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   Prologue
 
    
 
   "Bit?"
 
   "Hmm?" I was almost asleep. In the pitch dark of the studio, I could almost believe his voice was something out of a dream.
 
   Until I heard his little snort of laughter. "Asleep already, Bit?' Did I wear you out that bad?"
 
   I groaned and shifted. His naked body was pressed up against mine, warm and heavy and solid. I was as limp and floppy as a wet noodle after what we had just done, but I would never tell him that. He didn't need the ego boost.
 
   "I'm not asleep," I huffed.
 
   He pressed his lips to my shoulder. "Good. Because my arm is completely dead. Can I have it back?"
 
   Muttering, I flopped onto my back. He yanked his arm out from under me with a sigh of relief. It felt like he was leaving. I almost panicked. 
 
   Until he immediately shifted out bodies even closer together, pulling me flush against him. "There,” he murmured against my forehead. "That's better."
 
   I was pressed up against him on the narrow, beat-up sofa that hulked in the far corner of the studio. I couldn't see him—not in the close, thick darkness—but in my mind's eye I could perfectly picture his long body as I ran my hand along his side and down to his hips. "Did that just happen?" I whispered.
 
   Now it was his turn to sound asleep. He sighed, stretched, then stroked his hand lazily along my stomach to cup my breast. "Yeah Bit," he chuckled. "It happened. This isn't one of your stories; it's real."
 
   Damn right it wasn't one of my stories. It was better. Better than I could have ever imagined, really. I thought we'd be trading tender embraces. But no, it was so much more than that. Raw. Urgent. Primal, even. Instead of sweet words to remember it by, I had the marks of his fingers on my skin. And I liked it that way.
 
   It made it so much more real.
 
   "So, what you're saying is…" I trailed off. I needed him to say something else. About what this meant. To him. To me. For him and me… together.
 
   He must have heard the edge in my voice, because he didn't rise to the bait. Instead he somehow pulled me in even tighter. "Yeah. We had sex, Liliana," he said, using my real name for once. "Made love. Whatever you want to call it, we did it. Don't you go freaking out on me now."
 
   But I was already way ahead of him. Wide awake now, I stiffened and pulled back. Don't go freaking out? How could I not? I had just had sex with—no, worse than that, I had just lost my virginity to…
 
   Jax.
 
   Jax!
 
   Jaxson fucking Blue. 
 
   "Lily, shh, I can feel you spazzing out. Stop." Jax somehow found my mouth in the dark, brushing his lips against mine.
 
   "How the hell am I supposed to stop?" I asked him. I honestly wanted to know. "I can't believe we did… that I let you… that you did…" I blushed at the memory.
 
   Jaxson smoothed my hair in the dark. I could feel the guitar callouses on his fingers. The ones I had been so recently suckling and kissing as he thrust himself inside me. "Why can't you believe it?" he asked. "I fucking love you, Lil Bit."
 
   My heart stopped. Time stood still. I floated in the pitch dark in the warmth of his arms. I listened, waiting for him to laugh, to take it back, to say he got me and it was all a joke. 
 
   Instead I heard his breath deepen and quiet.
 
   Holy shit, he had fallen asleep. Right after he dropped that bomb in my lap. 
 
   It was the most arrogant, cocky, Jaxson Blue thing he could have possibly done.
 
   I couldn't help but laugh. "Goddammit, Jax. I love you too. Asshole."
 
   And then I fell asleep in his arms. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Part Two
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   At the very first note, my heart dropped to my shoes. 
 
   I had to get out of here. Fast.
 
   "Angel?" I called frantically into the dressing room, "I'm running next door. I'm desperate for caffeine. You want anything?"
 
   "Caramel latte?" my roommate called from inside. This shopping trip was supposed to be about bonding, getting to know each other, but fuck it. I couldn't stay in this store a moment longer.
 
   The beat was infectious. I could see shoppers starting to sway near the racks of discounted jeans. It was a four-on-the-floor, balls-out pop song, all glittering synth and pounding bassline. Almost impossible to ignore. 
 
   And it was already in my head. The last place I wanted it to be. 
 
   I rushed out into the oppressive heat of the New York City streets, but my cheeks were blazing even hotter as I tried like hell to avoid the song of the summer. I fled into the cool of the Starbucks next door and took my place in line.
 
   The overhead speakers were piping in some plinking little indie folk tune. I sighed in relief. I checked my nails, resolving for the fifty billionth time to stop biting them, then immediately stuck my thumbnail in my mouth and started nibbling. 
 
   I was next in line when the plinky song ended. There was a pause. I craned my neck and saw one of the baristas changing out the iPod behind the counter.
 
   And there it was again. 
 
   I managed to hold it together, right up until the vocalist began. He started with the chorus, a nail right to the center of my heart.
 
   "You got it right, babe/We spent the night, babe/And I'm just a little bit cocky, yes, it's true…"
 
   I was out of there before the rest of the song ramped up. Because he didn't say, "little bit." No, he snarled and slurred his words, so that it came out sounding a lot more like, "Lil Bit."
 
   Lil Bit. 
 
   Liliana Nesbit.
 
   Me.
 
   Jaxson Blue had worked his way back into my life, managing to ruin everything for me once again. This time without even having to see me face to face.
 
   I ran out of the coffee shop with my hands clapped over my ears, but the bassline still pulsed in my chest, making my heart beat irregularly… just like it did when Jax stood in front of me naked for the first time. Tattooed and smoldering, with electric blue hair that did disconcerting things to his deep, deep blue eyes, he cupped my face in his hands and I melted right into a puddle at his feet. 
 
   I was halfway back to my apartment before I remembered Angel. And her coffee. And mine. 
 
   This was a matter of life and death. She'd have to understand. Or, if she didn't, then this bout of erratic behavior would be one more thing she could titter about with her boyfriend who stayed over every night and yet never pitched in for rent… or food… or the miles of toilet paper he clogged our aging toilet with every morning. Or maybe she could throw another party without consulting me, leaving me to be the one to have to clean up our tiny shoebox of an apartment.
 
   I can't believe he used my own words in a song about me. 
 
   I stopped short with a sigh. It wasn't Angel I was mad at. She was a flighty slob, a spoiled Midwest princess who lacked in every real world skill an adult should have, but then again, what was I? We were both nineteen, strangers in this city and far away from our loved ones. I could cut her some slack. 
 
   Him, though?
 
   "You didn't mean a word of it," I whispered.
 
   "You're deluded," he chuckled.
 
   "You're a cocky asshole."
 
   "You got that right, babe."
 
   He could rot in hell. 
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   I was getting tired of having to chat up every two-bit blogger that crossed my path, but what was even worse is having to sit there and listen to them blather about my mother with the kind of reverence usually reserved for the freaking Pope.
 
   "And what was it like, growing up the son of Annie Blue?"
 
   This blogger, a curvy little thing that I could definitely see taking home—providing she lost the obnoxiously huge cat-eye glasses that dominated her face—just asked me the same damn question that the previous ten reporters on this junket asked me. How many times can I come up with a witty, concise way of saying what I really want to say? How am I supposed to answer a stupid question like that? 
 
   Being the son of Annie Blue is all I've ever been.
 
   Even now, as my label readied the release of my first EP. Even now, as my first single was blowing up. Even now, as I had studio time booked for the full-length follow-up. Even now, as I had a Rolling Stone cover story in the works and my first tour was in the planning stages. 
 
   Even after all of this, I was still the fucking son of fucking Annie goddamn Blue.
 
   I didn't say that, of course. Instead I shifted in my chair, spreading my legs for a second. The pretty blogger's eyes went right to my crotch, and I smiled a little. Yeah, she wanted it. A few choice words, and I'd have her begging for it.
 
   "Well…" I smiled, showing the dimple I knew drove girls crazy. "Being the son of Annie Blue? That's the only thing I've ever known, sweetheart." She wiggled a little right then. I'd have her squirming one way or another. Just get those glasses off… "To some people, my mom is an icon," I added, hating how glib and portentous I sounded, "but to me, she's always going to be Mama."
 
   I nearly vomited in my own mouth after that one. I had outdone myself. The last time I called Annie "Mama," I was still in diapers. She made me call her Annie the minute I stopped lisping and drooling, and any maternal feelings she might have had for me were drowned out by her own narcissism.
 
   The curvy little thing giggled, typing furiously into her sleek MacBook. "I just can't imagine anyone calling Annie Blue ‘Mama,’ ” she said, shaking her head. "She's a goddess."
 
   I tried to hold back the explosive sigh, but it came out anyway. Luckily for me, my publicist knew exactly what that meant.
 
   "That's all the time Mr. Blue has right now," Beverly said crisply.
 
   The blogger looked shocked, and that's when I knew for sure that she expected we'd end up in bed together after this. At least in that regard, I was my own man. No one ever called me in Annie Blue's son when I took them home. It was my name they screamed out.
 
   I stood up and shook her hand, giving her the full benefit of my dimple. She made a noise like a little squeak, and I could smell the desire rising off of her in waves. May be I could get her off her Annie Blue lady-boner in my own special way?
 
   But luckily, Beverly seemed to know me better than myself. "Mr. Blue," she said, "I've arranged for you to be able to take a break. Did you want anything from craft services?"
 
   The blogger, clearly shut out, slunk away, stuffing her laptop into her shoulder bag. I allowed myself one last glimpse of her ass, then sighed. "How many times have you cock-blocked me now, Bev?"
 
   Beverly arched an eyebrow. "Who, me? I'm only looking after my best client's well-being."
 
   "Bullshit. You just don't like the competition."
 
   Beverly laughed. "Luckily for both of us, were not competing in the same pool." She let her own eyes linger for a second as the blogger disappeared around the corner, and then shook her head. "I could've taught that girl a thing or two," she sighed.
 
   I licked my lips. "Please make sure to get it down on video," I told her, cupping my groin.
 
   "You're an absolute pig, and I have no idea why I put up with you. Come on." Beverly sounded severe, but I could tell she was one second away from laughing. Getting under my radical feminist, lesbian publicist's skin was one of my favorite hobbies, probably second only to making music.
 
   Such a fucking cliché, isn't it? Son of a rock star, grandson of a rock star, trying to make his own way in the music industry. It's a story so familiar, it's almost sad. I knew the minute I walked into the studio that everyone figured I was just a joke. I'd put out the four song EP, just to get it out of my system, then go back to my sad, playboy life of living off of my mother's money. I even believed it myself, figuring I would just use my mom's connections to scratch the itch, satisfy my curiosity.
 
   Never once did I count on the fact that I'd love it more than anything.
 
   I also never counted on the fact that I appeared to be good at it.
 
   Now the little song I wrote a year ago, a poem jotted down in one of my notebooks after the biggest fuck-up of my life, was fucking everywhere. And none of us were prepared for it.
 
   Least of all, me.
 
   The label had me scrambling. A series of club appearances, really a small scale tour, were being planned at this very moment. I had studio time booked already for the full-length LP follow-up, an album's worth of material I hadn't even written yet. Of course, the label offered the services of the best songwriters in the business, but fuck it. This was my moment, my time to shine. “(Lil Bit) Cocky” was my words, but someone else's music. I was ready to stand my ground to make sure the world heard both this time.
 
   Bev and I wolfed down a few sandwiches, watching the video guys break down their equipment. My face was still pancaked in the makeup the stylist had slathered on my face before the junket began, and it felt tight as a mask.
 
   "What the hell time is it, anyway?" I asked Bev.
 
   My manager snuck a look at her cell phone. "A fuck of a lot later than it should be," she said, shaking her head. "I'm sorry, Jax. I really need to get a better handle on these things for you."
 
   I patted her arm for a moment. I once tried to get out of to sleep with me, a long time ago. She shot me down so gently that ever since, I'd felt a kind of protective instinct about her. "No, I talked too much. You know that."
 
   Bev rolled her eyes. "You talk too much, and you reveal too much, Jax,"
 
   I held my hand up to stave off the lecture I knew was coming. "I thought I did fine this time."
 
   "What's it like to grow up the son of Annie Blue?" she said, mimicking the blogger's wispy little tone. "Right there, she was trying to trap you. You say, 'Great!' and move on. Don't give them any more fodder than they already have on you."
 
   I grimaced. Bev wasn't coming out and saying it, but I definitely knew what she meant. Pitchfork magazine had called my "enigmatic" lyrics "the biggest songwriting mystery since Carly Simon's 'You're So Vain.’ "
 
   "Who is Little Bit?" The headline blared. 
 
   But they got it wrong. Not “Little Bit.”
 
   Lil Bit.
 
   Liliana Nesbit. 
 
   The only girl I’d ever loved.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   When she got back to the apartment, Angel stomped past me and slammed the door to her bedroom so hard that a book fell off of my nightstand.
 
   She was probably angry with me.
 
   She had a right to be, I supposed.
 
   I sat at my crappy, thrift store desk and considered apologizing to her. But apologizing would mean explaining, which would mean she'd ask me questions, which would mean I'd have to explain my connection to Jaxson Blue.
 
   I could just imagine how that conversation would go.
 
   "Yeah, I lost my virginity to that sex god with his face plastered all over the internet.
 
   "No. It's true. Me. Liliana Nesbit, the girl you know only as your mousy roommate who holes herself up on her room writing romance novels."
 
   Yeah. Me. I'm not kidding."
 
   She'd think I was crazier than she already did.
 
   Best to just leave it.
 
   Besides, I was in a groove now.
 
   If there was one thing I had to give Jaxson, it was that he was good inspiration. As soon as I got home and in front of my wheezing laptop, the words started flowing. 
 
   It came to me all at once: my heroine, in an uncharacteristic fit of bravery, drew up her horse outside the gate where the intruder was last spotted. She called out, her voice rolling across the moor, but the only reply was her own echo calling back to her. The wind lifted a strand of jet-black tresses that she then tucked impatiently under her riding cap.
 
   My fingers clacked away. Occasionally I took a break to bite the edges of my fingernails down to the nub, but otherwise all was quiet and focused. I could tell I was getting into the scene, because my heart was beating faster, my breath coming shorter. I was living in my heroine's head.
 
   Right up until I realized what needed to come next.
 
   The sex scene.
 
   Those always brought me up short. Sex scenes are hard to write when you have limited experience to draw from. 
 
   Luckily for me, my limited experience was pretty incredible. Right up until the moment it broke my heart.
 
   I leaned back from my laptop and cracked my knuckles. Geraldine Hunter, disgraced heiress to the Hunter fortune, just entered the vast, crumbling manse belonging to reclusive aristocrat Tristan Bard. Her heart beat rapidly in her tightly laced stays as she watched the devastatingly handsome Tristan descend the staircase, his eyes raking over her body…
 
   Yeah, this was going to be good.
 
   But I needed a little more caffeine before I could continue.
 
   I stood up from my laptop and blinked at my room around me. The sun was setting below the building behind mine and the light could no longer make it into my solitary window. In my writing flurry, I’d forgotten to turn the lights on.
 
   I wandered about the tiny space, still deep in thought, and turned on the lamp as I acted out the scene I was about to write. The way his Tristan's hands gripped the back of Geraldine's head, forcing her to tilt upward as his lips devoured hers. The way his "manhood" was so hard and unyielding that she could feel it even through the voluminous mass of petticoats that formed a barrier between them.
 
   It was always easy for me to come up with the prelude. Passionate yearning, the tingling sensations that ripple up spines… yeah, I was a master of sexual tension.
 
   But once my heroes got their cocks out, my scenes were always the same. They followed the script… the only one I knew. 
 
   I sat back down to start typing, slowly at first, then gathering speed. And as I wrote, I started blushing.
 
   And squirming.
 
   And hating myself.
 
   And hating Jaxson Blue.
 
   Tristan—no, Jaxson, it's always fucking Jaxson. I'll just find and replace the name afterward—leaned back in the bed, cradling his head in one hand while the other held a cigarette, the smoke curling lazily to the ceiling. "Was that your first time?" he asked me… Geraldine, whoever.
 
   "No." I blushed. Then I told the truth. "Yes."
 
   Jaxson's eyes tightened a little as he took a drag. "Well, you're ruined now, Lil Bit."
 
   "Why do you say that?" 
 
   "Because you're never going to have a guy as good as me."
 
   I giggled. "You are so fucking cocky." I was so infatuated back then that it hurt to remember.
 
   The words started to come. Thick and fast, my fingers moving feverishly to capture every little detail that I could recall. But I embellished, of course. Tristan was Jaxson, of course, but Jax done right. Jax, the nice version, the one who gave me the happily ever after I never got in real life. 
 
   The fantasy carried me, like it always does, right to the end. The sun was peeking around the edge of my building again as I looked up from my screen, eyes raw and aching. 
 
   5:14 in the morning, New York time, and I finished the latest Liliana Grace masterpiece. I typed my favorite words—THE END—and stood up, still punch drunk from my own self-inflicted book hangover.
 
   The buzz of my phone vibrating against the desk nearly gave me a damn heart attack. 
 
   When I saw the number, I rolled my eyes. My father had no concept of normal, human bedtimes, a trait I’d apparently picked up from him. "Hi Daddy," I croaked into the phone, my voice hoarse from disuse.
 
   There was a crashing clatter in the background, the whoops and hollers of a party still raging on the West Coast. It was a noise that was familiar down to my bones—the sounds of the after-party. But this one seemed more raucous than normal.
 
   "Lil Bit!" My father was shouting over the noise, sounding more than a bit drunk. "Baby girl, she said yes! Annie said yes!"
 
   I was too damn spent to understand what the hell he was talking about. "Annie said what, Dad?" I shouted back. 
 
   "She's gonna make an honest man outta me!"
 
   There was a roar of laughter and the sound of muffled applause. My father yelled something I couldn't hear that was met with shouts of approval. But I was still standing stock still, trying to process what he was saying.
 
   "You and Annie? Getting married?"
 
   There was a scrabble for the phone, and then Annie's smoky-rich voice suddenly filled my ears. "Liliana, he finally did it, the rat bastard. Tryna tie me down, after all these years.”
 
   I smiled weakly, pulse hammering, because I knew what she was going to ask me next. 
 
   She inhaled—maybe a cigarette, probably a joint—and dropped the bomb right in my lap. "Can you make it out here for the wedding?"
 
   My hands were shaking and I had the urge to run away, though I wouldn't get far in this shoebox I called my home. "You and Daddy are having a wedding?"
 
   "Oh, we're too damn old to have a big thing," Annie said. "Just a few friends and relatives. And our kids."
 
   A million thoughts vied for space in my brain—the thought of Annie and my Dad finally tying the knot after an on-again, off-again relationship that spanned my entire time on this earth—the thought of seeing them all again; Bash, Diggs, Crusty Pete, Greg Fingers…
 
   But the thought that took up the most space was I'm going to see Jax again.
 
   And right after it, the horrified realization that Jaxson Blue, third generation rock royalty—the cocky asshole who took my virginity and then broke my heart in the most public way possible—was going to be my stepbrother. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   "Thanks for today, Bev." I gobbled the last dredges of my soggy sandwich.
 
   "I'll call in the morning with your itinerary," she replied, flipping through her phone. "Busy day."
 
   "When is it not?" I grumbled. The label had me running all over the place for these appearances when the songs I was supposed to be promoting weren't even half finished yet. It was annoying as fuck. I slunk out the back entrance of the building, unwilling to risk running into anyone who might want something from me.
 
   And ended up running into someone who wanted something very specific. 
 
   "Mr. Blue, I'm sorry to bother you, but I felt like things were a little… unfinished up there."
 
   The little blogger was lying in wait in the alleyway behind the building. Canny little thing. She sashayed her way up to me and slid those horrid glasses off of her face.
 
   Well, fuck it. "I'm staying at the Plaza," I told her gruffly.
 
   Her eyes shone, but to her credit, she didn't say another word—just raced back to her car and peeled out with a squeal that would have been comical if I was capable of laughing anymore.
 
   So there was tonight. A bottle, a blogger, and some pleasant distraction. Life could be worse, I reminded myself.
 
   She was waiting for me in the lobby, and was on her knees the second we got into the private elevator.
 
   "I'm just such a fan of yours," she cooed, stroking the length of my cock and licking her lips. "I've wanted to meet you for so long…"
 
   "Slow down, honey," I gritted. She was tugging so hard it felt like she wanted to wrench the whole thing off of me. 
 
   "Ooh, sorry. Let me kiss it better."
 
   The doors dinged open and I came face to face with my mother.
 
   Annie looked from me to the girl on my cock, and then back to me, her eyebrow cocked in that stupid, signature snarl she always pulled. "Get up, honey," she finally drawled.
 
   The blogger squeaked and jumped back from my cock like it was on fire. "Miss Blue! Oh my God, I am so sorry, but I am your biggest fan. I have all of your albums, even the stuff that came out before I was born. You're a legend!"
 
   "Thank you, honey," Annie flashed her the smile that graced a million magazine covers, then turned to me, her wayward son. "Jax, if you'd put your cock away for a minute, there's somethin' I want to tell you."
 
   "You can call me!" the blogger bleated as I stepped out of the elevator into the penthouse. The doors shut before I replied, which was fine.
 
   "What?" I asked Annie, folding my arms.
 
   She rolled her eyes at me. "You have a good night?"
 
   "It was going to be," I retorted, "until my fucking mother crashed my room. What are you even doing here?"
 
   "I paid for this. That means it's mine." Annie said it like it was obvious… and it fucking was. But not for much longer. 
 
   "What did you want to tell me?" For the first time, I took in the scene in front of me. The whole fucking entourage was here, all of the old farts that have been my mother's road team since before I even existed. Crusty Pete, Bash, Diggs, Gregory Fingers, the guys I used to call uncles and sometimes wanted to call Daddy.
 
   Just then, Nails wandered up and slung his arm around Annie. "What the hell did you do to your hair, Jax?" he grunted by way of greeting.
 
   I grinned back. "What the hell did you do to your face? That thing looks like you're hiding a bird's nest, or something."
 
   Nails stroked his beard. "Nah, I cleaned it out this morning. Had the eggs for breakfast." 
 
   I laughed as he extended his hand. We clasped forearms for a moment before I realized something. "Hey, why are you being so nice? You're usually a complete asshole."
 
   I expected Nails to grunt and swear at me, walking away in a surly mood like he always does. Annie's on-again, off-again boyfriend was a big, moody fucker who only seemed to like three things, none of which were me. Nails Nesbit like loud guitars, Kentucky bourbon, and my mother, possibly in that exact order.
 
   "Let's have a drink," Annie interjected. "We've been waiting for you."
 
   "Like hell you were," I muttered. By the way she was slurring, Annie was half in the bag already.
 
   "It's a fucking celebration," Nails boomed, returning with three shot glasses. "Down the hatch." He slammed his own back before I even brought mine to my lips, then slung his arm around Annie, who giggled. She fucking giggled. My mother doesn't giggle. What the hell was going on?
 
   "What are we celebrating?" I asked. My hackles were up. Annie invading my personal space like this, that was nothing new. But Annie bringing the whole crew over and then giggling? That was fucking weird. 
 
   The two old farts looked at each other with such goopy expressions on their faces that I nearly vomited the bourbon right back up again. "Your mother here has decided to stop stringing me along," Nails said gruffly, his tone a lot gentler than his words. 
 
   Annie playfully slapped him as the dread filled me. "Fuck off, Lyle," she cooed. Then she turned to me. "Nails asked me to marry him. I said yes."
 
   Something exploded inside of my head, right above my left eyebrow. "You what?!"
 
   "We're getting married, Jax."
 
   "Why… the fuck… would you do that?" My mouth was hanging open like I was an idiot and I closed it tightly, right before I exploded again. "You're getting married?"
 
   "It's about time, we figured," Nails said, like this wasn't the stupidest thing anyone had ever said. "I love your mama. You know, that Jax."
 
   "Whatever." I was being an asshole, but I couldn't help it. "This is stupid. You're old. Who cares, at this point?"
 
   "We do," Annie said, all casually. She planted a kiss on Nails that went on for so damn long I had to turn and walk away before I really did vomit on my shoes.
 
   But another explosion in my brain stopped me in my tracks. "Wait," I said, turning on my heel. "Does Lily know?" 
 
   Nails pulled himself back from pawing my mother long enough to reply. "Yeah, we still gotta call her," he said, just as casually as Annie. Both of them were acting like this was just a totally normal thing, like it was no big fucking deal that they should get married after fighting, fucking, and fucking each other over for almost fifteen years. 
 
   And Lily.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Liliana. Nails' daughter. This whole sordid and sorry state of affairs would make my Lil Bit—my secret shame, my sorry obsession—my fucking sister.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   One of the main reasons why I've never been able to hold down anything resembling a "real job," is my utter inability to arrive anywhere on time. Everyone knows you should be at least two hours early for any flight if you want to have a prayer of getting through security on time.
 
   I arrived forty-five minutes early and was extremely impressed with myself. That is, until I saw the line snaking through security.
 
   The crowd was packed tightly around me as we moved through the maze of crowd control barriers that I felt like a cow on the way to the slaughterhouse. "Moo," I muttered under my breath. The old lady in front of me with the tightly curled perm darted a startled look over her shoulder, and then shifted forward to give the crazy lady some space. I took a deep breath, feeling the claustrophobia dissipate a little with the extra space. Maybe I should always pretend to be a crazy person. Maybe it would keep people from crowding around me like this.
 
   I don't like crowds, or audiences. Or really, people in general. My father, though—he lives for that sort of thing.
 
   They say rock 'n roll dreams never die, and never was that more true than for my father. I knew he loved me, somehow, the way small children instinctually can tell these things, but he was never any good at showing it. I was an afterthought, not so much of a hindrance as something he never really considered in the first place. My only memories of him being at home with us were of him smoking out in the garage, a guitar on his lap, and a faraway expression on his face. "What are you doing out here? Go find your mama," he would always say, if he noticed me standing and staring at him at all. 
 
   After a sad and futile stint at being a normal, suburban father, Lyle Nesbit succumbed to his rock 'n roll dreams once more, leaving my mother to raise her three-year-old daughter by herself.
 
   "I don't hate him, honey," she used to sigh when I'd ask her, but she never could quite muster up the conviction to make me believe her. My mother married Graham, my stepfather, when I was five, and she and I moved into his big corner house. On that day, I got a new dad and two new stepbrothers in one fell swoop. But if I thought that would mean someone would notice me, I was sorely mistaken. Graham's boys were utterly wild, perpetually in trouble, perpetually fighting whether in fun or in earnest, with Graham shouting from the sidelines ‘til his voice grew hoarse. I stayed in the background, honing my talent at being completely ignored by father figures.
 
   Graham was useless, all prim and proper, so unlike my father that it was almost comical. He fancied himself a scholar and took great pride in the shelves of leather bound volumes I never once saw him open. He was more of background noise in my life than a father figure, but one thing I did have to give him credit for: my motto. He grimaced it at me once after I verbally dressed him down, halfway out the door on the way to a friend's party.
 
   "Though she be but little, she is fierce."
 
   Shakespeare. Midsummer's Night's Dream. Of course I recognized it. I devoured any book that I could get my hands on, transcribing the bits that spoke to me into reams of journals that I scribbled in night and day. It made me stop and consider Graham in a different light for one moment. 
 
   Then he went right back to being an ass hat and the moment was lost.
 
   Still, little and fierce. That's what I was. How I defined myself even when fierceness seemed far out of reach. When the tears pricked shamefully at my eyes and I lashed out rather than see them fall, I was always reminding myself: fierce. It was the mantra I believed in even when I didn't believe in myself. 
 
   I had daydreamed my way right to the front of the line. "Shoes off," the bored TSA agent intoned mechanically. "Put your belongings in a bin and step over here." 
 
   Everyone hurried to obey, grabbing the gray bins and slinging them about like toddlers with stacking toys. I had to duck out of the way before I got taken out. "Hey, watch where you swing that thing!" I barked at the harried-looking businessman.
 
   He looked out, and then down. "Oh, I'm so sorry, I didn't see you down there." 
 
   Then the bastard grinned at his own joke. 
 
   "I'm the perfect height for punching you in the nuts," I retorted loudly. 
 
   He opened his stupid mouth a few times, gawping like a fish. I seemed to have that effect on guys like him. The self-important ones who couldn't imagine that someone who looked like me, all small and elfin, could actually have a temper. Guys like him tended to be speechless when faced with ferocity. That was part of the reason why I was, as yet, still single. 
 
   Jaxson never condescended to me. 
 
   What the hell? Shut up.
 
   Apparently my traitor brain, eager at the prospect of a reunion, was deciding to replay only the highlight reel of my former life. With a mental yank, I forced myself to relive the bad shit too. 
 
   Because there was a lot of bad shit. And as I settled into my seat on the plane, I knew that there was going to be no way I could stem the tide of memories.
 
   Life in the corner house moved on with its predictable boringness. The only time I experienced anything approaching excitement was what my father decided to drop by. It was irregular and infrequent—two, maybe three times a year—but it gave me something to look forward to besides counting down the time until I could move out. 
 
   Seeing my dad was something that I always looked forward to… no matter how many times he disappointed me. 
 
   He'd eventually given up on being a rock star in his own right, and had started working as a roadie. He was perpetually broke, and perpetually on the verge of homelessness, but I had never seen him happier. He'd bring me souvenirs of life on the road and I'd sit on his lap, hoping like hell that this time he'd take me with him.
 
   But just because he was happy didn't make him any less of a shitty father. As quickly as he dropped into my life again, my father would always vanish, called back to the road like a man possessed. Sometimes I would wish that he would fail completely, and give up to come back home to me. 
 
   But instead he met Crusty Pete Dillingham.
 
   The story of that night is now part of my own personal legend. My dad went to see a show at a local dive bar. When they started the show, nothing came out of the speakers except ear-splitting feedback. The tech ran backstage in a panic. While everyone else was covering their ears, my two-hundred and sixty-pound, bearded father vaulted the stage like an Olympic high jumper and ran back to switch out the mis-plugged cables.
 
   "The first thing I noticed was that his stack was a mess. The second thing I noticed was the stench." My dad would always grin at this point, slapping Crusty Pete on his back. 
 
   "I thanked him and told him we just lost a guy," Crusty Pete would add, gamely playing his part in the story. "And if he could get his fat ass up early enough in the morning, we'd have more work for him."
 
   Pete introduced my dad to Bash Gills, the drum tech extraordinaire. He was slumming it in between tours, picking up club gigs here and there. But once his real gig started up again, he'd be able to use a guitar tech that was as fast on his feet as my father.
 
   Right here in the story, Bash always made a point to look up and down my father's considerable bulk. "How the man eat so much and still move so fast, I'll never even begin to understand. It defies both logic and physics." Then my dad would guffaw like it was the first time he'd ever heard that joke, and me and Jaxson would roll our eyes so hard they may as well have fallen out. Then we'd start laughing at each other’s, reactions, goaded on by our shared experience of being teenagers in the weirdest fucking place to be a teenager… ever.
 
   I smiled at the memory before my heart could catch up with my head. And when it did, I felt the sick, hollow feeling that always hit me when I thought about Jaxson Blue. And since I was always thinking of him, I was sick and hollow pretty much always.
 
   The feeling remained as we taxied out into the runway. I scrunched low in my seat, grateful for my tiny frame as I nestled close to the window. The guy sitting next to me ignored me completely, putting in his headphones and promptly falling into a drooling, open-mouthed sleep. Something about the way he completely overlooked me, like I was part of the plane itself, made me think of my stepfather again.
 
   After living out my childhood in the background at Graham's house, playing second fiddle to Graham's kids and losing my mother to being Graham's wife, I then lost my mother for real. The ovarian cancer that took her was swift and merciless, transforming her from tired, but still vital, woman to gasping shell in a matter of eight months, start to finish. She succumbed when I was fifteen, and suddenly Graham looked up and noticed I was there.
 
   "Liliana, I know things haven't always been great between us," he started to say at the kitchen table the night after her funeral.
 
   But I’d had enough. I held up my hands to ward off his apologies. "You don't have to say anything Graham, I've already called my dad."
 
   "Your… dad?" Graham spat the word.
 
   "Yes… my father."
 
   "Liliana, I raised you. I'm your father."
 
   My grief was still way too fresh for me to stay cordial. "You didn't raise anything, Graham. I raised myself while you weren't looking."
 
   His face got really tight around the eyes right then. He sagged his head into his hands and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. "Lily, I know it hasn't always been easy…"
 
   "No shit," I said, loving the way his eyes darted back up to stare at me, shocked that I had the gall to swear at him. "It hasn't been, but it's about to get a hell of a lot easier for you Graham. I'm out of your hair. It's all been arranged."
 
   My suitcase was already packed. When my buttoned-up stepfather stood at the door and watched my grizzled, tattooed father bundle me into his beat-up van, I thought I caught the glimmer of tears in his eyes. For one moment I almost went back to him. My father, the man whose genes I shared, was a complete stranger to me. At least the tight-ass man who was waving goodbye was a known quantity. 
 
   But by then, it was too late to look back. I blinked back the tears and repeated "fierce" to myself until I felt slightly better. We started rolling backwards, but there were no engine sounds…
 
   "Stupid piece of shit, start!"
 
   I knew he was swearing at the van, but it was too late. I had already jumped in terror at my father smacking the wheel. I jumped so hard at the anger in his voice that for once in his life, Nails Nesbit noticed me. His huge, ham hock of a hand came out of nowhere to cover mine. "Hey Lily," he said, raspy, but gentle. "I know I ain't always been around like I should've, but you need to know that I will never hurt you, you got that? None of this scaredy-cat shit with me, okay?"
 
   "Okay," I said tightly. 
 
   "Good. Now, check your mirror for me?" 
 
   "All clear… Dad."
 
   Nails shot me a look of surprise. His eyes were nearly hidden under an explosion of untrimmed eyebrow hair, but I was startled to see that they were the exact same shade of brown as my own.
 
   I had never noticed that. 
 
   "Okay Lil, let's hit the road."
 
   The fact that a world tour is no place for a fifteen-year-old never crossed either one of our minds. Doing things properly really wasn't my father's strong point. 
 
   Except, for some reason, now it was. For some reason, after all these years, he was going to be a proper married man, and wanted me there with him. It was almost sweet… as sweet as Nails could ever be.
 
   "Fierce," I muttered to myself, and then fell asleep. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   The sound guy looked like he had never actually gone to sleep last night. Not that I could really judge him. Ever since my mother dropped the bombshell of her impending marriage in my lap, my nights had been filled with tossing, turning, and really frustrating hard-ons about seeing Lily again. Sleep seemed like something I'd have to wait for until after the wedding. 
 
   I did have to give Annie credit. Once she makes decisions, there was no dithering around. The happy day was scheduled at their home in two weeks. 
 
   And somehow, Nails had convinced Lily to come early to help prep. Every time I tried to clear my head, that thought came by to hit me over the head with an anvil. Lily was coming back. 
 
   Lily was landing today.
 
   I had studio time that I couldn't get out of. My labeled booked this time weeks ago, before any of this bullshit happened. So now I had to be a goddamn professional, even though I felt like I was ready to crawl out of my skin.
 
   The bleary-eyed tech—I think his name was “Raven” or “Crow,” or something like that—whatever his name was, he flicked on his mic, and his gruff, whiskey-soaked voice came through my monitor. "Okay Jax, were ready for you."
 
   I nodded. The guitar track that I had laid down last week came blaring in through my mic and I began counting the beats. As I counted, the words that I had written last night played over and over in my head. One good thing about insomnia: it gives you time to write.
 
   Annie was watching me from the booth, leaning against Nails. Two blonde chicks that followed me here giggled as I made eye contact with them. But my eye went right to the bottle of Jack. I held up my hand. "Can you start again please?" I asked the monitor.
 
   Blackbird sighed and grumbled a bit, but dutifully rewound the track. I took a quick nip from the open bottle. These words… the feelings I put down… writing it down was supposed to get rid of the pain, not make it worse. But singing it forced me to feel it all over again, and that was a bad thing. It took another long pull as the guitar track wailed in my ears. Then I opened my mouth to sing.
 
   I was a disaster.
 
   "Can we start again please?" I grunted into the mic, feeling the beads of sweat starting to form along my forehead. Annie leaned forward, her lips twisted into that snarl I knew so well. I was disappointing her, wasting her time, and money. I could already see the tabloid headline now: "Jaxson Blue, Flash in the Pan, Wasted Son of Rock Royalty in Studio Disaster." It would be yet another scandal, just like the one I started back when I was eighteen and broken hearted over losing Liliana.
 
   Scandal seemed to follow me.
 
   But then again, my very birth was a scandal. Why stop there?
 
   When Annie got pregnant with me, it dominated the tabloids. In a fit of masochism, I had looked them up one day when I was thirteen, pimply, and desperate to find out who my real father was. I spent well into the morning combing through the archives, searching story after story, but never coming any closer to finding out who my dad was. As I searched, I snuck sips from the vodka bottle I had found in the unlocked liquor cabinet, so that by the time Annie came home, I was completely drunk.
 
   "Who the hell is he?" I slurred, slamming into the hallway and blocking her path.
 
   Nails was with her—this was one of those times they were on again, rather than off again. He made this growling noise that I'll never forget, but Annie held up her hand.
 
   "You're drunk," she said this as a statement of fact, like being drunk at thirteen was no big deal.
 
   "Who the hell is he?" I demanded again. Her face swam in front of me, and I blinked a bunch of times. Nails made a disgusted noise, and I realized he thought I was crying. Then I wanted to punch something.
 
   "Who is who?" Annie said.
 
   "You know who! My father, you slut!" The minute the words left my lips I regretted them, but I was too drunkenly pigheaded to apologize like I should have.
 
   I watched Annie's face go white, her nostrils pinch together. I waited for her to scream at me.
 
   Instead she slapped me full across the face. I was already unsteady from the vodka, and the force of her blow knocked me into a pathetic heap on the hallway floor.
 
   Then Annie Blue, my mother, the woman who was supposed to love me more than anything else, stepped right over me, leaving me there to sputter and rage as she and her lover walked back to her bedroom, ignoring me completely. And that was the last time I ever asked about my father.
 
   "Then what did you do?" Lily's chocolate eyes were as wide as saucers as she listened to me. Having her this close, having her hang on every word like this was the biggest fucking ego boost I'd ever had. Sure I was a cocky thing at seventeen, but Liliana Nesbit made me feel like I was king of the whole damn world.
 
   "Well, I vomited all over the floor." She giggled at this, turning the most adorable shade of pink. "Then I stood back up again, and went to bed."
 
   Lil Bit shook her head. "And you guys never talked about it."
 
   "What's to talk about?" I asked her lazily, accepting the whiskey she poured in a glass for me. "Annie made it clear I was never going to find out, not from her anyway." I raised my glass. "But I'll tell you one thing, I never fucking touched vodka again."
 
   Liliana burst out laughing, then padded over to me, her cherry red toenails sinking into the deep pile of the hotel carpet. I opened my arms, and she settled next me with a sigh, using my shoulder as a pillow. "Poor Jaxson," she teased, brushing her fingers down my face.
 
   I was instantly hard for her. I walked around in those days in a state of perpetual hard on, and having her tight little body all snuggled up next to mine did nothing to help that. I was a typical seventeen-year-old, driven solely by lust and hormones, but with Lily it was something more.
 
   Lily was worth waiting for.
 
   "Poor me," I agreed, running my hand along the slip of her waist. "God, you are just the tiniest little thing, I think when we leave again, I'm just going to stuff you in my suitcase and take you with me."
 
   "You probably could." 
 
   Her face was so deadly serious that I had to laugh.
 
   "I'm serious!" she protested. "I used to play that game when I was a kid. I called it ‘The Invisibility Game.’ I stuffed myself into these impossible little places and see how long my parents would go before they noticed I was gone."
 
   I leaned back. She told me stories about the so-called parents of hers. "How long?" I asked.
 
   She shook her head, those chocolate eyes registering pain that I hoped that never see again. "Way too fucking long," she said.
 
   "I can't even imagine," I told her, and kissed across her eager lips. "If my Lil Bit was missing for more than fifteen minutes, I'd call out the damn search party. I'd have detectives combing this area with bloodhounds in seconds, I promise you that."
 
   "You are such a weirdo," she sighed.
 
   But I could tell she was happy.
 
   Call it young love, first love, puppy love—whatever the hell I had with her, we were happy. I was happy. Probably the happiest I had ever been. But that was before I made everything go to shit.
 
   Now I was going to have to see her again.
 
   I fully expected her to punch me in the face.
 
   "All right, Jax, I think that's enough for today." Blackbird guy pinched the bridge of his nose, like my singing was causing him pain. It was causing me pain, I knew that much. Feeling relieved and angry in equal measure, I hung up my mic and slunk my way back toward the booth.
 
   "You don't have to say anything. I know," I told Annie.
 
   Annie didn't say anything, but Nails did. "What the hell happened in there?" the big guy asked, showing something like genuine concern.
 
   What was I going to say? The thought of seeing his daughter again had me all thrown off? "Got a lot on my mind," I said curtly.
 
   "I'll send the car, have them take you back to the house," Annie said. Periodically she showed signs of maternal feeling, and it always caught me by surprise.
 
   "Fine. Just let me take a piss." The whiskey had traveled right through me without having any effect. I felt clammy with the stink of failure. I needed a shower, stat.
 
   "I gotta go get Liliana at the airport." Nails smacked a gross kiss on my mother's lips.
 
   "Come back to me soon," she simpered. 
 
   "Yeah, I'm out of here," I snarled and pushed my way into the men's room. The flickering fluorescent light made my reflection look sallow and unappealing, the bags under my eyes deep purple, the electric blue of my hair a sickly shade of green. This couldn't be the Jaxson who greeted Liliana for the first time in over year. I needed to get my shit together before she came home to me. 
 
   I straightened up and tried to shoot myself a cocky smile. "Hey, Lil Bit," I practiced. "How are you?"
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   "Okay, I see you," I told my father, then hung up the phone, shaking my head.
 
   He was in the van. I could not believe he still had that thing. 
 
   I was on the sidewalk outside of the airport, hysterically laughing at a van. 
 
   My father forced the sticky driver's side door open and emerged to find me nearly weeping with laughter. I wiped my eyes and try to explain, then dissolved into a fit of giggles again. "That's, that's the van…" was all I managed to say.
 
   "Sure is," he growled, patting the battered old relic from the 80s with a fondness he usually reserved for guitars, and only occasionally, me. "She still purrs like a kitten too."
 
   "That's the van you picked me up in." I was shaking my head at the symmetry of it all, wishing I had a notebook out so I could write it down. 
 
   But my dad didn't get it. "Yup," he rumbled, picking up my suitcase. "You wanna get going?"
 
   "Sure, Dad." I nodded, my chest deflating slightly. He didn't remember picking me up from Graham's house in this van. The start of our wild adventure together. Or if he did remember, he wasn't sentimental about it like I was. 
 
   Stop it, Lily. I settled back in the cracked vinyl seat and tried to compose my thoughts. 
 
   But the noise from the radio won't let me think. My father has always kept the radio in the van perpetually on "scan." It was an irritating habit of his, left over from the days when he was an itinerant roadie, picking up jobs here and there. He liked to scan for the bands he'd worked for, then shout and crow about them while I nodded in mute, uncomprehending approval. This was going back to my very early childhood. Back before he got tagged by a friend of his to load amps for Annie Blue's comeback show and saved the day by recognizing that her amp stack was hooked up backwards. 
 
   "We headed to a hotel?" I asked my dad between bursts of static.
 
   "A hotel? No, why in the hell would we do that?" My dad swore and I stiffened, before I realized he was trying to shove his way into a left turn lane at the last minute. When we were on the road, the guys called him Captain Rageball because every time he drove, the slightest thing would set him off. 
 
   "Erm, last I knew, you and Annie lived at the Chateau Marmont," I ventured.
 
   "Oh yeah, forgot to tell you, Lil…" He'd been forgetting to tell me a lot of things, it seemed. "Annie and me, we're starting a studio. She wanted it in her own space, so we got our own place."
 
   For a moment, the only noise in the van was the staticky radio changing stations and my own shocked exhalation. 
 
   "You bought a house?" I gasped. I couldn't keep the shock out of my voice. "First you tell me you're getting married, now you tell me you’ve bought honest-to-God real estate?" 
 
   My dad shot me a shy look as the radio switched stations again. I swear we had already run through the dial ten times. "Guess I'm growin' up, Lil Bit. Took a while, huh?"
 
   I felt a rush of affection for my big, bearded dad and reached out my hand. His huge ham hocks swallowed mine entirely, the way they always had. "My father, the family man," I teased. "Do you 'putter around' in the garage? Wait… have you joined a golf club too?"
 
   "Smartass," my dad growled, letting go of my hand. "You sound like Jax."
 
   The station switched again. As if summoned like a genie from a bottle, the thumping bass of "Cocky" blared out of the speakers. 
 
   I froze in my seat, my body flashing between ice-cold water flowing in my veins and hot nausea swimming in my stomach. This song was following me, I swear it was.
 
   "Heard that enough for one lifetime," my father snapped, punching the on/off switch. Uncharacteristic silence flooded the van, the better for me to hear the wild beating of my own heart. 
 
   Oblivious to my torture, my dad kept talking. "I don't think Jaxson was ready for that song to blow up like it did. His mother's tryin' to help him, but he's such an arrogant ass-face sometimes you just want to shake the little shit…"
 
   "Truer words were never spoken," I muttered. I'd have liked to shake him myself, but I was afraid my fingers would close around his throat and I wouldn't be able to stop myself from killing him. 
 
   My dad turned off the main highway and we began to wind up the hilly roads, gaining elevation. I drummed my fingers on my thighs, alternating between excitement and dread, when he finally turned off the road and onto a long, winding drive.
 
   "This is your place?" I couldn't keep the shock out of my voice.
 
   My dad threw the van in park and leaned back. "Yup," he drawled, looking at the massive, ornate mansion like it surprised him. "Like I said, Annie wanted studio space of her own and all that."
 
   "You could fit about seventeen studios in there," I said dryly. The white mansion gleamed in the harsh California sun and the vast, green lawn rolled out like a carpet, the kind I'd describe as "verdant and lush" in one of my books. It smelled crisp and freshly mowed, which surprised me. Annie and Nails were not known for their fastidiousness, either in parenting or in life.
 
   A lot changed in the year since I left, I thought as my dad grabbed my bags and we started up the curved, manicured walkway.
 
   That's when I smelled the distinct, wafting scent of pot smoke. I could see cigarette butts dotting the sides of the walk.
 
   When my dad pushed the front door open, I realized not much had changed at all.
 
   The usual suspects slumped in beaten up couches completely at odds with the ornate surroundings. A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. The house was new and unfamiliar, but the people? The people felt like home. Lying around, shouting, laughing, the gentle strum of an acoustic guitar as someone somewhere made music, these were the sounds I had cherished once. 
 
   Everyone was here for my arrival. Bash was in the corner, his hands drumming relentlessly on his thighs, even as the rest of him was silent. He spied us first, which was no surprise. "Holy shit, it's Bit!" he crowed. "What the hell took you so long, Nails? We've been waiting!"
 
   "Nothing took long," my dad growled. "You need to relax." 
 
   I laughed at the familiar refrain. Bash wouldn't know relaxation if it cracked him over the head. The lead drum tech bounded over and slammed his body into mine—his approximation of a hug. I coughed behind my hand and inhaled sharply to get my breath back. "How are you, Bash?" I asked.
 
   "Good, good, good." He nodded his head, swaying his body to the music only he could hear. "Gotta show you the studio space, Bit. It's great. We're totally working night and day."
 
   "Well, you are." Diggs came up for his hug, the twisted ruin of his face scrunched up into his broken smile. "Hey Lily," he said softly.
 
   I sighed in contentment at the familiar feel of his hugs. I'll never forget the first time I met Diggs, how I'd shrunk away from the terrible scarring that marred his face. A fall off the rigging hadn't been enough to scare him away from working for Annie, and though he didn't climb much these days, he was still loyal to her. He was, without a doubt, the nicest person I had ever met. Always ready for a handshake or a hug, Diggs would have made an incredible father if only the right woman was able to look past his scars. He seemed to have a surplus of love, and right now, he was pouring it out on me.
 
   "Your dad tells me you're writing books now!" he said. "I went online and found the one he knew about. You have such a talent, Bit."
 
   The idea of Diggs—who I regarded as a second Dad—reading my steamy stories made me blush. "You read my book?" I squeaked. 
 
   "We all did," Greg Fingers chuckled, coming in for a brief hug.
 
   "I didn't," my dad growled. "Not all the way. Sorry, Liliana. I bailed at the first sex scene."
 
   "I'm really glad you did." I blushed. I was torn between delight and utter horror.
 
   "Guys don't really talk like that, you know," Greg pointed out lazily. I wondered how stoned he was already. 
 
   "It's fantasy," I corrected him.
 
   "You want guys to talk like that?" Crusty Pete was hanging in the background and I was grateful. His odor was nearly overpowering the smell of the pot.
 
   "It'd be nice," I shot back, which earned me an appreciative laugh. I beamed, feeling incredible to be back here with them, my wayward band of rogue uncles, the guys who were never sure if they should be my friends or my role models. For a moment, I forgot why I ever left. 
 
   "Liliana's here? Why didn't you come get me?"
 
   When I turned and saw Annie Blue's electric eyes, I suddenly remembered exactly why I had left. Her eyes were so much like Jaxson's that I felt a pit open up in my stomach. 
 
   "There's my new daughter," she cooed, hugging me close. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see my dad beaming with pride.
 
   "Hey, Annie," I swallowed. Hugs were not Annie's typical plan of action with me. But when I stepped back and took in her swishing skirts and earth-toned shawl, I realized what was going on.
 
   This was another reinvention. 
 
   Annie Blue, rock star, goddess, and soon to be my stepmother. She'd reinvented herself a million times in her thirty-plus years in the industry. The wayward daughter of folk singer Randall Blue, she shocked the world by showing up as the lead in the punk girl-band UltraViolet. Her father publicly disowned her after she pulled one too many onstage stunts for his liking. I guess he figured the Blue name was sullied by her going topless onstage and crowd surfing in a schoolgirl's skirt with nothing underneath.
 
   One brief stint in rehab later, she broke up UltraViolet and started a solo career, packing stadiums full of screaming fans desperate for a glimpse. She could sing like no one else, a honeyed scream with a three-octave range, and she toured relentlessly for almost a decade, taking her band of roadies around the world five different times. 
 
   Now, at forty-eight years old and still as gorgeous as ever, she was playing the part of elder queen, appearing as a guest on several pop records including the girl band Soundwave. 
 
   Now, I figured, I was looking at the Earth Mother stage of her career. Her typically dyed, white-blonde hair was shot through with lowlights and an honest-to-God gray hair or two. Her face was un-madeup and dangling earrings jangled at her jaw. She looked like she had put on a few pounds too, softening her beautiful face. 
 
   She looked… happy.
 
   My dad slid an arm around her waist. Was it really because of him?
 
   When Nails Nesbit met Annie Blue, it was truly the case of the immovable object meeting the unstoppable force. He was her roadie, her staff member, someone who should be properly deferential about the whole thing, especially since he came on right in the middle of her tour. But my father's general “fuck-you" attitude toward authority must have appealed to her somehow, because Annie soon appointed him her own personal tech. And then appointed him to her be her bedmate too.
 
   By the time I arrived on the scene, Annie and my father had been driving each other crazy for ten whole years, but Dad assured me it was nothing important. "Just keeping each other company, that's all," he rumbled one night when I confronted him in the tour bus three weeks in. "Ladies get lonely."
 
   They'd been on-again, off-again my whole life. What had changed?
 
   "Your room is at the end of the hall, second to last door on the right," Annie grinned at me. "I'm glad you're here, Liliana."
 
   "Me too." I was surprised by how much I meant it.
 
   "Bash, why don't you help her with her bags?"
 
   "No, I got it." I waved him away.
 
   "Bit, that suitcase is bigger than you," Bash chuckled, reaching for the handle.
 
   "I got it through the airport by myself," I said, bristling. It was one thing to feel the comfort of being back with the guys. It was another to have them close back around me with their suffocating love. I had a life of my own now and my hard fought independence would wither and die if I started letting them do everything again.
 
   "Listen, I'm jetlagged as hell. I need a nap before I can deal with you all." I said it as jokingly as I could.
 
   "I've made reservations for dinner tonight, to talk about the plan," Annie said, sweet as sugar. 
 
   I nodded and grabbed my bag, making for the big, sweeping staircase. I lugged my back up the steps, mindful of the eyes on me and tried valiantly to make it look like I wasn't struggling. I thought I succeeded, unless they were all just humoring me, which was probably more the case.
 
   The staircase twisted around, leaving me off in the lofted hallway of the second floor. The hall curved around a balcony straight out of Evita, with full sight of the first floor below. I dragged my suitcase down the length of it, until it finally turned a corner and went out of sight of the people below. Gratefully, I dropped the pretense of carrying the case and gave it a kick that sent it sliding the rest of the way.
 
   The second door from the end opened to a spare bedroom. I chuckled ruefully at the mishmash of broken-down Ikea furniture in the ornate room. I had more luxurious accommodations back in my shoebox in New York. The built-in bookshelves were lined with spiral notebooks and scattered guitar picks. The fireplace had an amp shoved into it. I wondered who had been crashing here up until today.
 
   The sight of the bed inspired a Pavlovian yawn response. I rummaged in my suitcase until I found my pajamas and fell into bed. 
 
   I shifted, pulled, yanked the covers over my head. Then I uncovered myself with a sigh.
 
   I was too keyed up. Tired and wired at the same time. And as much as I needed a nap, I needed to pee first.
 
   I turned out of the room and went to the end of the hallway. The door way halfway opened and I could see the tile floor, so I pushed in blindly. 
 
   "Oh, shit!" I screamed. Then my mouth went dry.
 
   He had just stepped from the shower, his body still glistening with droplets of water. Instead of covering his cock, he rubbed the towel through his hair, which was electric blue and doing disconcerting things to his eyes.
 
   "Hey, Bit," Jax drawled with a wicked grin. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   After the debacle at the studio, the only thing that kept me from running to the bottle was the fact that Bit was flying in today. I was looking forward to it way more than I would ever admit. I pictured her clearly in my mind, even had a quick jerk in the shower thinking about her tight, tiny body that was just shaped perfectly for my hands. 
 
   So I was feeling pretty good when I stepped out of the shower.
 
   And there was Lily, standing there in the middle of the bathroom. She was dressed in purple flannel pajamas and had murder in her eyes.
 
   "Hey, Bit." I smiled.
 
   That only seemed to piss her off more. "Could you please cover that up?" She gestured to my cock.
 
   And even though this was not the reunion I had pictured, I couldn't help it. I laughed. A pissed off Bit was always my biggest weakness. When she got angry, it always reminded me of a tiny, ferocious kitten ready to pounce. All fluffy fur and needle-sharp claws. You couldn't help but provoke it.
 
   "Why? You don't look like you've had your fill yet." I smirked, stretching up to towel off my mostly dry hair. "It's been so long since you've seen it, and all." 
 
   Her big brown eyes practically bugged out of her skull. She was just so damn adorable with those wide-set eyes and little doll lips just aching to be kissed until they were bruised and swollen.
 
   Speaking of swollen…
 
   "Are you seriously getting hard right now?"
 
   I looked down. "No. Not getting." If she would just stop being so damn insulted by my very presence, maybe I'd be able to calm down. Self-loathing makes for interesting fetishes. "I'm completely hard. Shouldn't be, though, because I totally took care of things in the shower." I grinned at her and waggled my eyebrows. "Thinking about seeing you again got me all fired up."
 
   "You're disgusting."
 
   "You ever do that, Bit?" I pressed. I couldn't seem to stop pissing her off. Damn my addiction. "Touch yourself while you remember me?"
 
   "No!" she shot back fast. Too fast. The tips of her ears were red.
 
   My Bit was lying to me. 
 
   "Don't lie, Bit. You can still have it. It's right here, waiting for you."
 
   I meant it as a joke, another jab to provoke her, but her eyes went down the second I suggested she look. Like she was waiting for permission.
 
   She made a noise of disgust, all the while staring at my cock like it had insulted her dead mother. But staring nonetheless. And with a jolt, I was taken back to how it used to be with us. Her wild noises, the way she squirmed when she got close, her wide-eyed, mute adoration that made me feel like a fucking god among men.
 
   No, now I was hard. 
 
   "Liliana." I said her real name, not the nickname that I had given her, that everyone had immediately adopted because it just suited her so well. I wanted to touch her face, feel her soft skin warm under my fingertips again. Every girl I had been with since she left was just an exercise in trying to forget. But my body hadn't forgotten at all. I knew exactly how she would feel if I touched her now.
 
   "Jaxson." She still sounded pissed, but this time more at herself. She shook her head, and then her whole body. "Would you please cover that thing up? And get out of the bathroom, I have to pee."
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   I finished and yanked my underwear back up again, the damp fabric clinging unpleasantly to my legs. Goddamn Jax. Seeing him step out of the shower had done nothing to soothe the ache between my legs. I felt so empty down there it was like a crater had opened up. 
 
   I stuck my head out of the bathroom and triple-checked the hallway before sprinting back to my room and slamming the door closed. My heart was hammering in my throat and a pulse pounded between my legs.
 
   Oh my God. Oh my God oh my God oh my God.
 
   A year ago, I was certain that eighteen-year-old Jaxson Blue was the sexiest man on the planet. 
 
   I was wrong.
 
   Nineteen-year-old Jaxson Blue was.
 
   While I was gone, he had worked his already perfect body into rangy perfection. The taut belly I had kissed so ardently was now sculpted into the ridges and valleys of a perfect sex pack. The shoulders I had clung to were broader, the back I had scratched my nails down was stronger. The jawline I had nibbled was more defined and the smooth skin I had worshipped was spider webbed in new ink. 
 
   His cock, though—that was exactly how I had remembered it. Heavy and long, with that wicked little curve at the end. And the little wink of metal from his Prince Albert. The way that had felt as it slipped inside of me…
 
   The sight of it nearly brought me to my knees, making me fear that once I was down there, instinct would take over.
 
   I groaned out loud and buried my head in my pillow. Suddenly my whole body seemed overly sensitive. The brush of my flannel pajamas against my breasts was enough to make my nipples tighten. The seam of my pants pressed achingly against my throbbing clit.
 
   It doesn't mean anything, I told myself as my fingers wandered downward. It's just fantasy. It's not real.
 
   But hot slickness my fingers found was all too real. With a moan, I squeezed my hand tightly in my thighs, imagining Jax’s mouth down there. He used to love eating me out, spreading me wide wherever he could pin me and making me shriek. I shivered as I remembered the way his shoulders would bulge as he pressed against the inside of my thighs, eyes closed, that little mmm-ing noise he made that made me feel utterly delicious.
 
   I flopped over onto my back and arched upward. There was no warm chest above me, no lips against my ear, whispering filthy, wonderful promises, but I was a writer—I could imagine it. Perfect fucking recall, down to the last detail. I could indulge in a little reminiscing and it didn't need to mean a thing, right?
 
   My orgasm came fast and breathless and aching. I gritted my teeth, panting as the tremors ricocheted through me. 
 
   And then it was gone.
 
   And instead of sating me, it just left me frustrated and wanting the real, blue-haired thing.
 
   I yanked my hand out of my pajama pants with disgust. Really, Liliana? Jilling off as soon as you see him? You're fucking pathetic.
 
   I tugged on my jeans and threw on a halter top, intending to rush back to the bathroom and wash my hands, get the smell of my desperation off of me.
 
   Instead I opened the door and nearly ran smack into the source of my desperation's now-clothed chest.
 
   "Jax, what the hell are you doing here?" I shrieked, jumping away from him like he had electrocuted me. He may as well have.
 
   He lowered the hand he clearly had raised to knock on my door. If I could die from blushing, I would have welcomed it. Kill me now. Just let the big California earthquake hit right at this moment so the earth swallows me up and I don't have to look him in the eye.
 
   Jax raised an eyebrow. Fuck, he wanted to tease me. I braced myself, hiding my hands behind my back. Hiding the evidence.
 
   But instead he sighed and straightened his shoulders. "That wasn't how that was supposed to go." Goddamn him, he actually looked sheepish. In his white button-down and low-slung jeans, he couldn't have been more delicious than if he’d tried. His lips always had the sweetest curve, an exaggerated Cupid's bow that would've looked feminine on any other face, but on his, it only made the curve of his mouth more tantalizing.
 
   "How what was supposed to go?" I was still out of breath. And knowing Jaxson and his preternatural ability for sniffing out my weaknesses, he could probably smell my orgasm still lingering about me.
 
   "Our first meeting."
 
   I leaned against the doorframe and crossed my arms. "No, I'd say that was about normal."
 
   "Why do you always assume I'm being an ass?"
 
   "Because you usually are?
 
   He looked wounded a second. Then I immediately recognized the twisted curl of his lip that he did whenever he was trying to hide irritation. "So, how are you?"
 
   I clenched my fists. "How am I?" 
 
   His eyes blazed. "Yes. How are you? It's a simple fucking question, really."
 
   I hated him. "I'm jetlagged and irritable. I don't want to be here, and my soon-to-be stepbrother won't leave me the hell alone. How do you think I am?"
 
   He grinned. "I'd say that was about normal.”
 
   "Real nice."
 
   "Oh, would you stop being so damned prickly all the time?"
 
   "Me?" I wanted to shove him, but that would mean I had to touch him, and I couldn't trust myself with that. "You're the one who's giving me shit!"
 
   "I'm trying not to!" he exploded and for a moment there I saw genuine frustration. Then the cocky sneer returned. "Time to go to dinner. Annie commands." He turned, his eyes already on his phone. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   Two for two. 
 
   Actually, if you're counting my record in fucking things up with Liliana Nesbit, those two encounters were nothing in comparison with how badly I’d fucked things up in the past. But still, twice in the same day, the first day I saw her in a year… that was pretty incredible.
 
   So I had gone and picked a fight with her. When all I wanted to do was sweep her into my arms and cover her in kisses and promises of never letting her go. 
 
   I am an idiot.
 
   I pounded down the grand staircase of my mom's stupid trophy house, making as much noise as I could. I wanted to smash my feet right through the floor, so something else was as fucked up as I felt.
 
   Yeah, I never finished high school. Yeah, I wasn't much of a reader. Maybe I was pretty dumb, but in all of the weird excitement about this sham wedding, it never really occurred to me what it meant to my life. I was just happy it had forced Lily to come back home so I could see her, mess with her, have her close by to torture me, whatever the fuck I was playing at here. Pick things up where we left off, before my idiot ego ruined everything. I just wanted things to be how they were supposed to be: me and my Bit against the world.
 
   In all of that, I never considered that our relationship would change through no fault of my own for once.
 
   Her dad was marrying my mom.
 
   She was going to be my sister.
 
   I suddenly hated my mother. More than before. And fucking Nails too, the tumor that he was. Glommed on to my mom for a decade and only bothered to put a ring on her finger now, after all this time, after Bit and I… fuck.
 
   I wanted to destroy something.
 
   I rounded the corner into the big dining room with the table with mismatched chairs. My mother had more money than God, but she still insisted on living like a college student. Like it gave her "cred" with all these yes men and hangers on that surrounded us at all times, leaving no room for privacy. 
 
   That disgusted me too.
 
   I grabbed the ratty wicker back chair at the head of the table and brought it smashing down to the floor. The splintery crash echoed through the big, empty house.
 
   I heard the squeak of a sneaker and waited. They were going to come running soon, all of them. Greg and Bash and Diggs and all of those guys that were always staying over here, surrounding my mother like a flock of pothead butlers. Bash would mostly likely get here first and get pissed at me, possibly even take a halfhearted swing. That was what I needed, a fucking fight.
 
   "Fuck you!" I shouted into the house.
 
   "Oh, what the fuck, Jaxson?" Bash was indeed the first person to see me standing there with a broken, jagged chair leg in my hand.
 
   "What the hell did you do?" Greg drawled, stoned as ever.
 
   Then my mother pushed her way between them. 
 
   "I broke the chair," I announced. "You need to buy some new ones anyway. This bullshit, boho poverty chic is pretty pathetic when you consider how much your net worth is."
 
   My mother just looked at me, nostrils pinched. I wanted her to lay into me. I itched for a fight so I could tell her exactly how stupid this whole wedding idea was.
 
   She shook her head once. "What?" I challenged her. I sounded like a petulant teenager, which only pissed me off more. 
 
   "Diggs, can you grab one of the contractor bags? I think they're on the porch," she said, as calm as I was angry. She turned back to me. "Don't worry, Jax. Mommy will clean up your mess. Again."
 
   As soon as my mother spoke, that was the end of that. They all turned away, done with me. 
 
   All except for Lily.
 
   She was so little, I hadn't seen her there, staring with her wide, brown eyes. 
 
   "Lily?" I didn't give a fuck what the others thought of me, but the thought of Liliana staring at me with contempt nearly sent me into another round of chair breaking.
 
   "You okay?" she said. Softly, so softly I would have missed it if I weren't focused completely on her lips. 
 
   I had forgotten. The desire—fuck, the love—was still there, but I had forgotten this part. When the world narrowed down to a pinpoint and she was the only thing I could see.
 
   When I was with her, everything quieted down, both on the outside and inside of my head. When I was with her, things got clearer.
 
   The answer to her question was clearest. "Am I okay?" I shook my head. "No. No, Bit. I'm not."
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Jax broke a chair, and everyone just went about their business like it was nothing. Just swooped in and took care of it for him. So he didn't even have to clean up his own mess. 
 
   That should have made me angry. I fully expected to be seething over it the whole ride to dinner.
 
   But the look in his eyes, utterly hopeless and defeated when he told me that no, he wasn't okay, haunted me instead.
 
   I sat in the back of the limo with my fingers knotted together, resisting the urge to take his hand in mine. Let him lean his head against my shoulder, just for a bit. 
 
   It didn't have to mean anything. Just a friend comforting a friend.
 
   But just as I got up the nerve to touch him, the car stopped and the doors opened to reveal that the paparazzi had gotten wind of our location.
 
   "Dammit," Nails seethed. "Why won't these vultures leave you alone?" He stepped protectively in front of Annie, shielding her with his bulk.
 
   "They're not after me," Annie chuckled. 
 
   It was true. All of the lenses were pointed right at Jax. "Mr. Blue! Over here! Mr. Blue!" came the shouts.
 
   He looked startled for a moment, a deer caught in the headlights. I bit my lip, watching as he recovered. It was like watching him put on a mask, slipping a bright, beguiling smile on over his despondent features. It gave me the chills.
 
   I hung back by the car, watching him handle the crowd like a pro. The maître’d came flapping up to Annie, mouthing apologies, but I couldn't take my eyes off of Jax. 
 
   The tightness around his eyes was a tell that only I could discern. He was ready to blow at any second. 
 
   My heart gave an involuntary lurch, propelling me into the fray. "I'm sorry, guys, Mr. Blue is done for today," I called, doing my best impression of a bustling personal assistant. "Thank you, thank you, we really appreciate it." I wrapped my arm around Jax's shoulder and made to hustle him into the relative safety of the restaurant.
 
   "What are you doing?" he hissed.
 
   "Getting you out of there."
 
   He made a noise, but allowed himself to be ferried. I gave one last wave to the paparazzi who, if anything, were snapping even more furiously, then I ducked us both into the restaurant. 
 
   "You okay?" I asked him. 
 
   He looked me up and down. "Remind me to hire you onto my team."
 
   I squared my shoulders. "You couldn't afford me."
 
   He laughed. "You're right about that, Bit. You're fucking priceless."
 
   A slow heat spread from my blushing cheeks, warm and sliding down my spine. The part of me that hated him was dissolving like a lump of sugar on my tongue. 
 
   We moved to the corner table, away from the windows—the maître’d had made sure—and took our seats. 
 
   As I looked at the menu, my eyes bugged. This was definitely not my chosen New York lifestyle of poverty and ramen. For one brief second, I felt like I was fifteen again, tossed into the world of touring. My wide-eyed reaction to the wild scene I found myself thrown into left me vulnerable to the point of gullibility. Back then I was looking for any way to make sense of my new surroundings and looking for someone who could show me the ropes.
 
   And the best person to do that was Jax.
 
   Jax grew up in the madness of touring. His mother dragged him along on every single one, and he spent his childhood listening to the foul mouths of roadies and sneaking cigarettes behind the bus. He was a man before he ever had a chance of being a boy. It was a good thing the guy never had a true awkward phase, because his life in the limelight left him constantly under scrutiny. And his good looks made him a target.
 
   "Holy shit, it's true!" Bash crowed. The rest of his words were drowned out in a chorus of hoots and hollers. Jax was being showered in high-fives and I couldn't see what it was they were cheering about.
 
   "Shove over!" I shouted, elbowing Jax in the ribs. Too late he must have realized how this would look and tried to put his hand on my shoulder. But I already saw what it was.
 
   "Jaxson Blue: Countdown." The website was just one huge stopwatch lined with shirtless pictures of Jax. I was about to ask what the heck it was when it hit me. "Your birthday?" I asked.
 
   "Ladies are waitin' for our Jaxy boy!" Bash declared, clapping Jaxson on the back. 
 
   I felt nauseous. A whole website devoted to when he turned eighteen. Jaxson met my eyes for a second, looking pained, then turned around and shouted, "Hey, look, it's almost midnight!" "
 
   I should have known then. I should have hardened my heart and realized he could never belong to me.
 
   "Aren't you going to say anything at all, Liliana?" Annie leaned back in her chair. "It's been forever since we last saw you. How are you?"
 
   I looked up from my plate, embarrassed at being caught out in my reverie. "Jetlagged," I told her, truthfully. I looked down at the menu. "And hungry."
 
   "Mmhm." Annie had already lost interest. "I'm glad you're here."
 
   "Me too," I sighed. "I'm so happy for you and Dad."
 
   Annie's right hand was weighed down with heavy silver rings embedded with chunks of uncut gemstones and hunks of turquoise, but her left hand was bare. The better to show off the sparkler on her ring finger. She flicked her long, layered hair over her shoulder and my eye went right to it. She smiled and extended her hand. "He did good, didn't he?"
 
   I glanced at my bearded, long-haired father and then back to the delicate, modern design of the ring, a dazzling solitaire set into a pattern of etched leaves and vines around the band. "You picked this out?" I asked. I didn't mean to sound as surprised as I did.
 
   My dad grunted a mixture of pride and disgust. "Yes, I did. Give me at least some credit, here."
 
   "It's why he waited so long," Jax piped up. He was slouched in his chair like a petulant teenager in spite of how well he had grown up this past year. I kind of understood. Being out like this, with our parents monopolizing everything, made me feel like an awkward teen myself. "He didn't trust himself to get the ring right until fifteen years had gone by."
 
   Nails raised his bushy browns. He was trying to figure out if Jax was insulting him or not, I could tell. I honestly wasn't sure myself. 
 
   "Right," my dad finally said, deciding to be jovial. "I was already on thin ice. I couldn't afford to fuck the ring up too." He shot a sheepish look at me. "Whoops. Sorry, Lily."
 
   I blinked at him. "Sorry? Wait, did you really just apologize for swearing in front of me?"
 
   Dad nodded.
 
   I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "Dad, do you have any idea how many billions of curse words I've heard you lay out while I was touring with you?"
 
   I meant it to be funny, but my dad went silent and cast his eyes down on his plate. Annie quietly covered his hand with hers. A pop of flash from the front of the restaurant momentarily blinded me and I was suddenly pissed. "What?" I demanded. "Why are we all acting like someone died here? I'm just used to Dad swearing, that's all I'm saying."
 
   "That… that doesn't make me feel good, Lil," my dad said gruffly. He cleared his throat.
 
   "Why the hell should it make you feel bad?" 
 
   He slammed his meaty fist down. "Dammit, Lil, because fathers aren't supposed to fucking swear in front of their kids! Shit!"
 
   I sat back, shocked. I had never heard my father say a single word about parenting or how fathers were supposed to act in front of their kids. I didn't think he cared about stuff like that. 
 
   A heavy silence weighed down the air. I looked from my dad to Annie to my dad again, trying to figure out what I could say. "It's okay," didn't seem strong enough for whatever it was my father was trying to say here. But it was all I could think to say. "It's fine, it's okay, don't worry about it." Those were things I had told Nails my entire life, excusing him from everything he missed, forgiving all of the things he forgot. 
 
   Finally, I shot a frantic look at Jax. He put down his fork and nodded at me, just the slightest tilt of his chin. And just like that, the burden was lifted. He was going to take care of it.
 
   "Three separate curse words in one single sentence," Jax mused, sounding impressed. "You've definitely turned over a new leaf, Nails."
 
   "Oh, fuck off," my Dad leaned forward and the heavy silence lifted. "You're not my kid, so I can swear at you as much as I want, you little shit."
 
   "Honestly, Jaxson," Annie huffed, "why do you always have to stir the pot?"
 
   Jax grinned, the natural order of things restored. "Thank you," I mouthed to him, feeling a rush of affection and gratitude. 
 
   His mouth twisted strangely. "No problem, Bit," he said out loud. Too loud. 
 
   Heat flamed across my cheeks. "What was that, Jax?" Annie asked.
 
   "Oh, nothing," Jax said airily, looking me dead in the eye. "Liliana was just thanking me for trying to lighten the mood here."
 
   He saves me only to throw me to the wolves? What the hell, Jaxson? "What?!" I said sharply, "No, I didn't mean…" I looked from Annie to my dad. Both of them were staring daggers at me and I knew I was in for a rambling, long-winded talk about feelings. I glowered at Jax, grateful at least that he'd have to suffer through it too.
 
   "It occurs to me…" Annie sat back in her chair, wielding her favorite opening line.
 
   "Whatever. Listen," Jax pushed his chair back, "as much fun as this little oversharing family time has been, I've got shit to do." His chair scraped across the floor obnoxiously. "Don't wait up."
 
   He disappeared around the back, deftly avoiding the photographers, and leaving me with our parents like some sacrificial lamb.
 
   "Lily, have you any idea what's going on with Jax?" Annie said.
 
   "Going on?" I stammered. "No, I just got here, how the hell would I know?"
 
   "I don't know, you two seemed awfully close for a while."
 
   I squirmed under Annie's gaze, tripping over how exactly how close we were. "Wish I could tell you something helpful, but I know even less than you do. Today was the first time we talked since I left for New York." My ears burned as I remembered exactly why I had left.
 
   And just like that, I hated him again.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Jaxson
 
    
 
   It was a new place, louder and more raucous than our usual haunts, but tonight, that suited me just fine.
 
   "Dude, slow down. I'm not in the mood to be cleaning up your puke tonight."
 
   I finished my shot anyway and then leveled my gaze on Casper. My guitarist, and the closest thing I had to a friend, was so pale that the black lights made him glow. "I already have a mother," I slurred. "I don't need another one."
 
   "I've met your mother, asshole!" he shouted over the sound of the bass. "She signed my guitar."
 
   "I'm never going to forgive you for that. Traitor."
 
   Casper grinned, his teeth glowing blue. "It's my retirement plan! In case my boss drinks himself to death instead of finishing his album."
 
   "Don't call me your boss!" I groaned. "Makes me sound like I'm paying you to hang out with me."
 
   "Well, shit! You kind of are. I don't have the money for this kind of place… bottle service… high-class girls." He shot a grin at his girl, Harlow, who looked up from her conversation with her blonde friend—Laney, Lana, something like that—and stuck her tongue out at him.
 
   "You will!" The liquor was making me feel expansive. Grandiose. "Just stick with me…" A ripple went through me and I caught myself before I added, "…please."
 
   It's a sad fucking state of affairs that even now, after years of knowing each other and two years playing together, I still wasn't entirely comfortable around Casper, or Toad, or any of them. There was always that voice—that nagging voice in my head that sounded suspiciously like Annie's—that told me they were using me. Using my money. Using my mother's name. My name. That no one actually liked me for just… me.
 
   I used to think that about everyone. Until I met Bit. For some reason, she seemed to bring out a side of me that was actually likable. Maybe not to everyone, but to her, at least. She never looked at me like she was only barely tolerating my presence. 
 
   At least, she never did before.
 
   Now, though, well… it was clear she wanted to hate my guts. Her cute little temper tantrum in the bathroom was proof of that. But the way she’d looked at me at dinner made her a liar. At dinner, when I had rescued her from her dad's epic awkwardness, she had looked at me like she used to. With those eager, open eyes.
 
   And it had been too fucking much for me to take. I had to get out of that restaurant before I said or did something that we both would regret.
 
   "Jaxson, I'm serious here. Give it a rest." Casper's hand was on mine. I hadn't even noticed that mine was on the bottle. 
 
   I shook my head to clear it. "Fine. Let's take a break. I need to dance anyway. Clear my head."
 
   Harlow and Laney-Lana jumped up immediately. "Finally!" Harlow whooped and draped herself across Casper's back. He grinned and carried her piggyback down the steps to the crowded dance floor. 
 
   Laney-Lana sashayed up to me, smoothing her hands down her hips, subtly pulling her already plunging neckline down even lower. "You ready?" she purred.
 
   "Lead the way, sweetheart," I told her.
 
   She took off ahead of me, wiggling her hips to the beat. I hung back and tried like hell to appreciate her luscious curves, but something was all wrong. She was built for show, all overflowing tits and overripe ass—which was usually something I appreciated in a woman—but tonight, it felt like too much. Too in my face. She was ripe to the point of rotten, and did absolutely nothing for me.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   I followed behind her and tried to screw my head back on straight. If nothing else, she was ready and willing. Probably a fan who couldn't believe that her friend was dating Jaxson Blue's guitarist. My name was all I needed to make this a sure thing. 
 
   And yet all I wanted to do was drink and forget who I was for a night.
 
   The beat shifted as soon as I hit the floor, the unsteady rise of the two songs mixed together making me feel off kilter. Several whoops rose up from the crowd and the energy suddenly became frenetic. The pounding four-four beat took over my heart rate even as my heart plunged down into my stomach.
 
   My own voice—distorted and remixed into nasal oblivion—but my voice just the same.
 
   Not that song. Not tonight.
 
   "Oh my God, I love this song!" Laney-Lana shrieked, grabbing me and yanking me into the fray. "I can't believe I'm dancing with Mr. Cocky himself!"
 
   Her lips were right up against my ear, but I could barely hear her over the music. The DJ had remixed it completely, sampling only a fraction of the refrain. The worst fraction.
 
   "I'm just a lil bit… lil bit… lil bit… cocky…
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit…"
 
   Lana-Laney shimmed low, grinding her ass into my crotch. I stood there like a stone, letting her take over as I lost myself.
 
   "Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Cocky!"
 
   She swirled around and flung her arms around my neck, undulating wildly.
 
   "Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit…”
 
   It echoed in my head. Her eyes. Her lips. The only thing I could think of. It could be her, but it's not, but it could be.
 
   Lil Bit.
 
   Her hands slid down my chest.
 
   Lil Bit
 
   (I am so drunk)
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Her hands went even lower.
 
   Lil Bit
 
   (I'm losing it here)
 
   Her fingers closed around my cock.
 
   It wasn't Lil Bit touching me
 
   "Get the fuck off me!"
 
   Laney-Lana's shocked face barely registered as I made for the door. My mind was blank of everything but the refrain in my head.
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit
 
   Lil Bit.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   "I think you'll see, Baron Chevreaux, that your apologies are quite useless to me."
 
   "Is that so, my lady?" The baron's eyes darkened dangerously and suddenly Georgia's stays seemed laced too tight. She couldn't seem to catch her breath. "Then perhaps the time has come to dispense with words?"
 
   The baron's hand moved, quick as a flash, clasping the back of her neck tightly, possessively. This was no idle tumble with the stable boy. Jasper's tentative, fumbling touch hadn't marked her skin the way the baron's was now. Each fingertip seared her with inescapable heat, burning away the weak protests that died before they formed on her lips. And all the while the baron watched her with a hunger in his eyes that was both frightening and delicious.
 
   "Ah." His soft laughter thrilled through her, setting off an ache in her nethers. "My lady is more willing than her words would admit."
 
   "You are an arrogant, cold-hearted bastard."
 
   "You are correct." 
 
   My fingers raced across the keys. It was far too late and I was far too jetlagged to be wasting sleep like this, but as I seethed on the ride home from dinner, hating Jax with every ounce of my being, a knotty piece of dialogue finally unraveled itself. I had to race upstairs to my room to get it all down.
 
   Goddamn Jax. He was inspiring, I had to give him that.
 
   "I've desired you from the moment I saw you," the baron pressed his lips against the pulse in her neck, and Georgia fretted that he would find it racing like the beat of a hummingbird's wings. She placed her hand against his hard, warm chest, and found the throb of his heart beating nearly as rapidly. For a moment she reveled in her power. He wanted her just as much, and she had nothing to fear…
 
   Until his lips devoured hers.
 
   Her pride dissolved immediately, and Georgia found herself helpless against the onslaught of his mouth on hers. With a sharp stab of his tongue, he pried her lips open and began a slow, aching exploration of her mouth. Her breath quickened as she realized she was now forever marked. He was claiming her as his and she would never be the same.
 
   He pulled back with a growl and cupped her chin in his hand. His eyes, bluer than an October sky, darkened as they bored into her. "I am not a man that sits idly by and waits for opportunity. I see what I want, and I must immediately possess it. And Georgia, I mean to have you."
 
   She moaned futilely into his mouth as he pressed her against the wall. Georgia was trapped between the cool of the marble and the warmth of his desire. "All of you. Now."
 
   As the baron's hand plunged underneath Lady Cunningham's skirts, I squirmed in my seat. This was going to be good. Epic, even. My thoughts focused down with crystal clarity as I wrote what Georgia wanted—fuck, what I wanted the baron to do to her. 
 
   Sex scenes. Sometimes I just left them for later, putting a placeholder—SEX GOES HERE—in my text and coming back when I was in the mood.
 
   But tonight, dammit, I was in the mood. The words were just flowing.
 
   "Tell me what you need, Georgia," the baron rasped. 
 
   Lady Cunningham's pale body writhed. The sensations were too intense, too forbidden and yet…
 
   "More!" she cried in a voice so shatteringly loud that it was bound to send the servants running to the room. But she didn't care. It didn't matter. All that mattered was Baron Chevreaux's bruising kisses and the swell of his manhood pressing against her. What this meant for her marriage, for her future, didn't matter to her now. There were no more barriers between them, no more chances to back down now. Georgia knew she was lost and she reveled in it. "I need more!"
 
   He pressed against her entrance and with one, smooth thrust…
 
   BANG!
 
   "What the fuck!" I yelped, remembering a second too late that it was way past the hour that normal people were asleep. I looked at my screen guiltily, like I had been caught with my hands in between my legs, and I was immediately pissed. That loud noise sounded just like something heavy hit the wall just outside of my doorway. 
 
   I nearly tore the door off its hinges. "What was that?" I demanded.
 
   He turned slowly, blinking like he was having trouble focusing. His eyes were hooded sleepily and his blue hair was an electric disarray. He looked completely drunk and completely fuckable and a million thoughts raced through my head at once. 
 
   Oh, shit, it's Jax.
 
   Oh, shit, I'm in my purple cloud pajamas.
 
   Holy shit, he looks hot.
 
   Holy shit… he looks pissed.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   Punching a wall hurts like hell, usually. I know, I've done it before. But this time, the expected pain never came—and that's when I knew how drunk I was.
 
   That made it doubly dangerous that Lil Bit was now standing in front of me, looking rumpled and breathless and sexy as hell. 
 
   "What was that?" she grumped. Her mouth was twisted in a disapproving sneer but her eyes… fuck, those wide brown eyes were shining unnaturally bright.
 
   She looks horny, Jax.
 
   She looks hard-up.
 
   She wants it.
 
   Fucking shut up!
 
   "What was what?" I snarled at her, meaner than I meant to be, but fuck, she needed to get out of here with her sexy, rumpled hair before I got ahold of it in my hands. The music from the club still pounded in my head. That repeated fucking refrain the only thought that I could muster. 
 
   "That bang, dipshit. It sounded like you punched the fucking wall."
 
   "Oh yeah? Must be because I punched the fucking wall." I propped myself up against her doorway and leaned my hand against it, knuckle side down. Nope, still no pain. That could be good or terribly bad. "Why are you being such a tight-ass?"
 
   Her eyes blazed. "Better a tight-ass than an asshole."
 
   "You wound me, Bit." God I missed her. "Always with the insults."
 
   "You get your fair share in too. Like to set 'em to music too."
 
   I had no idea what she was going on about. "Not at all. You're the one with the mouth on her." Fuck, I was drunk. "I like your mouth better on me…"
 
   "Ew!" She swatted my arm.
 
   "That's right, touch me. You're dying to touch me aren't you?"
 
   "I'm not!" 
 
   But she was breathless and her lips were parted and I knew she was lying. That only got me more riled up. "Then I'll help you. Here," I grabbed her small hand. "I'll make first contact so you don't have to."
 
   She pulled her hand back and folded her arms across her chest, like she wanted to keep her hands under control. Like she was afraid of what she'd do if she let go. 
 
   "What the hell are you staring at?" she demanded. 
 
   Damn, she caught me. What the hell was I doing again?
 
   I looked around wildly, trying to force my eyes to stop darting all over the place and come to rest somewhere.
 
   Unfortunately, I realized a second to late that they settled right on her tits.
 
   They were hidden under those ludicrous pajamas, but that somehow made them even more tantalizing. I knew exactly how they'd feel if I snaked my hand underneath her top right now. I wonder if she's wearing a bra? Probably not. I could just make out the tips of her nipples pointing through the fabric. Was she really turned on? Fuck, now I was hard.
 
   "Jaxson, people are trying to sleep."
 
   "You're not," I pointed out. "You look wide awake to me."
 
   She pressed her lips together and looked shifty for a second. Guilty. What was she doing that she’d be guilty about? "I was working," she said loftily.
 
   "Working, huh?" Caught you, Bit. "Writing? Were you writing one of your sexy books, Bit? Holy shit, you were. I bet you were writing a dirty scene right now and that's why you're all squirmy."
 
   "Fuck off, Jax."
 
   "What do you write about, Bit? You ever write about me?"
 
   "Oh my God, you are such a cocky bastard."
 
   "You do!" I crowed. Her blush gave it away. "What do you write about, Bit? Do you think about my body? What's your favorite part, hmm?" I reached down and grabbed her hand, expecting her to snatch it away and slap me. Hell, maybe I wanted her to slap me, derail this particular train of thought before I rode it all the way to the end. 
 
   She didn't smack me though. She shushed me. "Keep it down. Do you want the whole house to hear?"
 
   "Mmm, maybe I do." I circled her wrist with my fingers and pulled her closer.
 
   "What are you doing?" she asked. No, more exhaled in a soft sigh.
 
   "Do you want me to stop?" I asked. She was pressed up against me now. She fit just under my chin, perfectly. My puzzle piece. Fuck, I forgot how incredible it was just to have her near me.
 
   "No," she wavered. "Yes. Maybe. It depends on what you're doing."
 
   "I'm doing this," I told her. 
 
   Tipping her chin up, I let my lips brush hers. I barely fucking touched her, but it was the most electrifying kiss of my life. Lil Bit—my Lil Bit—was back where she belonged.
 
   I expected her to be angry, or even to hit me. Something to rile me back up again. Aggravate me so I stopped wanting to kiss her again and again, letting my lips wander down memory lane as I rememorized the curves of her body. Like I was ever able to forget them in the first place.
 
   "Jax…" She moaned my name into my mouth, and it was the sexiest sound I had ever heard in my life. 
 
   "Fuck, Bit. I've missed you so much." Did I say that out loud? I was kissing her too hard to tell. I pressed her against the wall. I needed to feel her against me, under me. Sudden clarity popped into my head as I immediately sobered up. I couldn't afford to forget this.
 
   She wrapped her hands around my neck, her little fingers fluttering against my back, and I was gone completely. I was ready to rip her clothes off right here in the hallway and lift her tiny body right onto my cock. She was making these little sounds, tiny, mewing noises that were killing me.
 
   Then her whole body shuddered and she pulled back. 
 
   "No." I was sure I said that out loud.
 
   She placed her hands on my chest. For a brief moment, I was hopeful.
 
   But then she gave me a small shove.
 
   Then she smiled this small, patronizing smile and fucking patted me on the chest. 
 
   She patted me.
 
   "Let's be grown-ups here, Jax, okay?" she cooed in this false calm voice. "We've already done the whole horny teenager thing."
 
   "Horny teenager thing?" I stepped back from her. My head whipsawed between drunken anger and sober sorrow. "Is that what it was to you?"
 
   She sniffed, her little lips pressed into a thin line. "Clearly, that's exactly what it was." 
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah." She folded her arms across her chest again, her jaw tight. 
 
   "I don't believe you."
 
   "Well, you should." Liliana shook her head. "We were kids, Jax. Puppy love and hormones. It didn't mean anything."
 
   All the breath went out of my lungs and I sagged against the far wall. Didn't mean anything?
 
   "Fuck you, it didn't mean anything," I muttered, staring at my shoes. For a moment everything was swimming, and I knew I would start crying like a bitch if I didn't pull myself together. I looked back up at her.
 
   She was staring at me with pity in her eyes. Fucking pity for me, Jaxson Blue. 
 
   No one pities me.
 
   "It meant a lot to you, anyway," I said slowly. Her eyes widened—God, how could they get even wider?—as she listened to the cruel words that tumbled out of my mouth. "I taught you everything you know. It was cute, really, how eager you were to learn." I wanted to hurt her. I hated that I want to hurt her. But I needed to hand her some of the pain I was feeling. "Been nice really, ever since, not having to do all that hand-holding while I'm fucking a chick. Virgins are exhausting."
 
   She made a little noise, and for one second, I could have taken it back. But I didn't. I watched her turn her back on me and slam the door in my face.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Stop crying. Why are you surprised? He's cruel. He's evil. You already knew that, so why does it bother you so much?
 
   Berating myself wasn't helping me sleep, and neither was the crack of early morning light that was working its way up the far wall of my bedroom. Maybe I dozed a little in between bouts of recrimination, but I didn't sleep. 
 
   When my stomach growled, I finally gave up on forcing myself to sleep and just lay there. My head felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls and my eyes were puffy and swollen.
 
   And my cheeks were scratched from Jax’s stubble and my lips still tingled from his kiss. 
 
   I could leave. Go back home, put an entire continent between him and me once more. It was an enticing thought. 
 
   Dammit, no. I'm not running away again. I have as much right to be here as he does, and he's not going to get to me. 
 
   Fierce.
 
   I closed my eyes, feeling marginally more composed.
 
   I swore I never fell asleep. But I must have. Because when I opened my eyes, Jaxson was sitting at the edge of the bed, my laptop opened in his knees. "Mornin' Bit," he said.
 
   I sat bolt upright, yanking the covers up to my chest. "What the fuck, stalker! What are you doing here?"
 
   He stretched like a cat in a sunbeam and shot me a lazy grin. "Waiting for you to wake up." He gestured to the laptop. "You took forever and I got bored."
 
   My heart started hammering in terror before my lips could form the question. I gaped at him, watching his eyes dart back and forth across the screen, an amused, and frankly triumphant smile twisting his lips. "Are you seriously reading my book?" I demanded, trying to mask my horror with belligerence. "Oh my god, Invasion of privacy much?" I reached over, trying to snatch the laptop away while simultaneously clutching the blanket to my chest.
 
   He deftly swung the laptop just out of my reach and kept on reading. "You publish these books for everyone else to read, why can't I? Besides," he tapped the screen, "I see a few things in here that might constitute an invasion of my privacy, Bit."
 
   I blushed. He was reading the sex scene. "What are you talking about?" Though I well knew.
 
   He licked his lips. "Well that move sure sounds awfully familiar." He swiveled and looked me full in the face and twisted the laptop so I could see. "Right here? We did that, right?"
 
   I couldn't look at him. I couldn't look at the screen. Mortification was hitting me from every possible angle. "I guess we did, yeah. Why, you don't remember?"
 
   He pulled the laptop back. "No. I do." His eyes went far away for a moment. Then his lip quirked slightly. "Though I don't remember it going exactly like this. 'The center of her pleasure?' Why not just call it what it is?"
 
   "That's… more or less what it is." I bunched the blanket in my fists and contemplated pulling it over my head. "You can't be too clinical."
 
   He rolled his eyes and kept reading. "So many euphemisms." He paused and burst out laughing. “ ’Nethers’?! Really?"
 
   The corner of my mouth twitched involuntarily. "Yeah?"
 
   "That's a terrible word!" he laughed. 
 
   "It's evocative!" I tried to protest, but suddenly I was laughing too. 
 
   “ ‘Nethers.’ For fuck's sake. The real words for it are so much nicer." 
 
   "The real words?"
 
   "Yeah, you know." He shifted a little, tucking his leg under him. His warm thigh pressed against my leg. I could feel his heat even through the blanket. "Clit," he said, rolling the word through his mouth like he was tasting each letter. "Cunt." 
 
   My mouth went dry and I swallowed, suddenly at a loss for words. 
 
   He stared at me for a moment too long. No way was he going to make me admit how sexy those words sounded when he said them. It was like he was calling right to them and mine were answering with a clutch of need. 
 
   A slow smile spread across his face. "Yeah, you think those words are better too, don't you, Lily?"
 
   "They're too… dirty."
 
   "Nothing's too dirty."
 
   "Maybe not to you…"
 
   "You either, Bit." His eyes darted down the page. "Oh my God, 'shaft'? Really? That's what you're calling it?" His hand went to his groin and I realized I was watching way too closely and quickly glanced away. "How about 'cock'? That's a much better word. Better yet, make it a pierced cock, since I remember how you liked that so much." 
 
   I ignored his jibe. "I doubt there were many pierced cocks in 19th century England, Jaxson. I was trying for a bit of historical verisimilitude."
 
   "Yeah? Well whatever that means, I think it's too bad. Your Geraldine character seems like she would enjoy a piercing sliding against her G-spot. It would help her reach the… er… 'pinnacle of her pleasure,' faster than this lame-ass Tristan guy gets her."
 
   I suddenly realized something. "Jax, you're like, at the end of the book. It's almost ninety thousand words. Did you even sleep?"
 
   For the first time since I woke up, that cocky little smile slid off of his face. "Nah. Not really."
 
   His beautiful face looked pinched too tight and the bags under his eyes were an angry looking shade of purple. My irritation melted away and I reached for him without meaning to. "Why?"
 
   "I wanted to catch you before you woke up. So we could maybe talk about last night. Before you woke up and stormed off."
 
   Did I say my irritation left? Never mind, it came flooding back in an instant. "Stormed off?" I repeated. 
 
   "Yeah, storming off without talking to me. It's kind of your thing," he shot back."
 
   I flopped back down on my pillow. I couldn't believe how quickly he veered from being sweet and sexy to the most annoying person on the planet. "Oh, fuck off," I cried, pinching the bridge of my nose.
 
   I felt him shift, lean forward. "We can, you know. All these things you wrote down…" His voice went lower. "Mmm… such vivid details, Bit. If I had known you were paying such close attention, I would have stepped up my game."
 
   I clapped my hands over my ears. "Shut up!"
 
   He leaned over me. I looked up at him, hovering over my bed. My breath was coming too quickly, my heart beating too rapidly. Realizing I was biting my lip, I licked them instead and his eyes went right to them. "It's given me a few ideas, frankly. How about it? Wanna do some research with me?"
 
   His offer hung there, for one, two, three heartbeats before I finally came to my senses. I reached up and pushed him away. "Oh my God, get the fuck out of my room."
 
   He stood up. "You never even heard why I was here."
 
   "I don't care, get out." I flopped over to my side and waited until I heard the door close before I finally exhaled. 
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   I stared at Lily's bedroom door, wondering how the fuck I had just gotten it shut on me again. I stayed up all night and into the late morning, wanting to apologize to her the minute she woke up, and yet somehow, I fucked that up as well.
 
   Dammit, this wasn't happening again. I raised my fist to bang on the door, ready to batter it down if I had to, when my cell phone rang. I grabbed it out of my pocket, ready to hurl it down the hallway when I saw Bev's name. My heart, already in my stomach, splashed right down to my toes.
 
   She was already talking when I pressed the green button. "… studio full of highly skilled, highly paid technicians and musicians, all getting paid to twiddle their thumbs waiting for you to show the fuck up. Where the hell are you, Jaxson?"
 
   "I'm right around the corner," I lied, tearing down the stairs. "Calm down, Bev."
 
   "Calm down? Do you know how much this is costing right now? Get here. Now."
 
   "Yeah, yeah." I was sprinting down the lawn, but I didn't want her to know that. "Go take a Xanax, or something."
 
   She hung up, but not before I heard her distinctly hiss, "Asshole."
 
   I stopped in the middle of the lawn and stared at the phone. I had nothing ready. Bev had handled everything, booking the studio time and the musicians on nothing more than my promise that I'd have the album written by then. Then, meaning now. Today.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Maybe I was the flash in the pan everyone claimed I was. Maybe “Cocky” was an anomaly and I really wasn't a songwriter. Because fuck me if I'd been able to write a decent song since. 
 
   Part of me wanted to just skip it. Bail on them all and go get drunk with Annie's roadies. Pussy out and let them believe I sucked. I certainly believed it myself.
 
   But I knew I couldn't do that. I had a reputation to maintain. Ever since “Cocky” dropped, the press wanted to see me swaggering. I wasn't allowed to fail. It would ruin everything.
 
   I grabbed my keys and hopped into the 1985 Ferrari 288 GTO I bought myself with “Cocky” money and had painted a custom shade of electric blue. Like my hair. Image. I'd go to the studio and brazen it out. Fuck, maybe something would come to me on the drive.
 
   Even I knew I was lying to myself. I was a panting wreck by the time I double-parked outside of the studio, a full hour and a half later than I was supposed to be there. Banks was standing on the sidewalk, smoking one of his hand-rolled cigarettes that smelled like dirt. I lifted my chin at him.
 
   "You know, I honestly wouldn't give a fuck, since I get paid either way," he said coolly, letting a wreath of smoke billow around his head. "It's the fact that I have to show up to get paid." He stubbed out his cigarette against the building. "Must be fucking nice."
 
   "Oh, give it a rest, Banks. You might think you're better than me, but who the hell is paying your bills right now, hmm?" The keyboardist my label had hired still clung to his classical training like it meant something in this world. 
 
   "Whatever. I turned down a pretty big name for this, Blue. I just want to get to work."
 
   Bev was on the other side of the door. "You ready?" she asked crisply.
 
   "Whaddya got for us, Blue?" Toad hopped up from the sofa in the lounge, his bass flopping around dangerously. 
 
   "Were you finalizing, or something?" Casper asked. He was trying to cover for me. I could tell. "That's why you were late?"
 
   I nodded. "Absolutely."
 
   "Well, everybody is ready to get down to work, Jaxson. Ready when you are."
 
   I nodded again, feeling like I was moving upstream… or maybe caught in the undertow, the current dragging me toward that sound-proof booth with nothing to sing. I searched my head, wracking my brain for some little snippet to pull from the noisy static… but there was nothing there except a door shut in my face.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Jaxson didn't come home last night.
 
   I wished I didn't know this, but I did. I would have heard him if he had, because I spent the rest of the day locked in my room, writing like my fingers were on fire.
 
   I wrote down exactly how the kiss felt, the press of his lips against mine, how they parted without my meaning to. How I sagged into him like I lost the ability to stand. How the bottom of my stomach dropped out like I was on a roller coaster and pleasure that was close to physical pain coursed out from every touch of his fingers on my skin. That's all that happened in the hallway—just a kiss—but on the page I was free to let it go further, just the way my body had wanted. On the page, I was licking and sucking a trail of kisses down his bare, glistening chest while his blue eyes never left mine—ah, fuck. 
 
   I swore I could feel his lips on mine a day later, like he had burned or bruised me. But that was ridiculous. This whole thing was ridiculous; he was going to be my fucking stepbrother in two weeks. I should fucking know better, but the minute I saw him, all of my carefully laid defenses fall apart.
 
   I sat up from my laptop like it had scalded me. I needed to nip this train of thought in the bud. With my mind made up, I changed out of my schlubby clothes and emerged from my room. 
 
   "Mornin', Lil," Diggs croaked over his coffee. His big body was perched ludicrously on the small stool at the breakfast bar. "Didja sleep well?"
 
   "Coffee?" I croaked back. My throat felt raw and hoarse with disuse. 
 
   "I'll take that as a no." His ruined face crinkled into a wide smile and he slid off the stool and patted it. "Have a seat."
 
   "Thanks," I whispered and settled into the stool, grabbing an orange from the fruit bowl across from me. "How about you? Did you sleep okay?"
 
   "Like a baby," Diggs chuckled, grabbing the coffee pot. "Doctor's got me on these new pain meds and they knock me the fuck out."
 
   "Your hand looks good!" I suddenly noticed.
 
   "Yeah?" He smiled proudly, gripping the coffee pot in his right hand and extending his arm straight out at the shoulder. "Can barely see it anymore, can you?"
 
   There was a ghost of a tremor, but that was it. "Wow, that's a whole lot better. You're barely shaking at all."
 
   "Grip's stronger, too."
 
   "You finally found a doctor who doesn't have his head up his ass?" I accepted the mug gratefully and cupped my hands around it."
 
   Diggs leaned against the counter. "New guy, young, barely out of diapers. Hell, he might be your age." I swatted him and he chuckled. "Doesn't seem right to call him ‘Doctor’ since he's barely old enough to shave, but he listens and he's willing to try new things. Turns out I had nerve damage in my wrist, of all the shit luck." He shook his head ruefully. "Falling off rigging will fuck you up pretty properly, you know, but no one took the time to really figure up how properly. He's the one that discovered the nerve damage that caused the tremor in the first place. Everyone else wanted to believe there was something wrong with my head."
 
   "Well, there is something wrong with your head," I teased.
 
   "Ooh, good burn. Where'd you learn to roast a guy like that?"
 
   I grinned at him. "From the best."
 
   "Damn straight," he puffed proudly. "Now how's my girl?"
 
   I sipped my coffee and considered. "Really fucking confused, Diggs."
 
   "Yeah? About what."
 
   "Pick a topic." 
 
   "Heh, yeah, being young sucks that way."
 
   "How would you know?" I smiled.
 
   "Little shit. I was young once, you know. I remember how it felt."
 
   "Did your dad suddenly decide to get married when you were nineteen?" 
 
   Diggs inhaled deeply. "Nah. Never had that to deal with, thankfully."
 
   "What the hell, Diggs?"
 
   He shook his head. "Guess they figured it was time."
 
   "It just seems so… out of the blue."
 
   "Well, you know Annie; that's how she works. Makes a decision one day, and suddenly, that's how things are going to be forever more. My guess is that she woke up one day and told Nails to either get a ring or get the fuck out. And we both know your dad ain't going anywhere."
 
   "No." I shook my head. It was true. For all his faults, my father loved Annie—worshipped her, even. "Guess you're never too old to change the path you're on."
 
   Diggs raised his one good eyebrow. "Listen to you, all philosophical. You're too smart to be hanging around the likes of me."
 
   "Shut up." I smiled, pride pinkening the tips of my ears. "I like hanging around you. You're not an arrogant asshole."
 
   Diggs smirked. "I'm guessing you're talking about someone in particular?"
 
   "I plead the Fifth."
 
   "He got worse when you left, you know," Diggs confided. I looked up sharply. That wasn't what I was expecting to hear. "No, it's true. Jax and your dad got into this huge-ass argument right after you left for New York. None of us heard what he was saying, but we could hear the crashing and we saw the broken furniture afterward. Ever since then, he's been a real little shit to deal with… I mean, more so than normal. Annie was really hoping you coming home would settle him back down again." 
 
   I slowly sipped my coffee, hoping like hell that my pounding heart wasn't as loud as it was in my ears. My dad and Jax had fought? About me? He wasn't supposed to know—no one was supposed to know about what had happened, about Jax and I getting together. No one was supposed to know why I left. I had announced that I was eighteen and ready to strike out on my own and that was that, they had accepted it. I had cut ties, cleanly and easily, or so I thought.
 
   "Well it isn't working," I said lightly, or so I hoped. "He came home drunk the other night. Said some stuff…"
 
   "Ah, shit. Sorry about that, Lily. He can be really mean when he's drunk, takes after his mother that way. The two of them drunk together… boy, batten down the fucking hatches."
 
   I flashed back to the broken chair, Jax and his mother staring each other down, each ready to draw blood and my heart did a funny sideways flop. "Must make for interesting dinners around here."
 
   Diggs shrugged. "Nah, we're used to it. Hell, I used to wipe that kid's ass. I watched him grow up in all this craziness. He's a good one, if you look past the surface. Way, way past the surface."
 
   A noise in the doorway made us both look up. "Mornin'," Jax rumbled, rubbing his hair as he walked into the kitchen. 
 
   I had no idea how much he had heard. His face was impassive, his eyes bloodshot and still at half-mast. The knuckles on his right hand were still scraped and reddened, and seeing them gave me a small, private shiver. 
 
   "Mornin'," Diggs said calmly. "You just get home?"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "Did you take an aspirin?"
 
   "Yep," Jax said, reaching for a coffee mug. His rumpled sweatpants were slung low across his waist and he wasn't wearing a shirt. I tried my best not to look at the rivers of ink that spilled across his broad back, but they were so intricate and detailed that I had to.
 
   A parade of animals marched across his lower back, wolves and tigers and lions ready to snarl and pounce. Winding up from the menagerie was a tangle of thorns twining upward into a profusion of roses, deep red and dangerous as they opened up into blooms across his shoulders. When he turned to the side, I saw they continued onto his biceps, the dark red fading into brilliant blue as the roses morphed into something else. 
 
   I was squinting, leaning forward in my stool. If he would just turn, I could make out the rest of the tableau. "Jax?" I said, in spite of myself. 
 
   "Yeah?" he turned and faced me and I saw it: the blue lily emblazoned down his shoulder and onto his left pec. 
 
   A lily.
 
   "Uh, can you grab the sugar bowl for me?" My mouth was completely dry. 
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. I licked my lips and tried to look innocent, staring past him to the cabinets and clicking my nails against the granite counter.
 
   "Sure." He smiled lightly and brushed his hand over his chest. Right over the lily. And that's when I knew he had seen me staring. He set the bowl down in front of me. "Here you go, Lily." 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   My tattoo artist had raised his pierced eyebrows when I told him what I wanted. "Are you sure, dude? It's not really fitting with the rest of the piece."
 
   "It's a flower. You can make it work," I’d told him grumpily and laid back in his chair. He had sighed and started up the buzz of the needle and I closed my eyes as he tattooed a lily over my heart.
 
   Did I regret getting it? Not really. Most of my tats were impulsive—fleeting notions that got under my skin. Of all of them, at least the lily meant something. I had never really given that meaning much thought until right now as I watched Lily's startled face take it in. 
 
   She knew exactly what it meant to me.
 
   But what did it mean to her?
 
   "You going to be around later?" Diggs piped up. "Your mom's got a list of things she needs done."
 
   "Nah," I told him, still staring at Lily. "I got a show tonight, man. Need to rest up."
 
   Lily looked even more startled.
 
   "Ah, shit, man. I'm sorry. Completely slipped my mind."
 
   I sipped my coffee. "No big deal," I told him breezily. 
 
   "You want me to stop by?"
 
   "Nah, it's nothing. I'll see you later, Diggsy." I headed out of the kitchen.
 
   "Later, man."
 
   I mounted the stairs, waiting. Half of me wondered if I had fucked things up too badly, worrying that maybe she wouldn't follow me, wouldn't ask any questions. I've always been an asshole, but she had me feeling actually bad about it. It's one thing to joke around, it's another to say something to deliberately cut another person down.
 
   But the pad of a bare foot on the living room floor made me smile in spite of myself. Yeah, I was an asshole to her. But she was a curious little kitten and wasn't about to let me get away without explaining my tattoo.
 
   "Hey, Jax?" she called up the stairs. 
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Can I talk to you?"
 
   I turned to look at her. "Why would you want to do that?" I was being honest. I really didn't know.
 
   She stopped and bit her lip. "You're right. I really don't want to," she said frostily. 
 
   "But you're going to anyway."
 
   "I just wanted to know something."
 
   "What is it, Lily?" 
 
   She ducked her head. "So, it is for me?"
 
   "What is?"
 
   Her eyes smoldered. "Are you really going to make me ask the question? You know what I'm talking about."
 
   I tapped my pec. "Puppy love and teenage hormones," I snarled. "That's all it was." I turned and headed for my room.
 
   Her little feet pounded across the hallway floor, and I suddenly found myself yanked away from my door. I was surprised by her strength, but I was more surprised to see that she didn't let go of my wrist as she hissed at me, "You're a piece of fucking work, you know that? This?" She stabbed me in the chest with her bitten fingernail. "This was not on your chest when I was with you. Which means you got it after I left. Why?"
 
   Two spots of color flamed on her cheeks and I could see the pulse on her neck. Everything inside of me wanted to pull her to me, to press my lips to that throb, trace a line of sucking kisses down to her perfect breasts. "Because," I told her truthfully, "at least this Lily is in my life permanently."
 
   Her breath caught just as my lips found hers, so I wasn't sure if it was my words or the kiss that startled her. I snaked my hand under her hair and cupped the back of her head, loving the way she fit in my hand as I drank her in as deeply and fully as she would allow.
 
   She let out a frustrated little sigh that turned into a moan as my hand found her waist and pulled her closer. Her tank top slid up slightly, leaving a warm swath of skin bare at the small of her back. I brushed my fingers lightly along her spine, the way I knew she liked, the way I knew she craved, and she sagged into me more fully, parting her lips and circling my tongue with hers. 
 
   A full year's worth of longing for her bubbled up inside of me and suddenly I was a man possessed. With a growl, I swung her around, pressing her back against the wall. Snaking my hands into her hair, I grabbed the length and yanked her head to the side, exposing the curve of her neck. She let out a stifled moan as I kissed that sweet, rapid pulse, and then let my lips travel lower. I pressed against her hard letting her feel what she did to me, had been doing to me, had always done to me since the day I met her so long ago.
 
   "We shouldn't…" I didn't let her get the rest of her words out. To hell with what we should and shouldn't do—I needed to do this. I needed to cup her breast in my hand, swiping my thumb over her nipple so that it puckered into a tight bead before I tugged her shirt to the side to take it into my lips. Her protests died away into a sharp moan. 
 
   "Make noise for me, Lily," I begged her. I needed to hear those soft sighs again, the ones that made me feel like the center of the world. "Let me know exactly what this feels like." I plunged my hand below the waistband of her jeans. "Ah, shit, I wish you knew what this felt like. You're so hot and wet for me, aren't you? Did you miss me as much as I missed you, Lil?"
 
   "Shut up," she whispered, pleading. "Someone will hear you." She moaned as I slipped a finger inside of her. 
 
   I looked toward the staircase. There were voices downstairs, low and indistinct. "You don't want to get caught?" I was too lost to stop now. "Then you'll have to be quick, Bit. Come for me," I swirled my thumb over her clit, raking circles to draw gasps from those rosebud lips. "I want to feel you cum around my finger, right here." 
 
   She wrapped her arms tightly around my shoulders, pressing against me as hard as she could, her whole body undulating as I slipped another, and then another finger inside of her. "Shit!" she hissed, biting her lip and burying her face into my chest. I felt her tummy tighten, the muscles of her core fluttering like a butterfly. "Oh, God!" 
 
   I growled and buried my face in her neck. Her body heaved and those noises I craved hearing tore from her throat, savage little wildcat noises that nearly had me cumming along with her. "Perfect, yes, oh my God, you're perfect." I was babbling like an idiot, but I didn't give a fuck any more. I covered her mouth with mine, relishing the taste of her one last time before I pulled my hand away. 
 
   "Jaxson?" My mother's whiskey-soaked voice floated up the stairwell. 
 
   I ignored it. "Come to my show tonight," I told Lily. "I want you there in the audience."
 
   Her eyes were shining as she stared at me for a moment. Then, finally, she nodded. I went downstairs to see what the fuck my mom wanted, feeling on top of the fucking world. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   There were too many people in this house. Every time a voice called from downstairs, I wanted to shrink into an even tighter ball. The shouts and sounds of scraping made me wonder what the heck they were building, but I was too terrified to go and check. I was afraid what had just happened would be written all over my face. 
 
   Jaxson's eyes, nearly black with desire. His fingers, his lips… 
 
   Any semblance of pride or self-control I could claim was blown away in a frenzy of lust. 
 
   The way my body moved, how it knew exactly what he'd do next, anticipated it like an addict jonesing for the next high.
 
   That lily on his chest had broken me. 
 
   His voice in my ear, so confident, so cocky, telling me exactly what to do. 
 
   But I didn't need to stay broken. I rolled over in bed and pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes, squeezing them shut as the memory bore down on me like a freight train. 
 
   It was his first major television interview. I recorded it on the DVR, intending to watch and then rewatch it again and again. My Jaxson was poised to become a star in his own right. 
 
   The interviewer was a tall, crisp blonde with a curve to her lips that made everything she said seem like innuendo. I hated her instantly.
 
   Jaxson sat on his chair like a prince on his throne. I paused the playback for moment to appreciate the simplicity of the white T-shirt and leather jacket combination I had chosen for him. They had pancaked his face in too much makeup, but somehow it didn’t detract from his rugged masculinity. 
 
   I hit the play button and leaned back, snuggling down into the couch. He would be home soon and I wanted to watch it all before he got here. 
 
   The interviewer's collagen-plumped lips twisted again. "What was it like? Growing up the son of Annie Blue?"
 
   My heart skipped a beat in sympathy. Of all the questions she could open with, she chose that one? The one Jax hated the most?
 
   But he smiled gamely and my heart swelled with pride. "You know, to me, she's just Mom, you know?" He showed the interviewer his dimple and I inwardly cheered at how well he handled the question. 
 
   "There's been a lot of buzz around you, even before you headed into the studio. People seem fascinated by Jaxson Blue. Why do you think that it?"
 
   He smirked that cocky grin of his. "Because they think they want my life."
 
   "Is your life that wonderful?"
 
   "It has its moments."
 
   "What are the moments that make it wonderful?"
 
   I leaned forward, already blushing. 
 
   He leaned back in his chair. "You know, kicking back with friends, making music. The simple things, really."
 
   Okay. That was vague, but well put.
 
   "You mention friends. Is there anyone you're particularly close with?"
 
   Jaxson ducked his head. "The guys in my band, for sure."
 
   That was a lie. He barely knew them.
 
   "Anyone else?"
 
   The interviewer was fishing. That stupid twist to her lips, I bet she thought she looked sassy or something. I wished I could reach through the TV and slap her, but this interview had been taped this morning and the damage was already done. I paused the TV again and smiled to myself. Here it was. It was about to be common knowledge. 
 
   "Close like how?" Jaxson looked penetratingly at the interviewer and she crossed and re-crossed her legs. 
 
   "A special someone in your life?" She batted her eyelashes.
 
   When I saw Jax lick his lips, I paused the TV again. That was his tell, it always had been. He was about to lie. What was the lie? I hit play.
 
   The Jax on the screen flicked an invisible piece of dust off his jacket. "Nah," he shook his head. "No one important."
 
   I stabbed the off button in horror. 
 
   Was I really that pathetic, that I could forget the public heartbreak, just like that? Was one look at him all it took to strip me of my dignity and leave me a breathless ball of need?
 
   It had been a year since anyone had touched me with the same sort of skill. Jaxson knew my body better that I knew myself, the right mix of rough and tender, the way I just shattered when he was inside of me. The aftershocks of the orgasm he had given me still trailed up my spine, leaving me boneless and breathless, a combination of complete satisfaction and the insatiable desire for more. I wanted him again, there was no denying it. I was never going to stop wanting him, pride and dignity be damned. I wanted what he gave me, that tight ball of heat that collected in my chest before exploding outward in fireworks across my skin. I craved him like chocolate. No, something more dangerous. Heroin? 
 
   Yes. I was a Jax-junkie. I had wanted him this whole time I was hating him, and now that I had my taste, I wanted him even more. 
 
   And who says I can't have him?
 
   The thought sent me sitting bolt upright in bed. Who said? There was no rule that said I didn't get to enjoy myself while I was here. In ten days, our parents would be married and I would go back home again and it would be like nothing had happened. 
 
   I could have him, drink my fill, and then be done with him forever. Get him out of my system. On my terms. Once and for all. 
 
   A little fling, for old time's sake. A tiny bit of revenge for thinking he could cast me aside. 
 
   The small, rational part of me cried out in protest, that this was a terrible idea, but desire silenced it. I was a grown woman now, older and wiser after heartbreak. I deserved something casual and light with the hot guy who knew what my body needed. Meaningless sex, just like millions of other people enjoyed every day. That's all it needed to be. 
 
   It didn't have to mean anything. 
 
   It was fine. I wasn't doing anything wrong. 
 
   Everything would be fine. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   The green room smelled like stale cigarettes. Ghosts of all the bands who'd sat here, nervously killing time before the show started. Smoking was terrible for my voice, but when Toad shook his pack at me, I gratefully accepted a butt.
 
   I wasn't nervous about playing, I told myself. I was nervous because of who would be watching tonight. 
 
   Liliana said she'd come, and so I knew she would. She had never let me down, and I couldn't imagine her doing it now. Not after that wild-eyed look she had given me when I asked her to come tonight. 
 
   I inhaled deeply, feeling the sharp sting of the smoke filling my lungs and hoping it would push out the memory of her coming apart around my fingers. If I started down that train of thought, I would never be able to focus onstage. 
 
   When she left me, I spiraled down pretty quickly, and Annie bundled me off to her high-priced therapist before I caused her a scandal. It was, predictably, a waste of time for all of us. Blah, blah, my mother was never an appropriate mother, bullshit, bullshit—but one thing I did learn was that I needed to make things up to all of the people I'd wronged if I ever had hope of feeling good again. 
 
   I went home that evening and I wrote an apology in the form of a poem. Then I set that poem to music. I locked myself in my hotel room for three full days, recording on a four-track. Then I went across the hall. 
 
   Greg Fingers and Bash were in the suite, which was totally normal. Thank God it was them, and not my mother, because if it had been her that answered my knock, I would have never had the nerve to do what I did next.
 
   "Hey, can I play something for you guys?"
 
   "Lay it on me," Greg drawled in his slightly slurred speech. He wasn't drunk, he just perpetually sounded that way after, in his words, "smoking something weird." 
 
   "You joinin' the family business?" Bash was twitching with his usual pent-up energy and it made me so nervous I didn't answer him. Instead I just pressed play.
 
   And the song that would become “Cocky” was let loose onto the world. 
 
   It was a song for Lily, but I still didn't know what she thought of it. 
 
   Tonight, I would find out. 
 
   There was an echoing sound of footsteps in the concrete hallway below the stage. Toad and Casper looked up from their tuning. Banks licked his thumb and dog-eared the battered paperback he had on his lap, then stretched his fingers out one by one. Talon restlessly tapped his knees, drumming out a staccato beat. 
 
   The stage manager poked her harried looking face into the door. "Five more minutes, guys." She rushed away before we could even thank her.
 
   "All right, guys," I said, standing up and stretching. This was our first club appearance, the first of many to come. I felt like I should say something momentous, but the only thing that came to me was, "Let's blow the roof off this fucker."
 
   "Well said." Banks smirked. 
 
   I clapped him on the shoulder. "Let's go, Juilliard. Tonight's gonna get your elitist ass laid like you wouldn't believe."
 
   "Fuck yeah!" Toad pogoed in place twice before bounding down the hall ahead of us. 
 
   "Slow down!" Casper called. "No one's here to see your ugly bassist ass!" He clapped me hard on the back. "You ready?" he asked me, suddenly serious.
 
   I clenched my fists. Everyone was here tonight to see me. Yeah, sure, maybe they were curious about my mom, but they paid to hear me sing, and that's what I meant to do. 
 
   And Liliana was here to see it. 
 
   I nodded. "Too fucking ready. Let's go."
 
   The house music died down and the lights dimmed. From the wings, I looked out to see the whole club washed in blue light, my signature color. Talon nodded and headed out to the drum kit, to wild applause. I grinned and gave Casper a small shove forward, and he, Toad, and Banks filed out to grab their instruments. 
 
   I hung back, waiting, listening to the crowd. "Jax! Jax! Jax!" Fuck, that was my name they were screaming. I'd seen this scene a million times before, waiting in the wings during my mother's shows, hearing the adulation of the crowd as they screamed for her, but tonight, those cheers belonged to me. 
 
   Talon counted the beats and the heavy bass of “Cocky” thudded through the speakers. It sounded so much different live, so much better. The crowd hesitated, hanging on like one great beast sucking in its breath.
 
   Then I walked on stage and they exploded. 
 
   I felt the beat move through me and the words came fast and true. Like I had been born for this. And dammit, I was fucking born for this.
 
   "You got it right… babe…" I held the note a little bit longer as the guys upped the tempo, letting the strobe lights flicker around us before we crashed together as one into the song that had made my name. The song I wrote in private—for the only girl I had ever loved—now belonged to everyone.
 
   I lifted my head and looked for her, but the lights blinded me, and I had no idea where she could be. I could only hope that she was out there, watching me, listening as I sang directly to her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Remember how I said I was always late?
 
   I never expected to fall asleep. But my sudden burst of clarity seemed to be all that I needed to finally be able to close my eyes and sleep away the jet-lag that had dogged me since I landed here. 
 
   When I woke up, I was relaxed and refreshed. And really fucking late for Jax's show. 
 
   I called the cab while I threw on the closest approximation to a club outfit I owned—a soft jersey tee that I slung over a bright neon purple tank top and a pair of jeans with sparkles on the ass. My version of dressing up. I debated over whether I should put on heels or not, but the only pair I had brought with me from New York were the ones I planned on wearing to the wedding, and knowing my luck, I'd break them beforehand. A pair of ballet flats would suffice.
 
   Besides, Jax liked that I was small. I grinned at the mirror when I imagined how he'd show his appreciation. 
 
   It doesn't have to mean anything. 
 
   When the cab let me off, I thought he had got the address wrong. Jax said “club,” so I was expecting something small and intimate. Someplace where I could sit down with a glass of wine and watch him sing. 
 
   This place was the exact opposite of that. 
 
   The music that blared whenever the doors opened to the street was so loud that I froze in place.
 
   He was playing “Cocky.” Right now.
 
   I hung back and traced my fingers along the crumbling stucco. Did it matter to me? Was I upset? There was something still there, a ball of hurt inside of my chest that was still tender and bruised. But I had moved past that, hadn't I? 
 
   It doesn't have to mean anything. 
 
   I would just wait here until the song was over and then I'd go inside. He would never be the wiser.
 
   Thankfully, I couldn't hear the lyrics, so I was free to bounce on my toes to the infectious beat. I felt a small spike of pride as I watched two tall blondes rush up to the entrance, frantic over missing “our song.”
 
   "God, he is just the hottest thing," one gushed as the bouncer glowered at her ID.
 
   "Can you imagine being the girl he wrote it for?"
 
   "She probably has no idea how lucky she is."
 
   "Can you imagine how amazing he must be in bed?" They tittered together before they moved inside.
 
   Yes, I could.
 
   I stepped up to the bouncer, who was easily as wide as I was tall. "Liliana Nesbit?" I shouted. "I should be on the list?"
 
   One eyebrow went up. "You're in the VIP section, miss," he rumbled, suddenly deferential. "Right this way."
 
   I followed him into the dark, wild mass of the club. The overhanging balcony obscured the stage from view, but I did get a good look at the two blondes, desperately screaming Jax's name.
 
   He led me through a maze of levels, until he suddenly emerged into a private lounge. One with a perfect view of the stage below.
 
   "Holy shit," I breathed, but my voice was drowned out in the roar of applause as the drummer pounded out the intro to the next song. 
 
   It was like the world narrowed down to a pinpoint, only large enough for me to see him. Jax strode across the stage as smooth and dangerous as a wildcat before he crouched down low and began to sing.
 
   I gripped the railing to keep from falling over the balcony. He was electric, a force of nature. He worked the crowd like an instrument, playing our emotions as skillfully as his guitar. We moved when he told us to move, we screamed when he told us to scream, and when it was all over and I was shouting his name along with everyone else, I was just as breathless and desperate as I was when he pinned me against the wall.
 
   The last encore was still ringing in my ears as I tore back down the stairs and shoved my way to far wall. Claustrophobia clawed at my throat as I fought my way along the wall and toward the front of the club. 
 
   Jax was there, crouching on stage, clutching the outstretched hands that reached for him, wanting a piece of him, wanting everything he had to give and more. I shoved as hard as I could, worming my way through the small spaces no one else could fit, until I finally popped up right at the gate. "Jax!" I screamed.
 
   He wheeled at the sound of my voice. I waved frantically. He nodded in the direction of security and I suddenly found myself hoisted over the barrier. "Jax!" I called again. 
 
   "Thank you and goodnight!" he boomed into the mic, then pointed toward the booth. The house lights popped on and I could finally see all of him. 
 
   When he looked at me, I understood what it meant to be devoured. The dark hunger in his eyes set my skin alight, and I knew he saw the same look in my eyes. Seeing him on stage had lit a firestorm of need in my belly. 
 
   I shivered. We were in full view of the dispersing crowd, of security, of his band. Surely he wasn't so reckless…
 
   "You were here the whole time?" he called. There was something tight at the edges of his voice that told me the question was more important than it seemed.
 
   "Yes," I lied. One song. What did it matter?
 
   That was the answer he needed to cross the space between us in two leaps. I gasped as he tugged me to his side and wheeled around, pressing us both through a small gray door at the bottom of the stage. 
 
   He wheeled us through the rabbit warren of rigging below until we emerged into a concrete hallway that must have run along the wings. The kind of place I had been in a million times before, but never like this. Never with Jaxson so desperate and wild and unhinged. 
 
   "Get the fuck out," he snarled to the people in the green room. Heat flared in a blush across my cheeks, and I looked down as the band filed silently past us. Meaningless or no, this was a hell of a risk to be taking…
 
   Then he slammed the door behind us and I was no longer able to think.
 
   "I've waited an entire year to sing to you." He leaned against the doorway and let his head fall back. Every line in his body spelled relief, but I couldn't understand why.
 
   "You were really good," I told him.
 
   "You liked it?" 
 
   His eyes were so damn blue. 
 
   "I loved it." I smiled at him. 
 
   "Ah, fuck, Bit." He lifted his hand and caught my wrist, pulling me to him. "I'm so glad," he said, touching my face and tilting it up to his. "I am so fucking glad to hear that."
 
   Now that we were inside of that small room, with its few scattered couches, folding table left by craft services and the whiff of cigarettes of yesteryears in the air, some of the high that had propelled me to him began to wear off. It was one thing to decide I was using him for sex while sitting alone in bed. It was quite another thing to be standing here, watching dark desire shadow his face as he looked at me after closing the door.
 
   "I'm so glad you came," he said thickly.
 
   I felt like I couldn't get enough breath. The slinking, wild animal on the stage now had me cornered and looked very close to devouring me whole. "Me too," I managed. My voice was a wobbly wisp. 
 
   "I've missed you. So much." He was right there, filling up the entire room. There seemed to be so much more of him than there should be, but that wasn't what made me afraid.
 
   I was afraid of how eager I was to believe him. 
 
   "I missed you too." It wasn't a lie.
 
   "Fuck." 
 
   That was all, just one guttural curse, but there was so much frustration and longing bound up inside of it that I felt like my knees would collapse. He caught me as I sagged against him and roughly cupped the back of my head with his hands. "I want you, and I need to hear that I can have you."
 
   A tingle shot up my spine. "You can have me," I said, unaware that he was walking us backwards until the small of my back bent against the folding table.
 
   "Tell me how you want it, Liliana." He punctuated each word with a fiery kiss down my neck, seeking lower and lower each time. "Do you want it gentle and sweet? I could be sweet for you, you know. If that's what you want."
 
   I bit my lip hard to keep from moaning out as he lifted me onto the table and bent me back. The hard metal table was cold against my arms and colder still as he lifted my T-shirt and flicked a tongue around my navel. The fire that lit when I saw him on stage suddenly flared hotter, burning away the last trace of rational thinking I possessed. 
 
   "No," I told him, grabbing a fistful of electric blue hair and yanking him toward my mouth. "I want you wild…"
 
   He growled his approval into my neck and snaked his hands down my arms, interlacing his fingers into mine before yanking both arms upward and pinning them above my head. "Then that's what you're going to get, Bit." He pinned both my arms down easily with one strong hand. Brushing a kiss past my lips, he reached down and yanked my shirt up, exposing my naked belly. I felt his eyes slide up my skin, focusing on my breasts. "These were always my favorite," he rasped, reaching under me deftly. "I think I want to start right here."
 
   I arched toward him, letting him tear my clothes off over my head before he fell upon me. "Yes," I urged him as he lay down a trail of biting kisses from my left collarbone up the swell of my breast. I knew he was going to leave marks on me, but somehow I didn't care. I wanted it to be real and I wanted it to hurt a little. I wanted the sting left on my skin when I walked away from this with the knowledge that it had actually happened. 
 
   Jax was murmuring into my skin, a string of filthy curse words jumbled together with the promises of what was coming next. "…so goddamn beautiful, you know that?" His tongue curled around my nipple, dragging his teeth lightly against the sensitive skin. "…you better fucking know that. You better, unh, admire this body in the mirror every fucking day." I arched again, feeling the fire collecting in my lower spine. "…fuck yeah, that's right, I want to hear you…" I bit my lip. "…don't you fucking hold back on me. Tell me. Tell me how good this feels. "
 
   He raked his hands down my belly and deftly undid my jeans. When his palm cupped over the mound between my legs, a gasp tore from my throat. "…again, Lily. Holy fuck, I wish you could see your face right now. I'd take a fucking picture but I don't think I could risk anyone ever seeing you like this except me. I'm not fucking sharing this. I'm gonna taste you now, you ready? I want you to come all over my face. I want to feel you go wild around my fingers before I fuck you senseless. Does that sound good to my Bit?"
 
   All the while he was talking he had been alternately pressing and rubbing with the heel of his hand. He hadn't even taken off my panties yet, but I could already feel it gathering. The slow heat pulled down all of my limbs until I was nothing but a nervous system intent on the sensation. "More, Jax," I told him. I wanted to sound sexy but instead I sounded pleading. "Give me more."
 
   "Holy shit, do you hear how amazing you sound?" He yanked down my panties before I could answer him, not that I could once his mouth was on me. "I want you to…" His words dissolved into muffled grunts, little mmms of ecstasy as he took my clit gently between his lips and began to suck. When his thick finger slipped inside of me, I felt myself clutch it desperately. Alternating between licks and thrusts, he dragged me closer and closer to the edge of sanity. I reached out, desperate for something to hold onto, to keep me from falling, falling so hard into the abyss. 
 
   I found the edge of the table just as the world split open. From low in my belly, the aching ball rolled upwards and outwards, so slow it took over everything until it suddenly cracked open. "Fuck!" I screamed as I shook so hard the table rattled underneath me, not even caring if anyone heard, if anyone saw, if anyone knew how crazy it was for me to believe this meant nothing at all.
 
   Because from the very edge of my sight I could see him watching me. His whole focus was on me, his lips parted, his eyes wide. "Goddamn it, Bit, you were holding out on me before."
 
   "No I wasn't," I protested weakly. 
 
   "Yeah. You were." He grinned, his lips shining wetly, covered in me. "And now that I knew what the real thing looks like…" His voice trailed off again as he stood up and lifted his shirt over his head.
 
   …it doesn't have mean anything…
 
   The harder I tried to hold onto that thought, the more slippery it became. I fumbled for it, trying like hell to remember that this was nothing more than a last fling before the wedding, but when Jax’s mouth covered mine again, all of my thoughts abandoned me, including that one. Instead thoughts of him invaded my brain; how he felt under my hands, his skin so warm it was almost scalding. How his heart raced under my fingertips as I kissed a trail down the center of his chest. How both our hands went to his belt buckle, and he swatted mine away with an impatient grunt. How I tried to take him into my mouth once he was freed from his boxers, but he caught my face in his hands and kissed me again and there were suddenly no barriers between us. I pressed against him, needing to feel every inch of my skin covered in his.
 
   "I'm clean," he murmured into my mouth. "I can show you the papers, but I'm promising you right now, I'm clean. I got tested the minute I heard you were coming home."
 
   I laughed against his lips. “You just assumed you'd be fucking me? Oh my God, you are so fucking cocky."
 
   He pressed his forehead against mine so that the blue of his eyes was the color of the entire world. "You got that right, babe."
 
   "Jesus, Jax. Just fuck me. Now."
 
   He pressed my thighs open with his hands, positioning me underneath him. I lifted my head and watched where we came together. He was so long, so impossibly hard. My arms gave out as he buried himself inside of me and he caught me up, threading his arms around me so I was cradled against them. 
 
   And then he just… stayed there.
 
   "Jax?" I wiggled, wrapped my legs around him and tried to draw him upward, but it was like tugging at a rock. 
 
   "You wanted it wild, Bit?" 
 
   "Yes!" I panted. 
 
   "I'm gonna give it to you wild, greedy girl. But this?" He snaked a hand up my chest to cup my cheek. "This is for me."
 
   He held my gaze for a moment. …doesn't have to mean… I couldn't finish the thought. Not when he was looking at me that way, like I was the only thing he wanted was to see me there, connected to him this way. And when he had had his fill, he began to move. 
 
   It was slow, at first. He slid his hands under my hips and lifted me so that nothing could distract from the wet slide of him. Out and in, the only sound our ragged, gasping breaths. He pulled almost all the way out again and looked down at me. 
 
   "Yes," he whispered.
 
   And then I got what I wanted.
 
   The wild, pounding urgency exploded from his hips. He gripped me so tightly I squeaked from the pain. He was fast, and urgent, his speech devolving into desperate, delicious growls. I wrapped my hand around his back and he fell forward, rolling his hips with each thrust, faster and faster now.
 
   "You feel so good," he gasped against my breast. "I'm can't… I'm not going to last long. Come for me, Lil. I want to feel you all around me." He reached between my legs and pressed his thumb to my clit, timing his strokes with the rhythm of his hips. "Now, baby. Get there…"
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   Heaven is my Lily falling to pieces underneath me. 
 
   The relief that flooded my body was almost as intense as the pleasure. She had heard me. She said my words back to me and I knew, I knew I was forgiven. 
 
   "You are so fucking cocky." "You got it right, babe." Those were the words that we said that morning she found me sprawled between two blondes much too old for me, drunk off my ass on whiskey and my own narcissism. Those words echoed in my head for so long that I had to write them down in the song I wrote for her.
 
   I was waiting for her to say something, anything about what it meant to her, how she felt about the song. It wasn't like Lily to beat around the bush like this. But when she teased me with them, I knew she had finally heard me. She heard my sung apology and now things were the way they should be with us…
 
   With her wide-open eyes fixed on my face as I watched her shatter beneath me. 
 
   I saw everything. There was no way I wasn't going to remember this for-fucking-ever. The way her eyes went wide at the last minute before she suddenly squeezed them shut, like it was all too much for her to take. I wished I could go deeper, somehow. I wanted to give her more, more than I had to give, but she fucking deserved everything I had and then some. So I pressed her, harder, higher, to the very limits of my endurance and my reward was her tiny body clinging to mine and her perfect lips gasping my name over and over again. I felt my own orgasm barrel down on me, white-hot and searing, but I didn't want it to end. I kept moving like a man possessed.
 
   I was.
 
   A ringing silence filled my ears as I slowly came to my senses. Lily was staring at me wide-eyed. Her perfect body was slick and shining. I bent my lips to her neck and tasted the salt on her skin. "You good?" I asked. I needed to know. 
 
   She squeezed my back with her ragged, bitten nails. "I'm good," she said into my neck. Then she twitched a little. I pulled back to see that she was laughing. 
 
   "Something funny about this, Bit?" I growled teasingly.
 
   "I'm not…" She wiped her eyes. "I'm okay." 
 
   "You sound a bit unhinged."
 
   "I am a bit unhinged. I just fucked my stepbrother on a folding table. I think that qualifies."
 
   An icy tension gripped my heart. "Not yet," I grumbled. Separating from her was the hardest thing I had ever done. I was afraid of what would happen once I wasn't touching her any more. "We have…"
 
   "Nine more days," she said. Was that sadness in her voice? I couldn't tell. 
 
   "Still technically ten," I corrected her, checking the clock on the wall. 
 
   "Yeah, but tomorrow…"
 
   "So let's not let it be tomorrow yet. 
 
   "How the hell does that work?"
 
   I pulled on my jeans and turned to the shelf by the mirrors and grabbed a tissue. She accepted it with a grateful look and dabbed at her thigh. "You get yourself cleaned up and come out with me."
 
   She snapped her head up. "Out with you?" Her eyes nearly bugged out of her head.
 
   "Yeah, Bit," I said casually. I knew what she was thinking. In the time we were together, we were always sneaking around. We were always careful never to be seen as a couple. But now, after this? I needed it. I needed to take her around, introduce her as mine. It was stupid and reckless and would probably backfire horribly, but I was pretty used to that drill by now. "There's an after party. Come with me. Be my date."
 
   I always loved how uncomplicated Lily was. She couldn't lie for shit—every thought she had was a wide open book you could read from her face. It was something that made her unique in my world and why I had always treasured her reactions. But right now, I could have done with her being a little less transparent. 
 
   Her mouth opened and closed, and then she shook herself minutely, from the tips of her bare toes all the way to her shoulders. Flickers of worry, dread, and something I couldn't quite identify passed across her features. And then it just suddenly… shut down. 
 
   "Okay, sure!" she said brightly, but it was false. All wrong. 
 
   "Great." I smiled, but it felt like a mask I was putting on. What the hell just happened? One moment she was looking at me with all the trust in the world, and then next minute, she closed off entirely. I clenched my fists and for the first time since I spotted her in the audience, I turned away from her. 
 
   Had I read her wrong? Maybe she was worried about being seen with me, about our new familial connection. But that wasn't it. I could tell. She hadn't balked when I asked her to come out with me. She freaked when I asked her to be my date. 
 
   Was she ashamed of being with me?
 
   The ice in my veins was suddenly replaced with white-hot rage. It would be one thing if this was still a year ago and I was still a stupid, cocky kid relying on nepotism to pave my way, but she had just seen me on stage tonight. I was making something of my own, separate from all of my mom's bullshit. I was my own fucking man now, a musician in my own right and she had witnessed that firsthand.
 
   And as for the stepsiblings thing, who gives a fuck? We weren't related, not by blood any way, and we were grown fucking adults. Our parents marrying each other didn't mean a thing, if you thought about it. Which I had. Obsessively. 
 
   So what was her deal?
 
   I kissed her as she dressed, helped her find her missing shoe, and smoothed her wild hair for her, but I felt like a robot doing it. I tried to push the anger away and relish how she felt nestled firmly against me in the back of Casper's beater as we drove to through the night. But her hesitant silence hung in the air around us like a barrier I thought had already fallen.
 
   The house on the cliff belonged to Kayla, a trust fund baby friend of Banks, though the two could not have been more different. She must have been watching for us, because she swayed out the front door as we pulled up, dancing barefoot to music only she could hear.
 
   "Hey, guys," she crooned. "Party's moved down to the beach."
 
   "You ready?" I asked Lily. It was the first time we had spoken since I asked her to be my date."
 
   "Sure," she said. "Lead the way, rock star."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   I followed his broad back as we picked our way carefully down the wooden staircase bolted to the cliffside. The moonlight reflected off the calm water, lighting the whole beach in an otherworldly blue glow. Everything seemed flattened out, the shadows and highlights missing, throwing my depth perception off-kilter. 
 
   Two steps from the bottom, the heel of my foot caught the back of a step and I tumbled forward with a yelp and slammed into Jax.
 
   He whirled around and caught me just before I ended up sprawled across the ground. "You okay?" he asked, gently righting me.
 
   His hands lingered on my shoulders. We were the same height, standing on the steps like this, and the moon lit the back of his head so that his eyes were deep pools of shadow.
 
   "I'm okay," I gasped. It wasn't the fall that had me breathless.
 
   Jax didn't nod or continue on his way. Pressing his palm to my cheek, he looked at me, his eyes darting back in forth like he was trying to read an incomprehensible book. "Good," he said. He took my hand and led me across the soft sand toward the group of people sitting around a bonfire on the beach. The sound of a soft guitar, just a few strums of chords and lazy arpeggios wafted in the night along with the smell of wood smoke that always made me nostalgic for the childhood I didn't have. I held Jax's hand tighter.
 
   He looked back without speaking, but seemed to know I needed reassurance, because he waited a beat until I was at his side, then pulled me tightly in to him. "This group doesn't give a fuck about who I am or who we are. They all have their own shit they’re dealing with. Don't you freak out on me, Bit." He paused. "But if you do start to freak, just let me know and I'll get you out of here. I just want to be with you a minute… where no one is watching."
 
   He started walking again, but I found myself rooted to the spot by his soft words. This was not what I was expecting. That moment in the hallway had been fun, reckless, and meaningless. The Jax that pressed me against the wall… he was the arrogant jerk I was used to. The one I had taught myself to despise. That was the Jax I wanted to hate-fuck and forget about.
 
   This Jax? The one cupping my face and searching my eyes? The one reassuring me instead of giving me crap? Who the hell was he?
 
   I shivered. "You cold, Bit?" Jax asked. Without waiting for my reply, he whipped his battered leather jacket off his shoulders and slung it around mine. He stepped back, sinking into the soft sand and grinned at me. 'I don't know what I expected here. You look like you're wearing a cape."
 
   I pulled it tightly around me. "Or a sleeping bag." I was surrounded by his scent. "But aren't you going to be cold?"
 
   "Yes. Which is why you need to stick close to me. Keep me warm." He plopped himself onto one of the logs by the fire and pulled me down into his lap. "There. That's better.
 
   I settled back against his chest, every nerve in my body on red alert. But Jax was right. A few people turned in our direction, but they only gave us blank, friendly smiles before turning back to their conversations. I relaxed into Jax's chest. He pressed his lips to my neck and then rested his chin on my shoulder. 
 
   A bonfire on the beach. It was so… normal that I felt a pang of sorrow for the me that never was. A normal teenager hanging out on the beach with friends, in the arms of a loving, uncomplicated boyfriend. 
 
   Jax kissed the place where my neck met my shoulder again and sudden anger welled up in my chest. "Stop," I said, wiggling off his lap.
 
   He looked up at me, confused. I was confused myself. Creeping panic raced up my spine. "What are you doing?" I demanded.
 
   "As far as I can tell, I was kissing your neck," he said. 
 
   "Yeah, but why?"
 
   I could see his brow furrow dark shadows in the firelight. "Well, mainly because I like your neck."
 
   I waved at him in frustration. "Do you remember the last time we were at the beach together?"
 
   Jax narrowed his eyes. "Of course I remember," he said sullenly. "What kind of question is that?"
 
   I don't know. I needed to feel the pain again. Pick at the scab that seemed to insist on healing over. "You were so drunk. You told me…"
 
   "I told you how I felt about you. Yeah," he interrupted.
 
   I bit my lip, my anger briefly derailed. The memories were stirring things up inside of me, things I was fighting very hard to keep still. "You did," I said carefully. "You were definitely drunk and I figured…"
 
   He jumped to his feet. "I meant it, Bit. Everything." He ran his fingers through his hair until it stood up in wild tufts I ached to smooth. "Fuck, I still mean it. I didn't stop." He pointed his finger at my chest. "You ran away from me, not the other way around, I'll remind you."
 
   The pain flooded afresh. "Ran away? Is that what you think I did?"
 
   "What the hell else would you call it?"
 
   "Moving on!" I said. I yanked his jacket up over my shoulders and sagged inside of it, then realized what a mistake that was. Everything smelled like him. I shrugged my shoulders, dropping it to the sand. I was instantly freezing, but I didn't want to give him the satisfaction of needing him like I did. "After you so clearly moved on yourself."
 
   His mouth opened and then closed and the light that had been burning in his eyes since the show suddenly snapped back off again. I hadn't even realized it was there until it was gone. "And how is moving on working for you, hmm?" he asked. "You're still here. We're still…" He sank his hands between my legs and I pushed him away, hot, fresh anger bubbling up into my veins.
 
   "I'm here because our parents are getting married, dumbshit!"
 
   He gripped me tighter. "No. Here." He waved his hand to take in the fire, the dark ocean, the sand underneath our toes. "You're here. With me. You've no more moved on than I have. There's no moving on from what we had, Liliana. You're fucking it for me."
 
   I didn't realize I was shaking my head until I spat the word at him. "Bullshit!" I was going to start crying any minute now, and that pissed me off. "How many girls have you fucked since I left, huh? How many before then? You know how many guys I've been with? One." I stabbed him in the chest with my finger. "So how are you going to tell me I'm 'it?’ "
 
   I poked him again, but he swatted me away like a fly. "You've always been it," he said sadly. Then he turned back to the fire. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Jaxson
 
    
 
   She stomped off, by the sound of it. I heard her greet Kayla and Harlow, ask them what they were drinking. Standing here by the fire—with my hands shoved into my pockets to keep from punching something—while pretending I didn't want to rush after her and demand to know what the fuck just happened was making me crazy.
 
   "I saw that, dude." I was still trying to hear what Lily was saying, so when Casper appeared by my side, like the pale-ass ghost he was, I nearly jumped out of my skin. 
 
   "Fuck. Asshole, I'm going to start making you wear a bell."
 
   He grinned. "I could have probably grabbed the amp stack and done a whole 80s-style solo and you still wouldn't have fucking noticed." His smile faded. "I've never seen you get so worked up about a chick before."
 
   "I'm not worked up." I grimaced, pulling my arm away before he tried to fucking pat me or something. "She's crazy. They're all crazy."
 
   Casper ran his big hand over his bald head. "I used to think that too, before I met Harlow." He shot her a fond look and I followed his gaze.
 
   That was a mistake. Lily was standing next to her, her head thrown back in wild laughter. Harlow said something in her ear that made her spit her drink, then lift her glass in salute. Kayla began shimmying her hips and Lily bounced on her toes as the random guitar player picked up his acoustic and began strumming a familiar tune. 
 
   "That's a pretty thing right there," Casper said. He raised his beer in Harlow's direction and she blew him a kiss back. Lily looked at her and then over at us. Her nose wrinkled and she poured another shot down her throat before turning her back to me and starting dancing in a circle, weaving her little body in a manic undulation.
 
   "I see why you like her," chuckled Casper.
 
   "Fuck off," I snarled. I didn't like him seeing her like this. I didn't like anyone seeing this version of Lily—the wild, unhinged version that I thought was only for me. 
 
   The three girls whooped as the guitar player stood up and began strolling over to them. I could see the look in his eye, and I didn't fucking like that either. Lily whooped again and raised her shot glass in his direction, downing what number I had lost count. And all of a sudden my feet were moving. 
 
   I walked to her side, casually inserting my body between her and the guitarist. She looked confused at what was holding her back from dancing until she saw it was my hand. 
 
   "Slow down, Liliana," I hissed. "You can't drink like that."
 
   "How the hell would you know?" she slurred, swaying slightly. "Hey, who the hell are you, anyway?"
 
   "Lily, stop it."
 
   "I know! You're that ‘Cocky’ guy!"
 
   "Shut the fuck up."
 
   "Annie Blue's son, right?"
 
   I gritted my teeth. "Dammit Lily, that's low."
 
   She smirked and weaved in front of me. "Yeah, so's writing a song making fun of your ex."
 
   "What the fuck?" 
 
   "Cheers!" She lifted her glass and threw back another shot, then stumbled backwards. I caught her as she sank to the ground.
 
   "Christ, Lily. I don't know what the fuck you're trying here, but it ends now. I'm taking you home."
 
   "Is she going to be okay?" Harlow asked. "You know how to get her home?"
 
   "Yeah," I muttered as I scooped Lily up in my arms. She mumbled something in protest, then her head sagged against my shoulder. "I know where she lives. Hey, do me favor?"
 
   "What do you need?"
 
   "Go grab the car keys from Casper. Tell him I'll drop it back off in the morning.”
 
   "Sure." Harlow tripped lightly across the sand and I was grateful for a moment that my friend had found a good one.
 
   Kayla stood, smiling and swaying. "She's pretty tiny," she observed, like it was some grand fucking revelation.
 
   "No shit," I grumbled. Too tiny to be drinking like a fish. That was my area of expertise, not hers.
 
   "Here you go, Jax," Harlow ran breathlessly up to us and handed me the keys. "He said to tell you the registration's lapsed. Don't speed."
 
   "Oh, fuck. Well that's awesome. Tell him I'll pay to get it registered as a thank you." I shoved the keys in my pocket and lifted Lily into my arms. "I wasn't here tonight, okay?" 
 
   "What?" Kayla looked confused.
 
   "Nothing. See you ladies soon."
 
   "Bye, Jax!" Kayla lifted her arm and waved wildly overhead, drawing the eyes of a few people sitting by the fire. Great, another audience. This wasn't the kind of attention I wanted to have. 
 
   Harlow watched me closely as I picked my way over the sand to the staircase. Lily was as light as ever in my arms, but as I began to climb the stairs, my arms started to burn. Her head lolled against my shoulder. "…mean anything…" she muttered, then let it fall back. 
 
   "Jesus fuck, Bit." I reached the landing and lowered her gentle to the planked floor. I stood up and stretched. "What the hell was that?"
 
   To my surprise, she lifted her heavy head and squinted at me. "I just wanted to have some fun," she slurred before trailing off again. 
 
   "Drinking your body weight in alcohol is not the right way to have fun." Fuck, when did I turn into a fucking nun? I was chastising her like her father. Well, not really. Her real father would have probably joined in and gone shot for shot with her. 
 
   "Not here," she grumbled, lifting her arms and then dropping them heavily to her sides. "With you."
 
   I crouched down. "I was having fun with you, Lil. Right up until the moment you went psycho on me."
 
   She didn't answer. I crouched there, waiting, holding my breath.
 
   She let out a gentle snore.
 
   I laughed. I couldn't help it. "Come on, Bit. Let's get you in bed."
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   The room was too hot and too bright. I threw the covers off my sweat-drenched body and saw that I was wearing my purple flannel pajamas.
 
   I stared down at them, confused. I had most definitely not worn those to the club last night. I specifically remembered my outfit, because it had taken me so long to pick it out. And I think I had torn my favorite purple tank top when we… when Jax…
 
   It took me a minute to realize that the pathetic moan I was hearing was my own. 
 
   Something had come over me when I saw him on stage. Something wild and reckless and desperately needy. I wanted him to fuck me, but when he did it had felt more like… making love.
 
   I quickly shoved that thought out of my pounding head and hauled myself upright. My mouth tasted like an old sock and felt like a desert. That's when I saw the glass of water on the shelf by my bedside. 
 
   He had dressed me in pajamas, put me to bed, and left a glass of water for me when I woke up with the inevitable headache. That was… really nice. 
 
   I flipped out on Jax in front of a bunch of his friends. Not because he was being an asshole. Because he was being too nice.
 
   I suddenly felt like the worst person on the planet. 
 
   My resolution to hate-fuck him in a fun, easy fling had gone up in the smoke from the bonfire. I drank way too much, and he got me home safely, undressed me without waking me, and tucked me into my bed. Flings don't do that for each other. Something had changed last night. He had changed. 
 
   I clapped my hands over my face, wanting to hide from the light of day. I still had nine days here. The only thing I could do now was avoid him until the wedding and get the hell out of here before I did any more damage. To him, or to my fragile willpower. 
 
   After I finished the glass of water, I felt marginally better. The water sloshed in my stomach as I got dressed slowly and painfully. I poked my head out into the hallway. His door was closed, but that could mean anything. I hoped he was anywhere but here. I couldn't take him seeing me like this. Not when I could still feel last night's ache between my legs. 
 
   Then his door opened and Jax walked out carrying a glass of water. He froze. "Oh, you're awake." He was dressed, showered and shaved and his hair looked freshly dyed. The blue was so intense it gave me a headache. 
 
   "You were watching me sleep again? Oh my god Edward Cullen, stop being creepy."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "You're kidding me, right?" I waved my hand. "Never mind."
 
   "I was just bringing you more water, psycho." He set the glass down on my bedside table and took the empty one, before backing away with his hands held up.
 
   I rushed to slam the door on him, then instantly regretted it when the loud slam pierced my skull. "Oww," I moaned, sagging back onto the bed. "I'm never drinking again."
 
   Jax chuckled on the other side of the door. 
 
   "Are you laughing at me?" I demanded.
 
   "Yup."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because you're being ridiculous. Open the door, Lily."
 
   "No."
 
   "I have aspirin…" 
 
   I slunk miserably to the door and let it swing open as I stared down at his feet. "Give them to me."
 
   "Say please."
 
   "Really? Asshole!"
 
   "Then I guess you don't want them?"
 
   "No. I don't want them. I don't want anything from you."
 
   He waited a beat. "You're a liar."
 
   "I'm not." Fierce, I reminded myself. "You're just a bad habit. I can quit you just like I quit biting my nails."
 
   He lifted my hand and turned it over. I was aware of every inch of contact his skin made with mine as he inspected each ragged, freshly bitten fingernail. "Huh," he said.
 
   I snatched my hand away and my fingers immediately went to my lips, before I remembered and lowered them back down again. I lifted my chin.
 
   Jax's mouth curved into a knowing smile. He leaned forward, so close I could feel the atoms buzzing between us. "One good thing about me, Lil. I'm not a quitter."
 
   Shutting the door on him didn't feel nearly as good the second time. It felt like I was admitting he had won. 
 
   *****
 
   I opened my door again not long after, determined not to be driven into hiding. I could handle this. There were other people in this house besides Jaxson Blue, and I meant to go find them.
 
   The sounds of far-off banging and jovial shouts rang through the house as I made my way into the kitchen to see my father sitting there at the island with a bunch of circuitry spread around in front of him. Glasses, the first time I had ever seen them on him, perched at the end of his nose and he peered over them while he swore softly at a wire. 
 
   "Morning, Dad," I said, sliding into a chair. I looked around hastily. Jax was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   My Dad looked up and gave me a wry smile. "Actually, afternoon, but no matter." 
 
   I looked up at the clock. He was right. I suddenly felt like a lazy slob. "What are you working on?"
 
   "Stuff for the studio."
 
   "Shouldn't you be working on wedding stuff?" I grinned at him. "You're getting married pretty soon and all."
 
   He waved his hand. "Annie's got that all figured out. Honestly, you really think she's letting me anywhere near her big day? I'm just showing up, wearing a monkey suit, and keeping my mouth shut."
 
   I spotted my chance. A way to keep busy and out of close proximity to Jaxson Blue. "You know, you made me come out here early because you said you needed help with the planning, and so far, all I've done is sleep and write. Is there anything you need me to do today?"
 
   He looked back down at his wires. "Nah, Bit. You just sit tight."
 
   "Really? Nothing?"
 
   He winced. "Well, maybe something?"
 
   I leaned forward, eager for the distraction. "What's that?"
 
   "Annie wants us to write our own vows and shit." He winced again when he cursed but I waved him on. "I ain't so good with words. You are. You're real good at writing that flowery shit. I was hoping you'd help me write my vows."
 
   "Oh, Dad!" I couldn't help it, I squealed.
 
   "My God, you chicks really are all alike, aren't you?" But he grinned proudly and tucked a wayward strand of hair away from my face. 
 
   "We can start that now. Where's a piece of paper?"
 
   "Really? Now?" My dad looked down at his wires wistfully. "I've got time, don't I?"
 
   "Lyle Charles Nesbit, you are not writing your wedding vows the night before you walk down the aisle. You asked for my help, and that is my one condition."
 
   "You really sound like your mother, you know that?" He looked down, sadness overshadowing the gruffness. 
 
   "I'll take that as a compliment."
 
   "You should. She was a hell of a woman. I was a shit husband to her, but it wasn't her fault."
 
   My heart skipped a beat. My eyes filled with tears and I looked quickly down at the scrap of paper he had slid in front of me. "There's always room for second chances, Dad." I told him. The words seemed to echo in my head even after I said them, hanging there like the last ringing chord of a sad, sorrowful ballad. 
 
   "Do you really believe that?" Dad asked me.
 
   I covered his hand. "I do."
 
   "Me too," Jax piped up from the doorway.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   Bit jumped a mile and the tips of her ears turned red. Caught you, I thought to myself. No door to hide behind this time, Bit. 
 
   "How long have you been standing there?" she faltered.
 
   "Long enough to hear the old man needs some help." I yanked a chair away from the table and slung my leg over it. "I'm hurt, you know, that you didn't ask me."
 
   "Yeah? Didn't think you'd be interested." Nails peered out at me from under those bushy-ass eyebrows. The stylist the label hired for my band would have a heart attack over those caterpillars. 
 
   I leaned back in my chair. Lily was staring at me with murder in her eyes and truth be told, I was aching for a fight myself. We're gonna talk about the beach, what the hell happened. One way or another, Lil Bit. This way is just going to be more fun. "That's my mom you're marrying, you old fucker. She's batshit insane, but I still want you to treat her right."
 
   Nails leaned back in conscious imitation of my pose. "Don't I already?"
 
   I had to concede that point. "In your own way, old man."
 
   Did Nails Nesbit just look at me… fondly? I darted a look at Lily and I could see she saw it too. I nodded in her direction. "Hey Bit, wake up, we're brainstorming here. How about this one, Nails? Why don't you say something about how you'll always tuck her in if she's had too much to drink?"
 
   Lily gaped at me. "Did you hear that, Bit?" I pressed her. "'I'll always tuck you in when you have too much to drink.' Write that down."
 
   Some of the fire came back into her eyes. Oh that got to you, huh? I've got a few more. I leaned forward, ready.
 
   She adjusted herself primly in her chair and scribbled something down on the notepad. "Okay, I got it. Now Dad, how about this? You should also say something about always being faithful. In fact, that’s probably the most important vow you can make when you love someone. You should put that first. Makes sense, right?"
 
   I broke in before Nails could answer. "You could talk about never being afraid to say you're sorry."
 
   "And you'll always come to her first with problems and not go sharing them with the press," Lily shot back. 
 
   "Why the fuck would I even do that?" Nails grumbled. 
 
   I stared at Lily. Her breath was coming shorter now and I knew she barely noticed her father was in the room anymore. I knew I didn't give a shit what he was hearing. "You might want to mention how you have her name tattooed over your heart." 
 
   Lily looked horrified but Nails just looked confused. "I do?"
 
   I didn't look at him. I was too busy watching Lily. "It's a metaphor," I handwaved.
 
   "Maybe I'll do that for real," Nails mused. 
 
   "Yeah, you totally should. Chicks usually go for those kind of demonstrations of your love." I paused deliberately. "I guess it does depend on the chick, though."
 
   "You sound like you're talking from experience," Nails drawled. 
 
   "Who, me?" I leaned back again. "Nah. My tattoos are just pictures. They don't mean anything to me." Blatant fucking lie, but I guess I'm going full asshole here. It's what she expects. 
 
   Lily made a small, hurt sound and I instantly wanted to take it back. "Dad, you know, you should also maybe talk about humility."
 
   "What?" Nails was confused. I wasn't.
 
   "About how being in love is a two-way street and sometimes you have to let go of your own ego?"
 
   He sighed and let his shoulder sag. "Okay, sure, write it down."
 
   Low blow, Lily. "Write this down too, Liliana. 'I solemnly vow that I will always listen to the words you're saying and not jump to my own half-assed conclusions.' "
 
   "Got it," Lily sneered. "I'm also putting down that you vow to never publicly humiliate her."
 
   "Well, maybe not that," Nails grumbled. "I'm always fucking up in public."
 
   "You'll do your best," she gritted, staring right at me.
 
   "Sure." Nails leaned over to look at the piece of paper with Lily's scrawl all over it. "Gotta say, these are some weird fucking vows, kids."
 
   Lily slammed her hand down on the table. "It's a start. I'll go type them up for you and we can play around with them over the next few days."
 
   "I'll help with that too," I said, rising to my feet. 
 
   "No, I got it," she said tightly, snatching the paper away. 
 
   But my arms were longer. "I insist." I yanked it out of her hands. 
 
   "Listening to you two is giving me a headache," Nails complained. "Go do that writing shit and leave my dumb old brain to these circuits." 
 
   Lily shot from the room like a rocket. "Hey, Lil, aren't you forgetting something?" I waved the piece of paper. She bolted toward me and grabbed it from my hand, snatching so hard she left a little corner piece pinched between my fingers. I was laughing, but it wasn't a good laugh. It was the tight, tense laugh of someone verging on hysterics. She bolted from me again, tearing up the stairs toward her room, but I could take one step for every three of hers and I covered the ground between us in no time. I grabbed her arm, wheeling her around in the precise place I had kissed her three days prior. It felt like a lifetime ago.
 
   "You want to stop hiding from me and tell me what the fuck happened at the beach?" I growled at her, heart hammering in my chest. 
 
   She looked at me, panicked. For a moment, I thought I had her. Her mouth opened and closed as all the emotions in the world battled for control of her face. My grip softened. "Lily," I pleaded. 
 
   Then she shook herself and the open book of her face slammed shut. "Nope," she said. She ducked under my arm and ran to her room. And slammed the door in my face. 
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   I flew to my laptop and threw it onto my bed. My fingers were already typing before my document had fully loaded. 
 
   I will always be true to you.
 
   I will love you forever
 
   This is my vow.
 
   To always honor you, both in public and private.
 
   To recognize my faults and strive to be a better man.
 
   To love you how you deserve to be loved.
 
   To be your best friend and make you laugh.
 
   To cherish your body and your pleasure.
 
   To be slow to anger and quick to forgive.
 
   To never hold on to slights and faults, whether intended or otherwise.
 
   To always respect your wishes and never ignore your pain.
 
   To be your companion through thick and thin and never let the bad times get the best of us.
 
   A drop of water hit my keypad and I looked at it, astonished, before I realized it was a tear. I pulled back and stared at the letters on the screen, the words that had just poured out of me…
 
   I wasn't writing my father's vows. I was writing a fantasy. Just like my books with their idealized versions of Jaxson, I was writing out everything I wanted him to say to me. 
 
   And everything I wanted to say back. 
 
   Time slipped away, like it always did when I was immersed in words. When my stomach growled, I looked up to the slanting sun and realized I hadn’t eaten at all today. Blinking up from the laptop, I realized my headache had only gotten worse and I was in danger of bringing on a migraine if I didn't get some food in me, fast. 
 
   The house was strangely quiet when I emerged. Below me, a figure swathed in shawls and bangles drifted in from the kitchen and looked up at me. "Liliana, how are you feeling? Jax says you had a migraine."
 
   I blinked, surprised that he had lied for me. "I did. They always knock me out of commission for a few days. I'm okay now, just hungry,” I said, looking around. "The place looks amazing, Annie."
 
   It really did. The sagging, beaten-down furniture had been replaced with numerous pieces that, while they didn't match, per se, seemed to balance each other in a discordant harmony, each piece a note forming a chord. The bare walls had been hung with soft tapestries and bright art and the whole place shone with new coats of paint and polish. 
 
   Annie looked around, no small amount of pride in her gaze. "The guys have been wonderful," she said. She looked genuinely happy and appreciative.
 
   I ducked my head guiltily. "Was there anything you wanted me to do to help?"
 
   Annie looked at me sharply, all the softness gone from her eyes. "I did actually want to talk to you about that. I need to see the dress you're wearing." 
 
   The soft Earth Mother was gone and the steely-eyed control freak took her place. This was the terrifying Annie I was used to. "Um, now? Can I grab something to eat first?"
 
   "I'll have Diggs make you a sandwich. I need to take care of this now before too much more time passes."
 
   "Um, take care of what?"
 
   "The color scheme at the altar. You're standing with your father…”
 
   "I am?"
 
   She shot me a look as she briskly passed me on the enormous staircase. "Of course you are. You're the best woman."
 
   "I am?" I thought I was just going to be attending the wedding, not be a part of it. "What does that mean?"
 
   "It means your dress can't clash with the colors I've chosen." She power-walked down the hall and pushed open my door. I ducked under her arm and just managed to close my laptop before she could catch a glimpse of the "vows" I had written. 
 
   "Go on, pull it out and show me."
 
   God, she was terrifying. "It's… a little wrinkled…"
 
   "We'll have it steamed," she snipped.
 
   I pulled out the rumpled, dark green heap. It was my favorite dress, worn only once. I had always liked how the subtle sheen changed from green to orange, but Annie looked completely horrified. "Absolutely not."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "The altar is blue and silver. You'll look like a fungus up there."
 
   "Gee, thanks, Annie."
 
   She waved her hands. "It's no matter. You'll go find another one."
 
   "I will?" Annie had a way of making me sound like an especially stupid parrot.
 
   "I have accounts at Bellamy, Justine's, and Paloma Veldt." She was already half out the door, ready to attack the next problem on her list. "Go to Justine's first."
 
   "Wait!'
 
   "Yes, Liliana?"
 
   "You trust me? To find my own dress? One that doesn't look like…" I bit off a smile. "…fungus?"
 
   Her gaze softened somewhat. "Of course I trust you Lily." Then she snapped out of it. "I'll call ahead, have them pull a selection."
 
   "Gee, thanks," I repeated, sitting down heavily on my bed. I didn't go shopping much for a reason. Most clothes cut for women didn't fit me. I shopped in the kids' section for blouses, tees, and jeans, then had them tailored to fit my curves. Dress shopping was a complete an utter nightmare. "Can't wait." 
 
   Diggs knocked softly on my open door. "Can't wait for what, Lil?" He held out a plate. "Heard you were hungry."
 
   "Oh my God, you just saved me from certain death." I lunged for the turkey on rye, happy he remembered the pickle.
 
   "Glad I could help."
 
   "You always do," I mumbled around a mouthful of sandwich. I swallowed greedily and crunched the pickle. "Can you make me another one tomorrow? I need all of my strength before I have to go… dress shopping." I winced just saying the words. "Apparently, the one I chose is going to clash with the altar scheme."
 
   I thought I would make him laugh, but instead Diggs just looked pensive. "Well, if she thinks so, she's probably right. Annie didn't get where she was by leaving things to chance. She's always at least three steps ahead of the rest of us. Not much gets past her." 
 
   My heart flopped sideways as he casually leaned down and kissed me on the cheek, and I was certain he could hear every guilty beat.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   I wasn't staring. Just keeping track of things. 
 
   That's what I was telling myself, anyway. 
 
   That's how I knew that Liliana's door had been shut since last night. It was fucking pitiful, really, the way I kept my ears pricked for any sounds from her bedroom. A few times I heard the clack of keys, and once or twice, an explosive sigh that brought me to my feet, ready to knock on her door. But I pussied out every time, and Lily stayed cloistered. 
 
   When the morning rolled around with me barely having slept, I rose, disgusted with myself, and pulled on my workout clothes. I needed to get the fuck out of this house. 
 
   Annie and Nails had chosen the house with the view, rather than the house with access, so I ran down the winding drive and cut over a block to the footpath that led down to the beach. Windsprints in the sand would do the trick. I would drive Lily's shut bedroom door from my brain by brute force. Or die in the attempt. 
 
   I ran to the point of dry-heaving, but Lily's door was still shut in my face. Defeated, I limped back up the footpath and up to the house, wishing that we had rehearsal scheduled today. I needed to get away from here, from her, but every time I came up with something, I immediately found a reason why I shouldn't go. 
 
   I was going to stay here until that girl opened her door, and there was no pretending like that wasn't the truth. 
 
   Feeling like the most pathetic, pussy-whipped piece of shit in the universe, I dragged my sorry ass up the drive and stopped short when I saw the delivery truck by the door. 
 
   "Hey there," the driver called. "I rang the bell, but no one was home."
 
   "There's always someone home," I grumbled. "Hang on." I opened the front door. "Yo!"
 
   "The fuck you yelling about?" Crusty Pete hung his head. Diggs gave me a faint, watery smile and Bash groaned. 
 
   "You bunch of drunks," I chuckled. "Get up. There's a big-ass truck in the driveway."
 
   Bash smacked his head with his open palm. "Ah, shit, he's here already?" He lumbered to the window, looking confused at the curtains that blocked his vision before remembering to push them aside. "Well, fuck me, look at that. Why didn't he knock?"
 
   "Says he did. You all need hearing aids, apparently."
 
   "Rock and roll will do that you," Greg Fingers grinned. "This tinnitus is a bitch."
 
   "Says he rang the bell."
 
   "Well, that's his problem. The damn doorbell is the same exact tone as the ringing in my ears. I can't hear that shit. Yo!" He yanked open the door. "Whaddya got?"
 
   The driver called something unintelligible to me, but somehow tinnitus-Greg heard it perfectly. "That's the lumber for the pergola," he said, turning to look me up at down. "You feel like banging some nails today?" 
 
   "Who's banging me?" Nails wandered into the living room scratching his belly. 
 
   "Got the wood for the pergola, Nails," Bash piped up. "Gotta get to work building it today.
 
   "What the fuck is a pergola? No… wait," he held up his hand and grimaced, "Annie told me and it's something very important that I definitely know all about."
 
   "I'm telling her you weren't listening," I teased.
 
   "Boy, I will fuck up your life," he growled, and I laughed even harder. 
 
   This was good. I hadn't looked at Lily's door in the last five minutes. I was already sweaty, and at least this would give me something to do with my hands other than jack off. 
 
   "I can help," I offered. 
 
   The guys looked at me, surprised. Nails gave me that odd, fond smile again, and I couldn't help but fuck with him. "I mean, I woke up this morning feeling like I wanted to bang something today. Didn't think it'd be Nails, though."
 
   The guys groaned. "That's just wrong." Diggs shook his head.
 
   "I'm just wrong," I assured them.
 
   "Okay, it's just like load-in, except we're building an altar instead of a stage. Let's do this!" Bash's enthusiasm was met with a chorus of groans and lifted middle fingers, but the guys hauled themselves to their feet all the same. "Damn, boy, you're giving Crusty Pete a run for his money this morning," Bash told me, waving his nose as we trooped out onto the deep front porch. 
 
   "It's called exercising, Bash." I grinned, following him out to the truck. "You might try it some time." I did not look over my shoulder at Lily's shut door. Okay, one little peek. 
 
   It was shut. 
 
   "The bigger the cushion, the sweeter the pushin'," Bash declared, patting his gut proudly. "And I bet I can lift more than you, anyway."
 
   "We'll see, old man." 
 
   Greg leapt up into the open trailer and began sliding the twisted pieces of wood toward the end. The branches were polished to a high-gloss, but still retained their natural shape. They were pretty, but really fucking awkward to carry.
 
   "Hey, grab that end, will you?" I hefted the trunk end, leaving Bash to deal with the twisted branch end. 
 
   "Jesus," he panted, hauling it onto his shoulders, "what is this thing made of, iron?"
 
   "Don't you, like, lift stacks of amps for a living?" Nails called. "How the fuck do you think this is heavy?"
 
   I chuckled as the six of us hauled the first load down the steeply sloped lawn toward the cliff overlooking the ocean. I could feel my muscles straining and a good, heavy burn starting in my lungs. And I wasn't thinking about Lily at all. 
 
   Except right then.
 
   If she looked out her window right now, she would probably wonder why the hell we were carrying trees across the lawn."
 
   And again right there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   I twisted sideways, tugging at the drooping bodice. The sagging black fabric exactly matched my mood. "No, I don't think so." 
 
   "I think it will look lovely, once we get it fitted." The poor salesgirl sounded like she was at the end of her rope and I felt perversely guilty. 
 
   "Look," I said tiredly, letting the dress fall in a heap around my sneakers. "I really appreciate all of the personal attention today, but I don't want to waste your time anymore."
 
   She looked relieved. "I'm sure you'll find a dress, Miss Nesbit. Thank you for shopping at Bellamy. Please give Miss Blue our sincere congratulations."
 
   "Yup," I said, yanking my shirt back on. Two stores down, one to go. If Paloma Veldt's didn't have something on the rack that fit me, Annie was just going to have to accept a fungus-colored stepdaughter on the altar with her. 
 
   I shot my salesgirl a rueful smile and headed out into the relentless sunshine, where I was immediately swallowed up by the crowds of gorgeous, healthy, model-esque people flitting from yoga classes to juice bars. I felt like a Hobbit amongst the elves. And then I felt like a total nerd for making that comparison. 
 
   Paloma Veldt's was on the same block of storefronts that looked like they had been built only yesterday. After only a year away, my eyes had grown accustomed to New York's grit and history. Everything here was shining and brand-spanking new. 
 
   And that included the people. A limber-looking guy with a man-bun and a yoga mat tucked under his arm shot me a smile as I passed him. He looked like the kind of guy who read poetry, who donated to charities, and who liked to cuddle. The type who would make sweet, tender love to me and possibly tear up afterward. Exactly the kind of guy I always told myself I needed to find. I waited to feel something, anything, like attraction. But all I could think was that he wasn't Jax.
 
   You're a complete disaster today, I muttered to myself as I pushed open the door to Paloma's. Dress-shopping is only going to add to your misery. I was feeling dark, bleak and just wanted to lock myself in my room and lick my wounds. Instead I let my fingers dance along the racks of gorgeous dresses as the memory came flooding back. 
 
   I stabbed the off button on the TV, my breath coming in short, staccato gasps. "No one special," he had said. I was waiting for him to say my name, but instead he dismissed me, dismissed us…
 
   Anger launched me off the couch. I threw on yesterday's clothes in a rumpled mess and headed for the door of the studio.
 
   Greg Fingers looked up from the paper he was reading in the front office. "Mornin', Bit," he greeted me. Thank God he was already stoned and didn't seem to care why I had been asleep in the studio.
 
   "Have you seen Jax?" I demanded.
 
   His eyes went unfocused for a moment and I bit my lip impatiently. "Greg, where's Jaxson?" I snapped.
 
   He came back like he was swimming up from the depths. "Party. At Annie's room."
 
   The Chateau. "Thanks, Greg."
 
   "Hey, Bit, what's going on with your hair?" He seemed genuinely confused. I touched my brown mop and felt the snarls. Jaxson's fingers had made a mess of it. 
 
   "New look I'm trying," I said, angrily biting off my words and pushing my way into the merciless California sunshine. 
 
   The words “walk of shame” were used too casually. The heap of shame that weighed down on my shoulders almost slowed me to a crawl. I hung my head up until the moment I pushed the door to Annie's penthouse a little wider.
 
   Girls. Everywhere. I didn't know them. But they sure seemed to know Jax.
 
   I saw red.
 
   "Can I get you something to drink, Jaxy?" one of them simpered. It was ten in the goddamned morning and he was under twenty-one, but from the look of her, getting Jax drunk was her topmost priority.
 
   He smiled at her. "I'd love a Jack and Coke."
 
   "You'd love it?" I called from the foyer. I meant to sound bitingly sarcastic, but it came out more as a deranged screech. Everyone in the room turned to look at me. I could see myself in the reflection of the glass-walled entryway. Puffy face, splotchy with anger, my hair a snarled rat's nest haloing my head. I looked unhinged. One of the girls tittered nervously. 
 
   "Hey, Bit," Jax called casually. "You look like you had a rough night."
 
   The girls laughed harder. I ignored them. "You'd love a Jack and Coke. Is that like how you love me?"
 
   "What the hell are you going on about?'
 
   "The interview?" My voice was rising into the stratosphere. " 'No one special?' "
 
   All of the female heads swiveled to look at him. His hands, which had been at his knees as he leaned forward listening, went behind his head. He laced his fingers casually and looked at me with that arrogant smirk that made my blood boil. 
 
   "Bit, why don't you go shower, get dressed, and come back? Get a cup of coffee while you're at it. You're not making sense."
 
   I shook my head slowly. There was still an ache between my legs from last night, when I had lost my …when he had taken ….
 
    "You didn't mean a word of it," I whispered.
 
   His cocky smile faltered a little bit and he cast a hasty look around at our audience. "You're deluded."
 
   "You're a cocky asshole," I shot back. 
 
   He leaned back and nodded at me. "You got that right, babe."
 
   The heartbreak of watching the interview, seeing him publicly deny me, was one thing. But standing there while he posed and postured in front of an all-female audience, living out his basest rock star fantasies the morning after he told me he loved me…
 
   That's what I could never forgive. No matter how my body ached for him, there was still that undeniable truth: he was a cocky asshole and would only break my heart again if I let him into my life.
 
   Of course, there was the slight problem of him being in my life forever now. 
 
   I walked up to the counter. "Hi, I'm…" my voice faltered and I pressed my fingers in to the shining blonde wood. The icy blonde behind the counter raised an eyebrow at me. "Sorry. I'm just trying to get used to saying the words out loud. This is the first time I've ever said them to a stranger. Let me start again, okay?" I swallowed. "You were supposed to have some dresses set aside for me for a wedding this weekend? I'm Liliana Nesbit, Annie Blue's future stepdaughter?" I cleared my throat. "Jaxson Blue's future stepsister?" 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   "Slow down, Jax." Bash was sweating. 
 
   "I am going slow." I paused and switched the wood to the other shoulder. This was the last piece off the truck. "Watch out for that mud right there."
 
   "Right where?" Bash stepped right where I was pointing. "Oh, fuck me sideways!" he cried as his footing gave way. 
 
   His creative cursing was no use. The heavy piece of wood fell to the ground and began rolling toward the cliff edge. "Grab that!" I shouted to Diggs, who nodded and began sprinting. Bash took off after him and I was about to follow suit when a shrill voice screeched across the lawn. 
 
   "Jaxson, what the hell are you doing?"
 
   I heaved a sigh and turned around. My mom wavered down the lawn. "I'm moving wood, Mom. What does it look like?"
 
   "Looks like you're fucking around to me," she snarled.
 
   Lovely. She was half in the bag and it wasn't even noon yet. "Yeah, I'm fucking around, Mom. Whatever you say." 
 
   She nodded briskly as I confirmed her suspicions. "Instead of standing there with your thumb up your ass, I need you to do something for me."
 
   I wiped my face with my t-shirt. It was fucking hot today and I was too tired for her shit. "Yeah, Mom, whaddya need?" The guys were already hammering the pergola into place with the efficiency of years on the road together. I looked at them wistfully. 
 
   "I need you to pick up Aunt Fiona's dress from the shop and run it to Salvatore."
 
   I stared at her. She couldn't be making less sense than if she had suddenly started speaking Russian. "Seriously, Annie? You have like, four personal assistants. Why exactly do you need me to pick up Fifi's dress?"
 
   Then I noticed it. The wild look in my mother's eyes, the one that would frighten a lesser man. No wonder Nails had busied himself with the altarpiece. His big, burly, bearded bravado was no match for my mother in Bridezilla mode. 
 
   "Because, I am asking my son, who loves me and is grateful for all I have given him, to help me out," she slurred.
 
   I wiped my face again. "Christ, Mom, lay it on a little thicker," I sighed. There was no getting out of this. "I'll get the stupid dress. Just let me shower first."
 
   She turned with a satisfied smirk, secure in the knowledge that once again she had gotten her way. And now, it seemed I was off to a dress shop. How perfect.
 
   *****
 
   If I didn't recognize the place right off the bat, they sure recognized me. "Can I help you find something, Mr. Blue?" The tall, willowy blonde behind the counter was straight-up batting her lashes. "Something for your… girlfriend, perhaps?"
 
   "I don't have a girlfriend," I snapped, too hastily. I shook my head, trying to dislodge the image of Bit that had wedged itself in the forefront of my mind's eye. 
 
   The ice queen's lips curled seductively, and for a second I could see the wolfish hunger in her eyes before she snapped back into flirtation. "That's a good thing," she cooed, licking her cherry-red lips.
 
   I cut her off right there. "I'm here to pick up an order."
 
   Then I mentally smacked my head. A shop girl… obviously a fan… This would have been the easiest lay ever. 
 
   But I didn't give a shit about her, or her flirting. I was just irritated that she'd even try. 
 
   Her manicured brows knitted together. "What's the name?" she asked, all the warmth drained out of her voice. 
 
   I wondered if she was one of the gossipy types who sold blind items to the tabloids. Then I realized I really, truly, did not care. "My mom's," I told her, checking my phone. 
 
   "Right away." Ice Queen snapped smartly around and headed to the back room. Was she actually wiggling her ass at me? Why was that hilarious?
 
   I turned and ran my hand idly along the racks. The store was softly lit with warm, recessed lighting. The light oak fixtures set off the scattered furniture that looked like it belonged in a thrift store, but I was sure actually sold for thousands of dollars. 
 
   In other words, this place was a chick's dream. 
 
   My restless wandering led me toward the back of the store. For the first time since last week, my mind was a pleasant blank. The extremely physical work of hauling lumber had left me feeling floaty and contented. No roiling confusion, no intense sexual frustration. I felt a small measure of peace.
 
   Peace that shattered the second a dressing room door swung open and Bit stepped out.
 
   She froze, hands clutched around a dress that was way too big for her tiny frame. My mouth went dry. She looked… fucking edible, barefoot, her hair in a tangled disarray. I drank her in like a tumbler of the smoothest Scotch, from her painted toes all the way up to her dark, furious face.
 
   Oh. Shit. 
 
   "Are you following me now?" she snapped, hefting that ridiculous dress up higher on chest.
 
   "Really?" I didn't mean to laugh, but really now. "Christ, get over yourself."
 
   "Well, why the hell would you be here?" She was talking way too damn loud. 
 
   "I'm here the same reason you are—getting a dress." And then, because I was addicted to pissing her off, it seemed, I grabbed a red slinky thing from the rack and held it up to my chest. "What, don't you think this is my color?"
 
   Did her mouth quirk? It did, but she would never admit I had made her smile. "You don't know anything about dress shopping," she protested.
 
   "I know enough to know that dress is hideous on you."
 
   "What?!" God she was being so loud. If Ice Queen hadn't called the tabloids before, she was sure as hell dialing them now. Bit looked like she was going to either kill me or explode in the attempt. 
 
   "Shut up, will you?" I snapped, pushing her back into the dressing room and shutting the door behind us. "You're making a goddamn scene."
 
   She stood there, huffing, yanking on that dress like it was a life preserver. The room itself was bigger than I had expected, with a Victorian chair in the corner that was covered in mounds of discarded dresses. The three-way mirror reflected Bit's furious face, downcast eyes, and my own bewildered expression. "What the hell is wrong with you?" I hissed.
 
   She snapped up at me. "Why are you so mean?" 
 
   There were tears in her eyes, and my fists clenched to see her hurt, even though it was me that was causing the hurting. "Goddamn it, Bit," I shouted. "We need to sort this shit."
 
   "Here?"
 
   "Yes. Here." I stood against the door to block her path. She tried to duck under my arm, but I caught her up and held her as lightly as I could. Her silent struggle subsided after a moment. "Thank you," I whispered, acutely aware of the precarious way that dress was pooling around her. All I'd need to do would be to push the shoulder another inch to the left…
 
   "You're such an asshole," she whined.
 
   "Why do I get the feeling that you're talking about last year?" I breathed against her neck. 
 
   "It doesn't matter."
 
   "Yeah. It does." I slid my hands to her waist and cinched in the fabric that gathered there. "Take this ridiculous thing off. It looks like a bedsheet on you."
 
   She opened her eyes and some of that fire I loved so damn much snapped back to life. "Well, do you have any suggestions, Jaxson Dior?"
 
   I looked around the room. "That one." I pointed to a lacy baby blue one. It was simple, almost casual, the only adornment besides the delicate lace was a simple ribbon crisscrossing its way up the back. Nothing showy. Nothing to overpower her incredible, natural beauty.
 
   "Close your eyes."
 
   "Hell no."
 
   "Then at least look away?"
 
   "Oh, you want me to pretend I haven't seen all this already?"
 
   "Yes," she hissed fiercely.
 
   I turned my back. "Never say I'm not a complete gentleman."
 
   "You're not a complete gentleman," she whispered. I could hear the rasp of fabric against her skin, and it took all of my strength not to turn and catch her in the act. The image of the watery silk running down her naked back made it hard to focus on our argument. "There, is this better?"
 
   I turned back to her and my jaw dropped. "Fuck yeah, it is."
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Any promises I made to myself went out the window the minute I saw him. Fifteen minutes ago I was licking my wounds, remembering my heartbreak at his hands in vivid, teary detail. Then he showed up out of nowhere. And try as I might to hold on to that sadness, it flew away the moment his hand brushed my skin.
 
   "Now that's a dress," Jax said, his voice tight and raspy. Without breaking eye contact, he slipped his hand under the skirt and placed it deliberately on my hip. 
 
   Then waited.
 
   He was waiting for me to tell him to stop. Tell him to go away. He was waiting for me to scream and carry on like the harpy I seemed to have turned into. He was waiting to see if it was okay. 
 
   It was.
 
   It was more than okay. The tightness that gathered in my core the instant he touched me made it much, much better than just okay.
 
   Without meaning to, I inhaled sharply, drawing his scent up in one breath. That inimitable warmth was so intense I could taste it on my tongue.
 
   As if mirroring me, Jax sucked in his own breath, smoothing his palm around my hip to cup my ass. When I didn't pull away, he pulled me to him, his thigh against mine.
 
   I was face to face with his collarbone, watching his chest rise and fall in short, controlled bursts. The pulse at his neck beat strongly, slightly elevated, mirroring my own. I was suddenly very aware of how loudly my heart beat in my ears.
 
   He trailed his hands up from my ass, sliding over my waist as he traversed the length of my torso. I closed my eyes.
 
   "What are you thinking?" he whispered.
 
   "I don't know," I said. Jax brushed his thumb casually over my nipple, which immediately tightened. Hate and disgust bubbled upward inside of me, only to be drowned by a flood of lust. "I'm trying to figure that out."
 
   He slid his hands higher until they cupped my face. He tilted my head up to his. "Does this help?" he whispered.
 
   My body knew. Goddamn my traitorous, Benedict Arnold of a body. It knew exactly how it felt to be kissed by Jaxson, and the craving he ignited had never fucking left. It just lay dormant until now. The moment that his lips met mine, it would ruin any chance I had of making it through the rest of this visit unscathed.
 
   The last vestige of my rational mind tried to assert itself. "Jax, you're going to be my brother," I half-moaned, half-chided. "We can't do this."
 
   "How about this. Can I do this?" He slid his hand downward, snaking his fingers up my thigh, shoving my legs apart roughly. 
 
   "You shouldn't," I whimpered.
 
   "That's not a no," he growled. 
 
   Jax slipped a finger inside of me. "Yes," I moaned.
 
   "Holy hell, Lily, you're wet already." He pulled his finger free and I moaned and arched against him in protest. He popped his sopping digit into his mouth and sucked quietly for a moment. "Fuck, now I'm really hungry," he said, licking his finger clean. "You've been hiding that sweet pussy of yours from me for days now, and I've worked up quite an appetite."
 
   He reached up and yanked my panties down with a savage jerk. When he sank to his knees and pressed my back against the wall, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, and I barely recognized the woman I saw. I looked wild, breathless, completely out of control. His biceps popped as he gripped my ass cheeks and lifted my legs over his shoulders. 
 
   I looked away, overwhelmed by what I was seeing, and then looked back, greedy for more. "I could do this forever," he murmured, burying his electric blue head between my thighs. "Could fucking live on this pussy alone."
 
   His words were making it hard to believe this was meaningless. "Stop talking," I hissed, grinding myself against his face.
 
   He froze.
 
   The tight bud that had been blooming in my chest faded away as he pulled back and wiped his mouth. He stood up and crossed his arms, shaking his head. "Holy shit. I just figured it out." He shook his head and pressed his finger lightly into my panting chest. "You just want me to get you off. That's all you're after. You just want to rub up against me like I'm your six foot tall vibrator."
 
   "It's just…" I gasped. "It doesn't have to mean anything."
 
   It was like watching a collapse in slow motion. His face crumpled like I had struck him and his broad shoulders sagged. My heart skipped a beat and I immediately started babbling. "We're just having fun, that's all. Rebound sex, whatever you want to call it. That's all, Jaxson. It's not like this is anything real."
 
   "That's just it, Lil. I'm not playing. This is real for me."
 
   I froze.
 
   He nodded. "Yeah. Tell me this means something to you. Because I went way beyond just fucking around the other night. Hell, I went way beyond that a long time ago. If you think this doesn't mean anything…"
 
   Jax bent nearly double for a moment, and then straightened back up again.
 
   "Bye, Lily."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   That was the hardest fucking thing I have ever done in my life.
 
   Each footstep took an eternity as I slowly slogged my way to the door. "Mr. Blue? Your dress!" the girl at the counter called.
 
   I turned in a fog and mutely accepted the garment bag. As I slung it over my shoulder, I could see Bit out of the corner of my eye. She was standing in the door of the dressing room, her lips moving soundlessly. She was rocking forward and back on her bare toes, like she was trying to move to me but was rooted to the spot. 
 
   Just say something, I willed her. Anything. Scream at me, if you want to. Just don't let me walk out this door. 
 
   "Jax …"
 
   Did she say that, or was it a phantom in my head? I looked at her one last time and put my hand on the handle. Her own little hand fluttered upward… and then back down again.
 
   Okay, then. It's over. 
 
   I drove home in silence, not daring to even think. As I walked in the front door, I dropped the dress at my feet, then turned and headed right up the stairs. 
 
   Now it was my turn to hide behind a closed door. 
 
   My phone buzzed, one, two, three times. But I didn't check it. I had rehearsal tonight, studio time booked for tomorrow. But both of those things meant leaving the sanctity of this space. 
 
   Was I a complete pussy for avoiding her? Sure I was. But I was at least a self-aware pussy. I knew that seeing her, even in passing, was the biggest risk to my fragile sanity. I shut the door to my room and stared at the four walls until I thought I might go crazy.
 
   Then I started to write.
 
   The album that I had stalled on, the words that just wouldn't fucking come, was suddenly pouring out of me. Three days after Lily admitted to using me, I emerged from my room with an entire fourteen song LP on a demo reel.
 
   And it was gold. I was surer of this than I had ever been sure of anything in my life. I picked up my phone and swiped past the mass of notifications and placed a phone call instead.
 
   "Well, hello there, prodigal client." Bev didn't sound pissed, per se. Or maybe I was just telling myself that to feel better. 
 
   "Hey, beautiful, did you miss me?"
 
   "Not particularly, but once again the studio sure did. That time costs a lot of money, Jax."
 
   I sighed heavily and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror that dominated the wall across from my bed. When I hung it there, it was for the express purpose of watching myself as I fucked… whoever I happened to be fucking. It didn't really matter, so long as I could see myself. But now what I was seeing made me cringe inwardly. "Yeah, Bev, look. I've been in some shit and I should have called. But I have some good news."
 
   "Tell me it's a finished album."
 
   I grinned. "It's a finished album."
 
   "You better not be fucking with me, Blue."
 
   "I'm not. I need the studio and the guys, tomorrow—wait, no. Shit, that's the day my mom gets married… How about Monday? Can they squeeze me in Monday. Please?"
 
   Bev was silent so long I thought I dropped the call. I pulled my phone back from my ear and checked and she was already talking when I put my ear back. " …first time I've ever heard you say please, Jaxson."
 
   "Yeah, well, don't get used to it."
 
   She laughed. "Fine. I'll pull some strings, try to smooth the ruffled feathers, and all of that. You had better make this worth my while."
 
   "I'm always worth your while, darling."
 
   "Pig," she snorted, but as she hung up, I could hear her laughing. I was laughing too. Free, manic laughter as something loosened in my chest. I flung open my door, intending to run downstairs and pour myself a celebratory drink. 
 
   Lily lowered her hand and raised the bottle, stretching it out in front of her like a peace offering. "Hi there," she said softly. "Truce?" 
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   It's over.
 
   He ended it.
 
   I should be relieved.
 
    …
 
   Why do I feel like my heart is imploding?
 
   It was the way he bent double. Like my words had punched him right in the gut. Then, and only then, did I realize something truly upsetting.
 
   I was the bad guy here. Not him. Me.
 
   I stared at his closed door and thought back over the past two weeks. We'd sparred, we'd argued, but the one who had truly been cruel was me. All the time I had convinced myself that I was the wronged party when I was the one that had been doing the wronging. 
 
   It was a shitty feeling. 
 
   Regret was a feeling I was used to when it came to Jaxson Blue. But not like this. I regretted being so callous, using him the way I did. I regretted my steadfast refusal to recognize the zillion ways he had said he was sorry. I regretted listening to him open his heart while still keeping mine firmly shut.
 
   I regretted letting him walk out of that door, because now I missed him. Not my body. Me. I missed sparring with him and how he made me laugh. I missed his jokes and his sarcastic side comments. I missed how he was the only person who understood my strange way of life, because he was in it to. My partner in crime.
 
   My best friend. 
 
   Wow. I really fucked up.
 
   He missed the rehearsal dinner, but everyone was too drunk to really care. As soon as I saw my chance, I snatched a bottle of Jack from the wet bar and snuck upstairs. I could hear him inside, talking on his cell phone. "I'm always worth your while, darling," he cooed in that arrogant voice he used with women, and for a moment, my heart faltered with jealousy.
 
   No. You don't get to feel that. This is a peace offering. You have to see him for the rest of your life, so long as Annie and Dad are together. Christmases, birthdays… he's in your life for good now. You may as well try to see if you can be friends.
 
   I took a quick sip of the whiskey and squared my shoulders, ready to knock, when he flung the door open.
 
   His gorgeous face, which had been so animated a second ago, went blank. I felt my stomach splash down near my feet and suddenly knew exactly how he felt in the dress shop. The way a word—no, just a look—can be a punch to the gut.
 
   Instead of doubling over, I held out the bottle. "Truce?" I asked. 
 
   Jax’s mouth worked for a second and I was certain he was going to tell me no. He brushed his hand over his face, pulling down the corners of his mouth before running his fingers through his hair. "Yeah Bit. Come on in."
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   She looked at me like she was afraid I might bite her. And as angry as I was, that still hurt far more than I would have liked.
 
   Her bare feet sank into the carpet by my bed as she looked all around her, then let out a rueful little snort. "This is the first time I've been in your bedroom. I've been here two weeks, and I never set foot in here."
 
   I shoved my hands in my pockets to give me something to hold on to. "Yeah? What do you think?"
 
   She looked around like she was honestly considering, taking in the dark wood of my bed set, the scattered weights, the beat-up guitar collection, the giant-ass mirror on the wall. "It makes sense," she finally volunteered.
 
   I had to laugh. “ ‘Makes sense?’ "
 
   "It suits you."
 
   "I'm afraid to ask."
 
   She waved her arms a little frantically. "It's a little scattered, a little messy. But it's lived-in. It feels like home."
 
   Her words hung in the air for a moment and I let them. I let the silence stretch out so long she got agitated, digging her toes one after another into the carpet. Then I waited a little longer. 
 
   "I missed you," she blurted.
 
   I clenched my fist. "Oh yeah? What did you miss?"
 
   "Not that," she protested. I raised my eyebrow. "Okay, yeah, that too. But I missed you. You've been hiding from me."
 
   "I learned from the best."
 
   She looked down. "Fair enough. But I kind of want you to stop now."
 
   "Just like that?"
 
   "Just like that. Yeah." 
 
   I let the silence hang a little longer, knowing she wouldn't be able to help herself. She had to fill it. 
 
   "It's just… I realized something. We're never going to actually be able to avoid each other, Jax. Our parents are getting married. Tomorrow." She raised an eyebrow at me. "You missed rehearsal, by the way."
 
   "Walk Mom down the aisle. What's to rehearse?"
 
   "She was pissed."
 
   "For how long?"
 
   Bit laughed. "Until her third shot of bourbon. When I left the party she was in my Dad's lap singing 'Cocaine Kisses.' "
 
   "I hate that song."
 
   "Me too." Lily sank down, plopping herself onto my bed uninvited and I tried to get over how right she looked there. "I just need to know we can be friends, at least. Things are awkward enough as it is without us making it worse for each other." She looked up at me. "Wait, stop, don't get all mad and defensive, Jax. Look, I was an ass. I admit that. I treated you like shit, and I'm sorry about it."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah." Her face worked for a second, like she had something more to say, and then dropped it. She wiggled the bottle instead. "So, yeah. Our parents are getting married and it's weird, and this whole thing is fucked up, and yeah… Drink with me?"
 
   I sat down on the bed next to her. What the fuck could I do? I was powerless when it came to her. Even if this really was truly over I suspected I always would be. "That's a fantastic idea," I told her. And I meant it. "What are we toasting?"
 
   "I don't know, exactly. You first."
 
   I thought a moment. "To second chances?"
 
   Her voice was small. "To second chances."
 
   We drained our glasses and Bit wrinkled her nose. It was so damn cute my heart nearly stopped. I grabbed the bottle from her. "And to third and fourth ones too," I declared, pouring two in quick succession
 
   She laughed. "Wait, okay, I've got one. A toast." She lifted her glass, eyes already shining. "Here's to our parents for fucking up any hope we could ever have at being normal!"
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   I drained the shot, then coughed into my hand. 
 
   Jax's blue eyes twinkled. "Slow it down there, Bit. You're like, a third of my size. Don't try to keep pace with me."
 
   "Bullshit," I snarled. "I can drink you under the table, asshole." 
 
   "Sure you can, as long as I'm under there with you." 
 
   I coughed again. "You can't help yourself, can you?"
 
   "No. Not with you. It's a curse."
 
   "I'll try to take that as a compliment."
 
   "I intend it as one."
 
   "Going under tables would be bad for this… whatever this is…?"
 
   "Detente?"
 
   "Nice word, Jax."
 
   "I'm a writer too, you know."
 
   "Oh… I know."
 
   "You look pissed all of sudden. What the fuck did I do now?"
 
   "Nothing. You just have a way with words."
 
   "You keep saying shit like that and I have to tell you that I don't have the faintest fucking idea what you're talking about."
 
   I gaped at him. "Are you really telling the truth right now?"
 
   "God's honest. You keep dropping these cryptic little remarks and then running the fuck away instead of explaining. Keeping the door shut, whatever. You want to be friends? Friends don't pull this passive aggressive bullshit. Friends say what the hell is on their mind. You're pissed at me, you've been pissed for like a year. Why?"
 
   My words came so fast I nearly choked on them. "Why? Why? You really don't know? You wrote a fucking song about the fight we had… the morning after we first… we finally… Fuck, you know what I'm talking about. You took the worst moment of my life and wrote a fucking song about it. Now it's everywhere. Mocking me. Mocking it. What we shared. What I gave you." I was full-on sobbing now. It was a wonder he could even recognize the words I was trying to say.
 
   He pressed his lips together in a thin line and waited for my sobs to quiet before he slowly spoke. "Liliana. Have you ever actually listened to the song?"
 
   "Of course I have, asshole."
 
   "The whole thing?"
 
   "I got the fucking gist."
 
   His eyes blazed angrily. "How about the show? You heard the whole thing there, right?"
 
   He caught me. And I didn't have the energy to lie. "I was late, Jax. I missed it."
 
   His mouth twisted and his head sagged forward and for a moment I wanted so badly to lie. "You weren't there," he repeated. The words came out on an exhalation so strong it sounded like he was deflating. 
 
   He looked so upset I was instantly on the defensive. "I only missed 'Cocky'! I was there for everything else. And I didn't want to hear it, honestly. I've heard it a million times. It's only on the radio every three minutes or so."
 
   "No." He stood up and strode to his closet, lifting one of his battered old practice acoustic up to his chest. "Fucking listen to it. Right now."
 
   The gentle strum was nothing like the bass intro. It was light, almost plaintive. He ducked his head over the guitar, hugging it to his body as he plucked the strings and every sound it made was sorrow. I was crying even harder now, the melody so familiar, yet so strange. Then he opened his mouth and looked at me and sang. 
 
   "You got it right… babe.
 
   We spent the night… babe
 
   And I'm just a Lil Bit cocky, yes, it's true."
 
   I winced. And his lips curled into a private smile before he moved on to the part I had never heard.
 
   "Now we're young and so in love,
 
   Body fits mine like a glove
 
   And I never should have let you go.
 
   I'm so sorry, I was wrong,
 
   And I've loved you all along.
 
   Now I'm trying to let you know …
 
   He held the note, clear and perfect over the ringing strings …
 
   "You got it right… babe
 
   You're always right, babe
 
   I'm more than a Lil Bit sorry, yes, it's true.
 
   I never thought… babe
 
   We could have fought… babe
 
   I want my Lil Bit back inside my arms.
 
   You should know… babe
 
   I'll never go… babe
 
   You're the only one I want, yes, it's true …"
 
   A high, piercing note… His voice caught dangerously and he averted his eyes. Tears were flowing fast and freely down my cheeks …
 
   "Can we go right back in time?
 
   Can we turn right on a dime?
 
   I promise I will always be true.
 
   Can you listen to my song?
 
   Tryin' to tell you I was wrong.
 
   And I'm telling you that I love you.
 
   I felt hollowed out. The place where my anger had resided was just an empty space now. A vacuum waiting to be filled. And in it rushed the love that had been waiting this whole wasted time. 
 
   "Jaxson."
 
   "Yeah, Lily." His voice broke slightly and I saw his Adam's apple bob up and down as he swallowed.
 
   "I didn't know."
 
   "Now you do."
 
   I looked down at my hands. "Dad and Annie get married tomorrow."
 
   He nodded. "I'm well aware."
 
   "But …" I had no idea how he'd react, if I asked. I had hurt him so badly, again and again and again, did I really deserve another chance? "We still have tonight."
 
   It was like watching a dead man return to life. Inch by inch, his spine straightened. The color returned to his cheeks and that devilish gleam to his eyes. I bit my lip when I saw his cocky grin spread across his face. "Yeah… we have tonight."
 
   "So?" I spread my hands, arching my back slightly. His eyes went to my breasts and then back up to my face.
 
   "So what, Lily?"
 
   "Aren't you going to come over here?"
 
   "You know what? I don't think I will."
 
   "Are you fucking kidding me?"
 
   "Nope." He leaned back and brushed his hand up from his groin. I could see his length straining against his jeans already. "You come over here."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "You know you want to, Bit."
 
   I did. "You are the cockiest son of a bitch …"
 
   "That's why you love me," he drawled.
 
   I laughed and slid from the bed. His eyes followed my every move as I slunk along the floor, rising up to my knees between his legs. He hissed as I pressed my hands to his thighs. "That's not why." I licked my lips, wetting them, readying them.
 
   "Why?" He genuinely wanted to know.
 
   "Well …" I slid my hand up, cupping his groin. "There's this …"
 
   His eyes darkened. "Show me how much you love that."
 
   A small whimper escaped my lips as I unzipped his jeans tooth by tooth. He leaned back, watching me, occasionally brushing my hair behind my ear so that he could more clearly see my face as I freed his cock from his boxers. 
 
   As the silken head brushed past my lips, we both groaned together. I always figured that he had the power and I had none. But in that moment, I knew I had as much power over him as I was brave enough to take.
 
   And suddenly I wanted everything he had. I inhaled sharply, taking in as much as I could. The taste of him …the smell of him …. It wasn't the whiskey that was getting me drunk.
 
   "Lily… fuck…" He looked down at me and the way his lips parted in wonder sent me into a frenzy. I was determined to take all of him, every precious inch.
 
   With a guttural moan, he fisted my hair into a knot and yanked my head backwards. "Slow down, greedy girl. We have all night." 
 
   He pulled me up to him and folded me into his arms, cradling me just like a child. I rested my head on his shoulder, breathless.
 
   "I need to feel your skin, babe. Get these clothes off."
 
   I jumped up to obey him. Jax leaned back on his elbows, his long form draped across the bed, and the wickedest smile in the world on his face. "That's it. Fuck, look in the mirror. Do you even see yourself?"
 
   "I see."
 
   "Good. I want you to watch yourself while you cum. Now get over here and sit on my face."
 
   I had to whisper because I didn't trust my voice. "Okay."
 
   I must have swung my leg too slowly for his liking, because the second I was straddling his chest, he sank his fingers into the flesh of my ass and pulled me to him. I gasped as his tongue parted my folds and a bomb went off inside of me. Jax growled his approval as I collapsed forward, sinking my fingers into his blue hair, guiding him to right there… there… there…
 
   "Do you see?" he rumbled against me, and I knew what he wanted. Feeling the flush spread across my chest and slither down my spine, I turned my head and watched. Watched myself react to him. As the slow heat began to catch fire, I fought the urge to close my eyes. This was the last night we had together, and I didn't want to miss a fucking moment. 
 
   The desperate heat clawed up my thighs and suddenly I was screaming his name. Jax clapped his hand over my mouth even as he was still working me over. I tried to squirm away, to close my thighs, but he only grabbed me tighter. "No," he grunted, as savage as an animal. 
 
   My sharp cries became weak and languid. My mind melted into delirium until I was nothing more than a puddle in his hands. Jax emerged, grinning wetly up and me. "Sweetest pussy in the whole damn world."
 
   "Gross, Jax."
 
   "Hardly." He licked his lips. "Think I'll just stay here all night."
 
   "Are you trying to kill me?"
 
   "Are you saying it would be a bad way to go?"
 
   I slipped my hand down to close around his cock. "No, I'm saying I'm not done."
 
   His mischievous grin slipped away and his eyes darkened. "There's my girl." 
 
   The desire in his eyes brought me out of my haze. I instantly wanted more. He slid underneath me and caught me up from behind. I heard the jingling of his belt buckle and my pussy clenched in response. "Watch," he ordered, turning us so that we both faced the mirror. 
 
   I watched.
 
   I watched as he pressed my legs open.
 
   I watched as he slung his arm around my chest.
 
   I watched as his face contorted and I watched us both gasp as he slid inside of me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   I wanted her to take everything. Everything I had was hers. It always had been. It always would be. 
 
   I leaned back, positioning her so that she rode me as I lay flat on my back. "Take it," I told her. "Everything. Just take it."
 
   If anyone walked past the door right now, we would be caught for sure. Lily's moans, the slap of her skin as she bounced on my cock, was a dead giveaway. 
 
   But I didn't give a fuck about being caught. Let them come. Let them see me like this, with Lily wildly riding me, her head thrown back in ecstasy. This time when the scandal broke—when I gave my statement to the press—I would say what I should have said all along. That Liliana Nesbit belonged to me. 
 
   No.
 
   Fuck that.
 
   I belonged to her.
 
   Her back was to me but I could see everything—everything—in the mirror, and it was a wonder I didn't lose it over how fucking beautiful it was. Her rolling hips moved in a sinuous ripple as she rode me, her hair a silken ribbon raining down her back. Her eyes were slitted and a rosy flush spread over her breasts. I ached to squeeze them, pinch them between my thumb and forefinger to make her gasp, mark her pinkened skin as mine, but I was frozen in pleasure. If I moved at all, I was afraid I'd shatter the moment.
 
   Lily's breath came faster. She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my thighs, and groaned. I watched in the mirror as her little fingers sought between her legs and began to rub herself in time with my thrusts.
 
   "Fucking hell, baby," I whispered. It was too fucking beautiful for me to take. "That's right. You get yourself there. I'm waiting right there for you, we're going together."
 
   "So close," she gasped, and then her eyes flew wide open and I felt her tense around me, pulling me deeper inside of her than I ever knew possible. I pumped myself faster and faster and was rewarded with her low scream, her whole body shaking above me. I flew up, grasping her around the waist and pinning her close as the white-hot pleasure burst open inside of me. Her name was the only thing on my lips as I came.
 
   Blindly, I grasped for her face and was shocked when my fingers came away wet. 
 
   I opened my eyes and spied her red eyes in the mirror. "Baby, what? What is it?"
 
   She seemed to realize she was crying all of a sudden, because she shook her head and hid her face in her hands. I was still inside of her, but I leaned back, determined to give her as much time as she needed. 
 
   Finally she wiped her eyes. "Jaxson …" she started to say. Then she faded out. "Dammit."
 
   I wished like hell I knew what she wanted to say instead. I had a feeling the same three words were hanging on the tip of my tongue too. I bit them back. "Hey, now," I whispered, running my hand up her arm. "That was good. We are good."
 
   "Yeah?" She didn't sound good. She sounded fucking miserable, to tell the truth. 
 
   I kissed her shoulder, desperate to know what she needed but too afraid it wasn't me. "Yeah," I said. There was so much more I could have said, but that was all I could manage. 
 
   She slid from on top of me, a bit unsteadily I noted with no small pride. But the flash of ego fell away almost instantly when I looked her full in the face. She lifted her chin and some of that fire came back into her eyes. "It's going to be good?" she asked me.
 
   I only vaguely understood what she was asking, so I answered the question in my own brain. I pulled her close. "It's going to be fucking perfect."
 
   She sighed heavily. "I don't want to walk out of this room. We only just got started again, and when I walk out that door, it's the end."
 
   I brushed her hair back and kissed her forehead, then pulled her down into the bed with me. "So stay," I told her, pulling up the covers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   I stayed.
 
   It was the first time we had ever slept in a bed together. The intimacy of his body slung along mine took my breath away. He held me so tightly that I struggled to find my breath and not panic. His skin burned along mine, every place where we touched a bright flame of desire. I could feel his heart beating against my back, slow and steady and so real that I suddenly couldn't take it any more. It was too much.
 
   Something had changed inside of me. I lost whatever hope I had that this could just melt away into meaninglessness. I thought I could get him out of my system, but I couldn't get enough of him. Already I wanted to move closer, press my body to his and feel his hands mark my skin with their heat. 
 
   I finally realized that leaving him was going to fucking hurt. 
 
   So I stayed awake as long as I could to prolong the moment. And when we woke up together, there we no words for what had passed between us last night. There were only desperate kisses, one more and then one more again, before I finally succumbed to the inevitable and set foot outside of his door.
 
   I pulled myself together as best I could with a splash of cold water to my face and the hottest shower I could stand. As I soaped my skin that still smelled like him, I saw the little bruises and marks on my skin that he had left on me. 
 
   I wanted to head immediately to a tattoo parlor and etch them into my body forever.
 
   Instead, I dressed for my father's wedding in the dress Jax had chosen for me. 
 
   Then I squared my shoulders and headed downstairs.
 
   My dad was standing in the kitchen with the rest of the road crew, looking so awkward and nervous in their tuxes that I had to laugh when I spotted them. "You guys look like a nature documentary about penguins," I giggled. "All huddled in a group like that."
 
   "We're keeping our egg warm," Greg Fingers joked, patting my Dad's prodigious belly. 
 
   "Hey, who are you calling an egg?"
 
   "You poached my line."
 
   "Let's keep on the sunny-side here, guys …"
 
   I buried my head in my hands and groaned out loud as the avalanche of puns turned into a round of back-slapping. "Your last day of freedom, Nails," Bash declared. 
 
   "You kiddin'? I wasn't ever free. Moment I saw that lady, my heart wasn't mine no more."
 
   I had to look away quickly. Jax had said something so similar last night. 
 
   When I looked back again, my dad had extricated himself from another round of good natured punching and come over to me. "Hey, there she is," my Dad said with a twinkle in his eye. "My best woman." He kissed my cheek, then look me straight in the eye. "We missed you at the party last night."
 
   I willed the blush to stay down. "I was there, Dad."
 
   "Not for very long."
 
   I wracked my brain for an excuse. "I thought it would be more fun for you if you didn't have to watch your language," I said breezily, patting his arm for good measure.
 
   He nodded, and for a moment, I thought I might be in the clear. "Did you and Jax have fun together, though?"
 
   "Me and… Jax?" I squeaked. I was sure that guilt was written on every inch of my face.
 
   "Saw you take the bottle upstairs. Hope you didn't finish that all by yourself. Though if you did and you're still standing here, then I guess your old man had a good influence on you, after all."
 
   I pressed my lips together and gave what I thought was a light-hearted grin. "You're an excellent influence, Daddy," I lied prettily, kissing his bearded cheek. Guilt and sorrow vied for control of my emotions, but in the end I forced myself to be happy for my dad on his big day. "Now, come on. Let's go get you married off."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   Even I could see that the wedding planner had done a hell of a job. 
 
   From our vantage point around the corner, we could see that the back lawn had been transformed into a flowery white fairy land. The kind of frilly shit chicks just lap up. 
 
   When I heard her delighted gasp, it occurred to me that my mother was a chick. 
 
   But that line of thinking was just way too disturbing for words. I extended my elbow. "You ready, Ma?"
 
   She turned to look at me. Her eyes were soft, shining with happy tears. No edge. Nothing there but the genuine thrill of walking down the aisle toward the person she loved. 
 
   I almost understood.
 
   "Congratulations, Ma," I said. My heart felt too tight in my chest. I quickly bent and pecked a kiss on her cheek.
 
   "Jax," she said, sighing happily. "I wanted to tell you how proud …"
 
   The crackle of the speakers interrupted her. I pulled back with a laugh as I recognized the opening bars. “ ‘Wildheart?’ Really? You're walking down the aisle to you own song?" 
 
   "Shut up!" she hissed, all tenderness gone. "We'll miss our cue!" She mouthed along to her own voice for a moment, and I rolled my eyes. "Okay… now!"
 
   "Just get this over with," I told myself, loud enough for her to hear.
 
   We turned the corner and started the slow walk to the pergola at the end of the lawn.
 
   Everyone turned and stood, watching as we walked. I knew this. I was vaguely aware of smiles and waves and cell phone camera flashes in my face. But everything smoothed out into a blurry tunnel with the only thing that mattered standing at the end.
 
   Bit stood next to her father, watching me with those brown eyes, and suddenly, I couldn't get to her fast enough.
 
   "Slow down," my mother hissed, but her words rolled off of me. They didn't matter. Nothing mattered but how Bit looked, standing there in that ice-blue dress. Fuck, that dress was going to be my undoing. That dress was my heaven and my hell all wrapped up in one tiny, perfect package. I wanted to rip it off of her for more reasons than just the obvious tightening in my pants. That dress was the start of something that was about to end.
 
   Right now. 
 
   As Nails took my mother's hand, I had half a mind to yank her away. "No, I object," I wanted to shout.
 
   But I could only look at Bit.
 
   Her eyes were sad and beautiful. She looked strong and vulnerable at the same time, and every cell in my body itched to make this right for her. 
 
   For us.
 
   But there wasn't a damned thing I could do.
 
   "Hey," she whispered, waggling her fingers at me.
 
   "Hey," I said back, standing next to my mom and hoping like hell I sounded normal. 
 
   Like I wasn't breaking in half. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Jax doesn't look right.
 
   That was the only thing I could think during the whole arduous exchange of vows. Every word my father said, all the lines I had written and then rewritten until they were precisely perfect, I had written for Jax. 
 
   That much was clear now. 
 
   He alternated between staring at me so hard I could feel the heat of his gaze scald my skin, and looking away, refusing to make eye contact. 
 
   His hair was a normal brown color today, out of deference to Annie's desire for "normal people" wedding photos, but that wasn't the only reason he seemed colorless.
 
   "Are you okay?" I mouthed as our parents exchanged rings.
 
   He shook his head slightly. Then darted his eyes away again.
 
   Finally, mercifully, the ceremony was over. I clapped as Dad dipped Annie, kissing her with much more gusto than decency would call for, but that was par for the course. 
 
   Jax took my elbow as we recessed down the aisle. He held me tightly against him, the warmth of his body under his tailored suit pressed against the whole length of me. A strange echo of last night.
 
   The reception was under a beautiful white tent rising like gull wings over the green ocean of lawn. The twinkling fairy lights wound around the poles made me feel like I was stepping into a dreamland. The faces of the people I loved most in the world swam around me—Diggs, Bash, all of the guys, the happy bride and groom, and there in the center of everything was Jax, looking like an inked Prince Charming in his tuxedo. On his arm, I felt like royalty, the prom queen I never got a chance to be. I sighed and leaned against his shoulder. "I really wish I could be happy right now."
 
   "You can," he said. 
 
   "Are you?"
 
   "Guess I'm happy for them, yeah." He gestured toward our parents who were stuffing cake into each other’s mouths. My Dad carefully dropped a piece into Annie's open mouth. She returned the favor by smearing frosting all over his beard. 
 
   "I am too." I answered. Was this what it meant to be a grown-up? Having to set aside your own most fervent desire for the good of those you loved? 
 
   Annie and my Dad shared their first dance to a medley of Annie's greatest hits—which had me laughing into the back of my hand as I watched Jax's face twist between happiness and utter disgust at his mother's narcissism. But when the song was over and the rest of the couples were called to the dance floor, Jax reached out his hand to me. "Come on."
 
   I shook my head. "We can't."
 
   "Sure we can, it's a wedding. People dance at weddings."
 
   "We can't dance together, Jax. It's too dangerous."
 
   "You might be right, but I don't really give a fuck about anything else right now. Please, Bit."
 
   The unspoken plea hung in the air. This would be the last time he could hold me. Once I understood, I fairly sprinted into his arms. 
 
   The song started, an old classic rock ballad all wailing guitars and overwrought lyrics. It perfectly suited my mood. I buried my face Jax's jacket, my heart almost too full to speak. "So that's it, then," I choked.
 
   He knew what I meant. "That's it, yeah."
 
   "I'm your sister now."
 
   Somehow he managed to pull me even closer. "I have the most beautiful fucking sister in the world," he said fiercely.
 
   I laughed into his chest and inhaled his scent. "This is so fucked."
 
   "It really is."
 
   "Is everyone staring at us right now?"
 
   "Pretty much, yeah."
 
   "Fuck. I'm just going to hide in here forever."
 
   "That's fine with me," he said so quietly I more felt it than heard it. We swayed gently, slowly to the music. It was like he was rocking me to sleep, like he was still holding me last night. I wished I was asleep, that this was all a bad dream and I could wake up and be with him like I should.
 
   When the music ended, his grip didn't loosen and neither did mine. "I'm afraid to let go of you."
 
   "Then don't." He sounded so fucking sad.
 
   "Jax …"
 
   "I know." He pulled back a little. "I love you."
 
   "I love you."
 
   That was the second time Jaxson Blue broke my heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Three
 
   Chapter Forty
 
   Liliana
 
    
 
   Angel had never been in my bedroom before. Even sitting at the far corner of my bed, curling herself as tightly as she could to stay out of the way, there was still barely enough room to maneuver. I had to stand in an awkwardly twisted and bent pose just to get the last of my books packed into their boxes.
 
   " …could have at least scored us some back stage passes, or something." She was pissed, but pretending not to be.
 
   "Angel, you don't understand. I can't ask that of him." I was really regretting telling her even the little she did know, but when I landed in New York, I was too raw and broken-hearted to keep it inside. As far as she knew, Jax was an old friend who I had once had a crush on, and wasn't-it-so-weird he was my stepbrother now? 
 
   She kept talking right over me." …completely, like, the pinnacle of my life if I met him. Seriously, what's he like? " I opened my mouth to answer and she just bowled right over me in an avalanche of aggrieved feelings. "I can't believe you knew him. It's like you're moving out just when you got interesting, Liliana. We could have totally hung out more, you know. That was totally always an option."
 
   I pressed my lips together and taped the top of the box I was working on. "Oh yeah, I totally know it was," I answered breezily. "It was just our different schedules, and all that, made it hard you know?"
 
   "Yeah …" She sighed and blew a puff of breath out of the side of her mouth in a pretty killer imitation of a Disney princess. Then she veered straight back for the most important topic. "So, you're seriously not going to his show tonight?"
 
   The packing tape's horrible screeching noise drowned out my own. "No," I said firmly. I didn't trust myself to say anything more. The words were all bunched up there on the tip of my tongue, ready to tumble out in a word-vomit flood of vulnerability.
 
   I stared at the brown cardboard like it was some sort of ancient tome that needed deciphering and counted back from ten. But even that couldn't keep the tide of hurt from rushing in. Fuck, I had had it—it. The kind of love that lasted a lifetime, and I set it aside over worries about how it all looked. 
 
   And he loved me enough to let me.
 
   "Why are you laughing?" Angel demanded. 
 
   "I didn't realize I was," I said, wiping the hysterical tears aware. "Just something Jax and I did at the wedding. We're idiots when you get us together."
 
   "So get together tonight!" Angel was nothing if not persistent. "We can get you an extra ticket. It's be like our last hurrah as roommates, you taking me to meet the rock god you grew up with." She shivered with excitement. "Those eyes of his, are they really that blue in real life?"
 
   "They really are."
 
   "How about his body, have you ever seen him with his shirt off up close? Oh God, never mind, I can tell by your face that you have. How about his …" Her voice dropped down to a conspiratorial whisper." …cock? Have you seen that?"
 
   "I once walked in on him as he was getting out of the shower …" It was true, anyway. 
 
   "Oh my God!" She whipped out her phone and started texting. "Seriously Lily, we are making this happen tonight. I don't care if I have to drag you by your hair …"
 
   "No," I said. I meant to sound firm, but it sounded more like a shout. She looked up at me, stricken, as I tried to compose myself. "No," I repeated, softer this time. "I really want to get finished packing tonight."
 
   "But why are you moving? You never really explained that. Just came back all weird and quiet and said I have to find a new roommate. How could you do that to me, by the way? What if they're a complete weirdo?"
 
   I ignored the second part of her question as I sought to answer the first. "I'm moving because… it's hard to put in words. Have you ever had a change in your life that's so drastic you can't believe it's not immediately visible to everyone who sees you?"
 
   Angel was silent for several seconds. "When my cat died back in high school, I was, like, a wreck for months. Started wearing black and everything."
 
   I nodded encouragingly. "Yeah, so you started wearing black. I'm moving to a place I've never seen before." Or so I believed. I was heading upstate, to a writer's retreat in the Catskills. 
 
   That's what I told Angel, anyway. 
 
   But what I didn't say was that I wasn't actually sure about that. I might just spend some time on the road for a while. Find someplace quiet to lick my wounds. The road was calling me. My dad, of all people, would understand, but he was still on his extended honeymoon with Annie. So the only person I could talk to about this extraordinary change inside of me was my soon-to-be-ex-roommate. This was the most we had spoken in a year.
 
   Angel was trying hard to understand. I had to give her that. "That's totally nuts," she finally exhaled. 
 
   I laughed and taped another box. "It is," I agreed. "But I need to do it. I'll go crazy if I don't."
 
   She leaned back and stretched her legs out on the bed. "Well, I'm going to hate you forever for telling me this today, of all days. Are you dead certain you won't come and get me and my friends backstage?"
 
   I paused and looked down at my hands. "Believe me, I'm the last person Jaxson Blue wants to see tonight."
 
   *****
 
   When Angel finally left for the show, the apartment was finally quiet. I had just taped shut the last box in my bedroom when my cell phone buzzed so loudly I almost had a heart attack. 
 
   When I saw the caller ID, I looked at the time. 10:20 p.m. I couldn't help but smile. "Hey, Dad, you had better not be calling me on your honeymoon!"
 
   My dad's familiar rumble sounded more relaxed than I had ever heard him. A month in Bora Bora with your soulmate would do that, I guess. "Just landed at JFK, actually," he said. "Thought we might be able to swing by and see my baby girl."
 
   I had to shake my head at his impeccable timing "Dad, I don't actually have a place anymore. I'm moving out as we speak.” 
 
   "You're what?"
 
   "Moving out."
 
   My dad was silent for a moment. Then he grunted in affirmation. "Ah. Okay. Where're you headed?"
 
   I grinned even wider. "I'll fill you in once I have all the details," I told him, suddenly eager to pick his brain about life on the road. "Maybe I could meet you for dinner in Queens, or something?"
 
   I heard him mumble something, and then the sounds of a slight scuffle. Annie's voice suddenly filled my ear. "Lily! You're going to see Jax tonight, right? We can go out afterward."
 
   "I'm… not going to this show. No," I faltered.
 
   She held her silence a beat longer than necessary. Just long enough for my heart to sink into my stomach. "He had three shows in New York," she said frostily.
 
   "I know."
 
   "What the hell happened with you two?"
 
   My heart leapt into my throat. "What?!"
 
   She huffed and must have moved to a quieter part of the airport because suddenly her voice was as clear as if she were standing right in the room with me, her voice ringing in my ear. "It's clear you love him. Why did you leave?"
 
   As my brain still stumbled to process what Annie had just said, my dad snatched the phone back from his wife. "You two got a good thing. Take it from a guy who spent his whole life runnin' away from what's good, Liliana."
 
   "You're not runnin' anywhere now, old man," I heard Annie drawl in the background. 
 
   "Not until you give me back my balls," my dad growled back at her, earning a round of her rich, smoky laughter. He got back on the phone with me. "Every father wishes this sort of thing for his daughter."
 
   My mind simply refused to process what I was hearing. "…this… sort of thing?"
 
   "I saw the way he looked at you while you were dancing at the reception. And Lily, maybe I don't deserve to have wishes for you after being absent from your life so long. But the best a father can hope for his daughter is that she ends up with a guy that looks at her like that. Like she's the only thing in the world."
 
   "You knew?" I bleated.
 
   My Dad growled. "I may be an old road dog. I've abused my brain with too much booze, and I don't hear too good from too much rock and roll. But my eyes still work just fine. And I can see that you love him." He hesitated. "Why, I have no idea… ow." I could hear Annie smacking him and laughed through the freely flowing tears. "Okay, he's a smug little shit, but you bring out the best in him. And he makes you happy. I'm not ever going to stand in the way of that again."
 
   The sounds of the Annie grabbing for the phone filled my ear. "I've already talked with my publicist about it. We can spin it. He's already working the dark and edgy thing. My guess is this only adds to his career." She paused. "If that's what you were worried about."
 
   "That was… part of it."
 
   "Honey, we all got rock and roll in our blood. It's our job to shake things up, be the bad guys. Hell, scandal is my middle name."
 
   I stammered something that sounded vaguely like speech as she continued. "I'll be proud to call you my daughter, Lily. Guess this'd make you doubly so."
 
   "Holy shit," I whispered.
 
   "Yeah?" Annie sounded downright eager. 
 
   I didn't know what else to say, so I said the only thing that sprung to mind. "I have to go."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   There was a certain point in the night when the music seemed to flow through me. It had happened at every show we'd played on this month-long mini-tour and it was happening again tonight. 
 
   We were a cohesive unit now. I hadn't touched the bottle since the night with Lily. I had been focused and determined, even deigning to take direction in spite of it ruining my cocky reputation. But it was helping. Even Banks seemed to be enjoying himself at his bank of keyboards.
 
   I moved my head and Casper stepped forward, launching seamlessly into the guitar solo as the lights angled out into the crowd, lighting up the sea of rapt faces staring back at us. I lifted my fingers and Talon's bass drum kicked in and then suddenly we all crashed together into the bridge
 
   It was electric. It was wild. It was everything I had ever wanted it to be.
 
   "Said she was my sister/Caught up in a twister …" Casper's last note blended seamlessly into mine. I held it as long as I could, screaming out the longing in the lyrics I had written during those fevered three days. They barely seemed like my words anymore. They were a snapshot in time, a moment with Lily I had lost forever.
 
   "One-two-three-four!" I roared into the mic, bringing us straight into the last song before the encore. "Hey there, stubborn little girl/Wanna show you all the world/But first, you gotta open up your door …" The song hadn't even dropped twenty-four hours ago, but somehow, these people already knew all of the words to “Slam.” They were saying it was bound to be an even bigger hit than “Cocky.”
 
   "Slam the door/Go on and give me more/Slam the door/On me."
 
   "Thank you, and good night!" We made our bows and bounded off the stage to thunderous applause. I ran backstage and grabbed the towel my assistant had at the ready. The roar of the crowd shook the whole stadium, reaching up to the rafters. "Jax, Jax, Jax!"
 
   I nodded at the guys. "Encore's 'Cocky,' of course. Give 'em what they came for. But let's do it the new way we rehearsed. Everyone good?"
 
   Four heads nodded in unison. "Sorry, Banksy," I teased. "I know how much you hate that song."
 
   "It's grown on me," the keyboardist sighed. 
 
   If I wasn't already as high as a kite with the adrenaline of the show, I would have crowed out loud over that admission. Instead I just nodded. "Thanks, man."
 
   "No problem." he grumbled. 
 
   Well, shit. It took long enough but Banks had finally succumbed to my charms. 
 
   They all do, eventually. 
 
   Except one. The one that mattered most of all. 
 
   "Okay," I said, rubbing my hands together. "Let's get out there before they tear this whole place down." 
 
   "Yo, Jax?" Diggs called from the backstage entrance. "Can I grab a word?
 
   "Kinda shitty timing, dude." I would never admit how much I liked having my mother's road team working for me now. They were old farts, but they knew their shit backwards and forwards. Only problem was when they got a bit too familiar. Like right now. "Can it wait?"
 
   I saw a brown, silky head moving behind him. My body was reacting even before I could process it into speech. "Not really no." Diggs smiled ruefully. "She's never been good at that."
 
   "Jax!" Liliana called from behind him. "Jax, please!"
 
   I didn't hesitate. I nodded and Bash lifted his arm, sending Liliana careening into my arms. She was already babbling, her breath hitching, barely understandable over the roar of the impatient crowd. "I finally realized… My dad doesn't care, Annie doesn't care, but none of that matters, because I don't care either." She pulled my face down to her level, pressing our foreheads together. I closed my eyes in sheer bliss at having her skin against mine once again. "Do you hear me, Jax? I don't give a fuck about society or propriety. I love you, and that's the only thing that matters."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
   Liliana
 
   It pays to have friends. The right people in the right places …
 
   At first, security was ready to throw me out. One more girl in a line of screaming girls, I completely understood. My demands that they call Jax, call Annie, call Casper, any of the guys in the band, they all fell on deaf ears.
 
   Until Greg Fingers walked by.
 
   "Bit?" He sounded stoned as usual, blinking at me slowly, like a turtle. 
 
   "Greg! Tell them to let me backstage! I need to talk to Jax!"
 
   "What the heck are you doing over there, Bit?" Greg was still blinking and I bit my lip in frustration. "Ain't you supposed to be here with us?"
 
   "Yes!" I exploded. "Tell them to let me backstage!"
 
   Greg nodded in slow motion, then tapped the security guard's shoulder and gestured toward me. The guard shook his head and crossed his arms firmly over his chest and I nearly exploded inside. I was ready to call the police, the National Guard. This was clearly a matter of life and death.
 
   I was actually reaching for my cell phone, ready to call I-don’t-know-who to help me, when the guard finally gestured curtly and I felt myself lifted over the crowd barrier. "Thank you!" I screamed, kissing Greg on the cheek, then turning and planting an impetuous one on the guard's cheek, as well. 
 
   But once I was backstage, I froze. I was adrift in a sea of strangers that ignored me completely. Jax was still on stage. I had no way of getting to him without help. 
 
   "Diggs!" I screamed when I saw his familiar, wonderful face.
 
   "Lily?" He turned and stared at me like I had appeared out of thin air. Which I guess I had.
 
   "Please, Diggs. I need to talk to Jax."
 
   His mouth twitched. "Finally figured it out, huh?"
 
   "Goddammit, did everyone know?"
 
   Diggs looked thoughtful. "Pretty sure Greg Fingers is still piecing everything together, but he'll get there."
 
   I rocked onto my toes. "I'll be mortified later. Right now, I need to talk to him. Can you help me?"
 
   Diggs' eyes crinkled. "Yeah, Lil. I think I can."
 
   He let me right to the end of the hall. "Can't let you past here, not just yet."
 
   I grimaced and clenched my fists. In the adrenaline of getting here, I hadn't considered ever getting this far. Once I saw Jax, what in the world would I say? 
 
   I didn't have long to think. He came striding off stage, a towel slung around his bare, glistening torso. His eye makeup had pooled under his eyes, making the blue otherworldly. 
 
   He nodded in the direction of his assistant, laughed at something his guitarist said, then gave some directions for the encore. Watching him back here was almost as mesmerizing as seeing him onstage. He was completely in his element, completely confident. 
 
   Not cocky. Confident. 
 
   My heart nearly burst with pride.
 
   "Jax!" I called. "Jax, please!"
 
   When he came to me, I babbled something, the first things that came to my mind. They barely made sense as I stammered, but when I saw the confusion in his eyes turn to something deeper, I knew they were the right things to say. The things I should have been saying all along. "I don't care. I love you."
 
   Jaxson pressed his palm to my cheek and closed his eyes. He inhaled sharply, then let it out in a slow exhale.
 
   "I love you too. I don't care who knows it. Come with me."
 
   Then he took my hand and led me out on to the stage.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut against the blinding lights. The roaring of the crowd filled my ears. I had to place all of my trust in Jax to steer me where he wanted me to go.
 
   He never let go of my hand.
 
   "I've got something special for you all tonight." His voice boomed into the mic. The wild cheering seemed to go on endlessly. I opened my eyes and looked out at the crowd and felt woozy. The sea of people seemed to go on for miles and miles and …
 
   Jax bent down to me and gently turned my head. The minute I saw those electric blue eyes, I felt my heart rate return to normal. He nodded slightly and then stood up again. "Ladies and gentleman, tonight I'm going to clear up a mystery. Standing here on stage with me tonight is the only woman I've ever loved. Let's have a big round of applause for the woman that brought you 'Cocky.' " He paused to let the wave of applause wash over us. "She's here with me now. My Lil Bit."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
   Jax
 
    
 
   The next day we flew out of New York to begin the European leg of the tour. Of course, I brought my Bit with me. But I made one important stop before we left.
 
   The lights of Paris blinked outside the hotel window as Bit stretched out on the massive king-sized bed, scrolling through the gossip sites with an amused smile on her face.
 
   "Apparently, you are a dangerously sexy bad boy, but I am some sort of perverted gold-digger."
 
   "Wait, you're not?" I grinned.
 
   "Ass. Oh wait, this one calls me your smut-slinging stepsister. I like the alliteration there." She poked her tongue into the corner of her mouth as she scrolled to the next article. "Apparently this whole story lends itself to alliteration. Sordid Step Scandal. Nice."
 
   I smiled and pulled the small, velvet box from its hiding place and plopped myself down onto the bed next to her. She was so engrossed in our press that it took her a moment to notice what I was holding. But when she finally did, her reaction was worth waiting for. Her eyes went wide, her lips parted, and the most amazing flush spread across her cheeks. I had planned on saying something flowery, a poetic declaration of my undying love and all that shit, but when I saw the way her breasts began to rise and fall as her breath came faster, my mind went completely blank of what I had prepared. Instead I said exactly what I was thinking.
 
   "Well, if they think this is a scandal, wait 'til they see you wearing this."
 
   I slid the narrow band onto her elfin finger. It fit perfectly.
 
   Lily stared at it, the sparkle of the diamond reflecting in her wide eyes. 
 
   Then she looked at me. "Wait… you're not even going to ask me to marry you before you put it on my finger?"
 
   "Do I have to?"
 
   She rolled her eyes. "Oh my God, you are so fucking cocky …"
 
   I grabbed her hand, loving the way the ring felt under my fingertips. "You make me cocky, Bit. It's you. The way you look at me, the way you make me feel. When I'm with you, I feel like I have everything." I tipped her chin up to brush her lips with mine. "I thought you'd know that by now."
 
   She blinked. Exhaled. "We're so young."
 
   "I don't need to keep looking for what I already have."
 
   "So cocky …" She trailed off when she saw me raise my eyebrows. "Don't even say it," she admonished me, before wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me to down to her lips.
 
   "You got it right, babe," I said, grinning as I kissed my Lil Bit. 
 
    
 
   THE END
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