Anna, carried a ton of lighting rigs and even a couple of backdrops into the house.

“Nah. Just half of it,” Reagan teased as she started setting up. “Aww, Ari, look at you! You look adorable with those pink highlights!”

“Don’t tell her that,” I groaned. “Now we’ll never get her to agree to wash them out.”

“I have to wash them out. They’re not allowed at school,” Arielle said. “But it’s fun every once in a while.”

Thank God, that was one battle we didn’t have to fight with her. I’d been convinced we’d have to wash them out while she was asleep.

“I want to get a few shots at the piano, Reag,” Daphne said.

“I’ve got you covered, babe,” Reagan assured her. “I promise, you’re going to love every single one of these shots. Anna, make sure you set up the lights around the piano.”

Twenty minutes later, Reagan had finished her setup, and we started the photo shoot. And I had to admit, she made it fun. She got really creative with the shots, and they definitely felt like Daphne’s normal photo shoots that she would have done for press packets or album releases. 

“Why don’t you play a song on the piano, Daph?” Reagan suggested after a couple of hours. “I’ll get a couple of shots of you playing. That’ll show your fans that you’re not going to stop making music.”

Daphne grinned. “I love that.” She turned to Arielle. “Come sit with me, Ari. You’re going to sing this one with me.”

I immediately recognized the opening notes of “Let It Go” from Frozen, and Reagan grinned as she started snapping pictures of the two loves of my life singing together. I’d had no idea that Daphne even knew how to play this song, though I had a sneaking suspicion she’d learned it specifically so she could play it with Arielle. And this was probably the only version of this song I’d never get tired of hearing.

“Go over there with them, Ezra,” Reagan whispered during the second verse. “I want some of all three of you.”

I obeyed, walking over to stand behind them and putting a hand on each of their shoulders. And, as the song ended, Reagan smiled and winked at me. Unfortunately, what we were about to do would probably annoy Daphne…until she realized it was a ruse for what was really happening.

“Don’t hate me, babe, but Crystal asked me to get a couple of traditional pregnancy session shots. You know, your man kneeling in front of your stomach and all that jazz,” Reagan said. “But after that, we’re done.”

Daphne groaned. “Fine. Where do you want me?”

“Just stand up next to the piano. Ezra, kneel in front of her and touch her stomach. And Ari, stand next to your dad. Or you can kneel too if you want,” Reagan instructed.

We posed for the shot, which felt completely forced and ridiculous, and then I took a deep breath and looked up at the woman I knew I’d love for the rest of my life.

“Daph, if someone had told me nine months ago when I first took the job as your security guard that I’d be here right now, I would have told them they were crazy. But, from the second I met you, I felt something I’d never felt before. You got under my skin in a way no one else ever has. And two months later, standing in a dressing room at Madison Square Garden, I fell in love with you as I watched you singing into a can of hairspray in front of a mirror with my daughter. You accepted me just as I was, you didn’t judge me for my past, and you accepted Ari with open arms. You weren’t afraid of being the partner I needed, or of being the mother figure she needed. 

“I almost lost you a few months ago, and if there’s anything that day taught me, it’s that I never want to spend a single day without you ever again. I told you once that you belonged in my life, and in Ari’s life, and that I was going to do everything I could to make sure you stayed in our lives. So, this is me doing that.”

I pulled the small velvet box out of my pocket and opened it to reveal a ring that was so much smaller than what she deserved. But I’d saved up every single penny of my salary that I wasn’t spending to support Arielle to buy it. Even though Daphne had put me on her bank account a couple of months back, it felt wrong spending her money on an engagement ring. 

“Daphne Faye DeVille, will you be my wife?” I asked.

“And will you be my mom?” Arielle added.

“Yes,” she sniffled. “A thousand times, yes.”

Before I could even put the ring on her finger, she knelt down in front of me and kissed me, then turned to hug Arielle and kiss her forehead.

“I love you so much,” she sniffled, turning back to me. “Both of you. You’re my whole world.”

I took her left hand and slid the ring on her finger. “It’s nowhere near what you deserve, but—”

She cut me off with a kiss. “It’s perfect. Just like you.”

[image: ]

After we went out for a celebratory dinner with all of our friends and family—and after we finally got Arielle to bed, which took forever because she was so excited—Daphne curled up next to me in bed with a cup of hot chocolate as we watched Stranger Things on Netflix.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

“About what?” I asked.

“About Ari. This is the second time she’s asked me to be her mom. She asked me the same thing in Portland when we told her that Melody was on the way.”

“You are her mom,” I told her, turning her head for a kiss. “You’re an amazing mom to her.”

She smiled. “And she’s my daughter. In all the ways that matter. I love her so much, and I’d do anything to make sure that she’s safe and happy. But I want to make it official. I want to adopt her, Ezra. And I don’t want to wait until we get married to do it. I want to show her that I’m not going to love her any less when Melody’s born, and that she’s every bit as much my kid as Melody is.”

I had no words. None. Daphne had proved time and again in the past several months that she loved my daughter like her own. I didn’t need a piece of paper to know that. But to Arielle, who had never had a real mother in her entire life? That piece of paper would be everything.

I took Daphne’s mug from her and put it on my nightstand, then I kissed her and rolled her onto her back, sliding her shirt up. She chuckled into my mouth and pulled back.

“I take it that’s a yes?” she giggled.

I kissed her again. “No. That’s a ‘fuck, yes.’”
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“Thanks so much for managing tonight, Frankie,” I said as he walked into the small venue I was performing in tonight. “I didn’t want to bug Natasha to fly all the way out here from Sienna just for this show.”

“It’s for a good cause,” he said, grinning. “I’ve never seen those two so happy, you know. As much as I miss having Ezra around all the time, I’m glad he’s been able to slow down and just be Ari’s dad for a change.”

“Me too,” I agreed. “I never would have forced him to stop working, but I’m glad he decided to. Except when I’m on my tours, of course.”

He chuckled. “He was talking about bringing the kids on the road next time you do a tour. Was he serious?”

“Yep. I’m having my bus modified right now so we can. I’m putting in a couple of bunks and a space for Ari to do her schoolwork. And we’ll hire a tutor for her and homeschool her while I’m on the road. I don’t ever want him to have to be away from her for so long again. I honestly don’t know how he did it.”

“You really love her, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do. It’s actually been kind of hard reigning myself in and not just spoiling her rotten all the time, because I just want to give her the world and everything in it,” I sighed.

“To her, that piece of paper you’re giving her tonight is the world,” he told me. “You’re giving her the one thing every kid should have, but she never got. And, in typical rock star fashion, you’re putting on an entire concert to tell her about it.”

I laughed. “Go big or go home, right?”

“You know it,” he chuckled. “Let’s get to work making sure it goes off without a hitch.”
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As exhilarating as it was to perform in a huge arena with a ton of people, there was something special about doing a scaled-back show in a smaller, more intimate venue like this. It made me feel more of a connection with the audience, and it just felt more personal. And that was what I wanted for tonight. Because tonight was very personal to me.

Unlike what I usually did, I sang “All the Girls Love Alice” before I walked offstage after the main set. And then when I walked back onstage for the encore, one of the stagehands brought out a stand-alone keyboard and a stool for me, and I sat down and put my microphone in the stand that was sitting next to it.

“So, I’m doing things a little different tonight,” I started. “I do want to sing a few more songs for you guys, but they’re not my songs. They’re songs that are special to me, because they remind me of some of the best times of my life. Times I shared with the people I love the most. Um, I have a keyboard mixer on my bus, so I can write songs on the road if the muse hits. But sometimes I also just like to play for fun. And, about eight months ago, I was traveling from New York City to New Orleans with the man who is now my fiancé. When he saw the keyboard and asked me if I played, I sat down and played this song, just because it’s one of my favorite songs. And when I was done, he told me I needed to cover the song for real, not just with a mixer on a bus. So, this is me covering that song, with a full band behind me this time. Enjoy, babe.”

My keyboard player started playing the synthesizer intro to “Baba O’Riley,” and I played the actual piano part. I had to admit, I actually loved how this sounded with my whole band. I was seriously considering covering it on my next album. Okay, maybe I was a little biased because it was on my short list of all-time favorite songs ever.

When the song ended, I set my keyboard to the synthesizer setting. Because I couldn’t even think about letting my band play this song without participating in it this time. It was the song that had brought me the love of my life. And I deserved serious props for figuring out a way to rehearse it with my band without Ezra finding out.

“Um, since I’m with my home crowd tonight and we’re only a few hours away from New York City, did anyone here go to my second makeup Madison Square Garden show about eight months ago?” I asked the audience.

There were some scattered cheers in the audience.

“Well, in that case, about five of you will probably remember me throwing an extra cover in at the end of that concert,” I chuckled. “That was my attempt at being romantic, I guess. I’ve always felt like music can speak when words fail, and that night, there was something I needed to say to someone special. But everything I tried out on the thin air in my dressing room didn’t begin to describe what I was feeling. So I decided to sing about what I was feeling instead. Since I’m engaged to the guy now, I guess it worked. Anyway, this was the song I sang. And, even though the heartbreak beat I was feeling that night is long gone now, I’ll always love this song, because it brought me and my fiancé together. I love you, Ezra.”

As I started to play “Heartbreak Beat,” I glanced into the wings, where Ezra was standing with Arielle. He was grinning from ear to ear as he mouthed “I love you.” I shot him a wink before starting to sing. And after the song was over, I stood up and grabbed my microphone out of its stand.

“Okay, I have one more song I want to sing for you guys. And you’d better remember it, because me singing this song will probably never happen again,” I teased, to scattered laughter. “Um, the first time I met Ezra’s daughter, Arielle, in person, I ended up hanging out with her in my dressing room before a concert. I had my iPod on shuffle and we were listening to music as I did her makeup to match my stage makeup. One of my guilty pleasure songs came on, and we both just started singing along and dancing to the song. And the next thing I knew, we were using a hairbrush and a hairspray can as microphones and having our own private concert in front of the mirror. I had a lot of stressful stuff happening in my life at the time, but in that moment, just being silly with her and singing along to a Miley Cyrus song, for the first time in a long time, I was genuinely happy. I fell in love with that sweet girl that day, and that love has only grown as I’ve gotten to know her and seen what a kind, compassionate, smart, talented, and goofy young lady she is. I’m so privileged to be a part of her life now and get to watch her grow up. Ari, this one’s for you.”

As my band started to play “Party in the U.S.A.,” I looked at Arielle in the wings and blew her a kiss. Her smile was big enough to light up the whole room all by itself. And, hopefully, it would get bigger. When the song ended, I took a deep breath.

“Ezra, Ari, can you guys come onstage for a minute?” I asked.

Ezra ushered an obviously confused Arielle onto the stage, and as I hugged him and stole a quick kiss, he slipped me the rolled-up piece of paper he’d stashed in his jacket pocket. Then I turned to my daughter and knelt down so I was at her level. Okay, at shoulder-level with her. But that was better than towering over her in my heeled boots. Yes, I was still wearing heeled boots at seven months pregnant. And my back was killing me right now.

“Ari, when your dad asked me to marry him, you asked me a question too,” I said into the microphone. “Do you remember what you asked me?”

She nodded.

“Can you tell everyone what your question was?”

“I asked you to be my mom,” she mumbled into the microphone.

“Yep. I wish so much that I’d been a part of your life all along, because I wish you could have grown up with a mom who loves you as much as you deserve to be loved. I can’t go back and change that, but I can do my best to make up for lost time. And this is the only way I know how to do that.” 

I handed her the adoption certificate that Ezra and I had gotten in the mail last week, and she unrolled it and looked at it. Her mouth dropped open and she looked up at me, then at her dad.

“Do you know what all that writing means, sweetheart?” I asked.

She nodded, and I held the microphone out to her again.

“It means you adopted me,” she said, a couple of tears trailing down her cheeks. 

“That’s right. I’ve always loved you like a daughter, from the very first time I met you. But now it’s official. I’m your mom,” I told her.

The cheers from the audience were deafening, and Arielle shed a few more tears. I wiped them away with my thumb and pulled her into a hug, kissing the side of her head. Then I tried to stand up and immediately realized that kneeling down while seven months pregnant wasn’t the world’s best idea. Ezra chuckled as he bent down to help me up. 

“Thank you so much for coming out tonight, Ashview!” I said to the crowd once I was back on my feet. “Have a great rest of your night and drive safe!”

I led my fiancé and daughter offstage, and as soon as we were in the wings, Ezra pulled me into a kiss.

“I love you so much,” he said against my lips.

“I love you too,” I told him, then bent down to hug Arielle again. “And I love you, sweet girl. To the moon and back.”

“Can I call you my mom now, Daphne?” she asked me.

My eyes stung with tears. “You can call me whatever you want to.”

“I love you, Mommy,” she murmured as she wrapped her arms around me and burrowed herself into my side.

I couldn’t contain my tears anymore. I wrapped an arm around Ezra and laid my head against his chest; he put an arm around each of us and kissed my hair.

I’d been to hell and back in the past ten months. I’d been terrorized by a faceless monster, I’d feared for my life, and I’d almost been a serial killer’s next victim. But I’d always believed that things happened for a reason. And now I knew that was true. Because all of the trauma and heartache had led me to Ezra and Arielle.

Life wasn’t a fairy tale. It was real and messy and ugly, and sometimes it hurt like hell. But fairy tale endings? Those were absolutely possible. And I’d found mine.
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(PSST! Want a free bonus epilogue about Daphne and Ezra’s wedding? CLICK HERE!)
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I know who I am

And I know where I stand

I can fall a hundred times

But my wings will not be tied

 

And they can try all they want

But I will not be broken

 

I’m the queen of the angels

I speak for those who don’t have a voice

I stand with the broken

My voice will rise above the noise

 

We will not be quiet

You will hear our cries

No one can silence

When millions unite

 

I’m the queen of the angels

 

No matter what they say

Don’t let them wreck your day

Your crown should always shine

Your heart can’t be denied

 

And they can try all they want

But you will not be broken

 

You’re the queen of the angels

You can speak for those who don’t have a voice

You can stand with the broken

Your voice will rise above the noise

 

We will not be quiet

They will hear our cries

No one can silence

When millions unite

 

You’re the queen of the angels

I’m the queen of the angels

We’re the queens of the angels

 

© Laura John 2020
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These are songs that were either mentioned in the book or inspired my writing process. 

Listen on Spotify!

 


	“Get the Party Started” by P!nk


	“All the Girls Love Alice” by Elton John


	“You Sexy Thing” by Hot Chocolate


	“Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)” by Eurythmics


	“Radio Gaga” by Queen


	“Don’t You Want Me” by The Human League


	“Pour Some Sugar on Me” by Def Leppard


	“Love Is a Battlefield” by Pat Benatar


	“Never Gonna Give You Up” by Rick Astley


	“Heartbreak Beat” by Psychedelic Furs


	“Take on Me” by a-Ha


	“Head Over Heels” by Tears for Fears


	“Love Is an Open Door” from Frozen


	“Party in the U.S.A.” by Miley Cyrus


	“Baba O’Riley” by The Who


	“I Feel the Earth Move” by Carole King


	“Happy” by Pharrell Williams


	“Let It Go” from Frozen


	“Crazy for You” by Madonna


	“Your Song” by Elton John


	“Walk Me Home” by P!nk


	“Jizz in My Pants” by The Lonely Island


	“The Fame” by Lady Gaga


	“Try” by P!nk
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Oh, my God! This book was so much fun to write. In the most torturous way possible. LOL!!!

Falling Angel was the first book I’ve ever committed to writing without having a clear idea of a story for it. It was almost a year ago when my amazing friends—the rest of the authors in this awesome series—first started tossing around the idea of writing a series together. I immediately knew that I wanted to be a part of it because I absolutely loved the idea of taking the unlikely friendship that this group of strong women from all different walks of life have formed and embellishing the hell out of it through the characters we’d create. These women are my tribe, the people I know are always there through thick and thin, just like all of Daphne’s friends are her tribe, and getting to fictionalize our friendship has been so much fun and so rewarding. The series this book was originally part of is no more and most of the character names have been changed because of that, but that doesn’t make these characters any less real to me. They’re still a perfect representation of the friends I’ve found in these ladies.

So, how did this book turn into the polished piece you have today? Through a lot of meltdowns, blood, sweat, and tears. I’d already been tossing around the idea of a rock star romance with the gender roles swapped for a while. Every rock star romance I’ve ever read has had the man as the rock star. But how many kick-ass female rock stars are out there? Why don’t they ever get any representation on the page? I wanted to change that. 

So, Daphne DeVille, international rock icon, was born. And she was the one who told me that her hero was her security guard, and that he was a single dad of an adorable little girl, and that she had a stalker.

I loved everything Daphne was telling me, so I ran with the story…except that I had ZERO plot ideas.

Just like I did when I got stuck with My Dreams Are Sealed, I decided to stop resisting plotting so much and just plot out this damn book. And let me just tell you something. If you saw my original plot idea for this book, you would have been like, “Um, Carmen, what the hell is this shit? You wanted to write and publish that?” Well…no. I even knew it was weak and horrible as I was writing it out. But I had to start somewhere, right? And I did like some of the stuff I came up with, so I started to write what I’d plotted.

And that was when the magic happened. As my characters so often do, Daphne and Ezra took the wheel and told me a completely different story. A way better one. There’s a meme that circulates around the writing community every so often that says something to the effect of, “You create your characters. You spend all this time crafting their personalities and you nurture them and give them a safe place to grow. And then…they BETRAY you! The bastards run off in a completely different direction than you wanted them to go in. And the most annoying part is, it’s usually better.” That was definitely the case here.

One thing that did stay the same throughout the entire plotting and writing process was Arielle. Certain parts of the plot with her changed, but I always knew she was a huge part of the story. Ezra made that VERY clear to me from the get-go. And I was actually really excited about that aspect of this story because I’d never written a single parent before and I was looking forward to testing those waters. However, I struggled for a while with Arielle’s age because Ezra kept telling me that he was Daphne’s age—twenty-five—but he also kept telling me that his daughter was eight. And I was like, “But wait! That would mean that you were seventeen when she was born!” His response? “Well, aren’t you smart? You can do math and stuff. Yep. That’s my story. Deal with it.” So I dealt with it, and I’m so glad I did, because I seriously love everything about Ezra’s relationship with Arielle.

Something that DID change in this story? Daphne’s sexual identity. I didn’t go into this story intending to write a bisexual character. I knew that Daphne was going to end up hooking up with someone in her dressing room and that Ezra was going to hear it and get jealous, but my original plan was for it to be a man. And she just shut up on me. She kept telling me that she didn’t do one-night stands and that wasn’t right. Then I tried to make it a member of her band, or even a member of the security team, and she still didn’t like it. 

Then I was trying to plot something out for the next Sealed With a Kiss book, My Pride Is Sealed (which is going to be my first F/F romance), and it was like a lightbulb moment. I went back to Daphne and asked, “Is this what you were trying to tell me? It was a woman? You’re bi?” And she was like, “Took you long enough, woman!” And then she started talking to me again.

With this new piece of information, for a while, I thought I needed to have Daphne and Ezra have a conversation about her being bi, or at least that maybe he needed to struggle with it and worry that one day he wouldn’t be enough for her anymore. But everywhere I tried to put it in, it always felt forced and unnatural. I finally realized that was Ezra’s way of telling me that he didn’t need to have that conversation with her. Because he just didn’t care. He didn’t judge her, ask questions, or even bat an eye when she told him she was bi in the beginning of the book. He loved and accepted her exactly as she was, and he didn’t feel the need to talk to her about her sexuality because when she chose him, that was all that mattered. And I have to say, I kind of love that.

Okay, now comes the part I’m sure you’re all waiting for me to explain. What the heck was up with me throwing that Hugh chapter in there out of left field???

After everything that Hugh put Daphne through in this book, I knew that when the final confrontation happened between them, it needed to be scary and intense and worthy of all of the build-up that had happened to get us to that point. But the problem was, I couldn’t make it come out right when I was writing it from either Daphne’s perspective or from Ezra’s. 

Then I saw a post in a friend’s reader group where she was talking about having a scene or a chapter written from a dead character’s point of view, and even though what my friend was talking about was something completely different, it started the cogs in my head turning. Why couldn’t I write that chapter from Hugh’s point of view? Give us a little glimpse into his dark and depraved mind before I killed him? I ran the idea past my trusty alphas, and they fell in love with it, so I decided to just roll with it. And I am SO glad I did, because it came out so much better than I’d ever hoped for. He was slimy and creepy, and he ended up telling me that he was a freaking serial killer! What the hell? I definitely didn’t expect THAT! I actually kind of creeped myself out writing that chapter, truth be told. 

I do have a funny story I want to tell from writing that chapter, though. If you’re active in my reader group…the saga of Carmen’s iPod continues in probably the most hilariously timed song shuffle ever. If you have no idea what I’m talking about, I keep my iPod on shuffle when I write and just let it play what it wants to play. And doing that led to probably one of the skeeviest moments in Hugh’s chapter. So here I am writing this chapter and what song comes on my iPod? “Jizz in My Pants” by The Lonely Island. Yep. I am not kidding. That’s why Hugh, well, jizzed in his pants. Because that song came on my iPod and I was like, “OMG YESSSSS!!! That’s perfect!” Yeah, I know, I’m a deeply disturbed individual. Haha.

One last note about this book. It won’t be for a little while because I’ve got books planned out, but after relentless begging from some of my alphas and betas, you’ll be getting a couple of other stories from characters in this book: Sam and Garth, as well as Rachel and Hector. I already have a pretty good idea of Sam and Garth’s story, but Rachel and Hector’s story needs a little work. And I’ve been debating a story for Jill too, but I don’t know if that’ll happen or not.

Now comes the part where I thank everyone who made this book possible. And this time around, it took a village!

As always, my endlessly patient boyfriend, Brett. Thank you for helping me narrow my focus and channel all of the ideas that were swimming in my head into something coherent. And thank you for putting up with my writing and mood swings while I was going crazy with this book!

Laura: Daphne’s story quite literally would not be the same without you. I honestly don’t even know how to thank you for everything you contributed to this book. Thank you so much for letting me borrow your amazing characters from the Love in Sienna series and letting Daph join the Transcendent Management family! I hope I took good care of Mikey, Tia, Crystal, and Damon and did them justice. Thank you, thank you, THANK YOU for writing and recording the lyrics to “Queen of the Angels” for me, since a songwriter, I am not. I’m not even lying. I cried listening to your recording because it was exactly what was in my head, but I couldn’t get it out. And thank you for beta reading!

Beck: Thank you for alpha reading! Thank you for throwing plot ideas around with me and encouraging me to take a chance on the Hugh chapter. And thank you for letting me go crazy with Taylor in this story! Daph needed all of her besties in this book, but she really needed her person to smack her upside the head and tell her she was being an idiot. And leave her a shit ton of condoms in her hotel room. LOL!!! Also, this is your official statement: Ezra Ramsay, in all of his sexy and slightly dorky glory, is all yours.

Jacinta: Thank you for beta reading and restoring some confidence that was lost. I really wasn’t sure how I felt about this book, but seeing how much you loved Daphne and Ezra’s story as you were beta reading made me fall in love with it again.

Amanda: Thank you for beta reading and being so critical! Seriously. Thank you. That was what I needed. Someone who wasn’t afraid to be brutally honest and ask the hard questions. And someone who found those little plot holes and inconsistencies that I couldn’t see because I was too close to it. Just for that, though he is very different from what you kept picturing, I am officially giving you the rights to one Garth O’Brien. You’ve been Garthed!

Claudia: Thank you for beta reading! And thank you for your advice on single parenthood and how to make Ari’s reactions believable. As much as I was excited to write this story, I was a little lost when it came to how to realistically write a kid’s reaction to things like her dad dating again and finding out that she was getting a new baby brother or sister and moving to a different city. And here is your official statement: Hector Gonzalez, who you fell in love with just from seeing his name three times, is all yours. 

Katey: Thanks for being so willing to toss around ideas with me, even when you had no idea what the heck I was talking about half the time! And thanks for proofreading! Even the Grammar Nazi isn’t always perfect.

Stefanie: Thank you for helping me condense my crazy long blurb into something manageable and catchy. You seriously worked magic on Daphne’s half!

You: Yes, you. Whoever you are. Thanks so much for taking a chance on Daphne and Ezra’s story. If this is your introduction to my writing, I hope you’ll check out my other stories. If you’ve already read them all and you’re waiting with bated breath for the next one, I’ve started working on Maddie and Autumn’s story in the Sealed With a Kiss series, My Pride Is Sealed, and I anticipate a fall release if all goes well!

If you enjoyed this book, I’d love it if you’d take a moment to leave a review on your favorite book review site! Thanks, and I’ll see you next book!
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Sealed With a Kiss Series


	My Lips Are Sealed (Zoe #1)


	My Heart Is Sealed (Zoe #2)


	My Future Is Sealed (Zoe #3)


	My Fate Is Sealed (Elijah #1)


	My Bonds Are Sealed (River & Mason)


	My Soul Is Sealed (Elijah #2)


	My Dreams Are Sealed (Elijah #3)


	My Pride Is Sealed (Maddie & Autumn—Coming Fall 2020)


	My Past Is Sealed (Kelly & Shane—Coming Winter 2020)


	My Choice Is Sealed (Abby & Nick—Release TBD)


	Our Years Are Sealed (Megan & Rob—Release TBD)


	My Role Is Sealed (Grant & Bryce—Release TBD)


	Our Worlds Are Sealed (Beth & Gabby—Release TBD)


	My Doors Are Sealed (Sadie & Keith—Release TBD)


	Our Parts Are Sealed (Colleen & Kevin—Release TBD)


	My Passion Is Sealed (Emma & Jake—Release TBD)




Game of Love Series


	What Doesn’t Kill You (Kyler & Ian)


	Under My Skin (Gabrielle & Braden—Coming Spring 2021)


	Playing for Keeps (Melissa & Liam—Release TBD)


	Finding My Spirit (Hannah & Travis—Release TBD)


	Changing My Rhythm (Izzie & Hillary—Release TBD)
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Carmen Richter is an independent romance author who writes as a labor of love. She writes contemporary romance in a bunch of different subgenres, featuring swoony heroes with a soft side who would do anything for the girls they love. Carmen also has an editing and formatting service called CPR Editing, which aims to provide affordable editing and interior formatting for all authors. When she’s not writing or editing, she loves going to the movies and attending concerts and live theater. She lives in the Kansas City area with her boyfriend, Brett, and their fur babies, a bunny named Marty and a cat named Mal.

Carmen loves interacting with her fans and will happily respond to all messages personally until she gets uber famous and gets a ton of them. Hey, a girl can dream, right?

You can find Carmen online in the following places:

Website

Blog

Facebook Page

Richter’s Romance Readers (Facebook Reader Group)

CPR Editing Facebook Page

Instagram

Twitter

Spotify (Check out playlists from all of the books here!)

Goodreads Author Page

BookBub Author Page

AllAuthor Author Page

Also, if you liked this book, please take a minute to leave a review on your favorite book review site. Thanks, and happy reading!
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