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      Heart pounding, Erin Chase raced to the other side of the stage, holding the microphone high, her other hand at her ear to encourage the audience to sing the chorus louder. She stomped her feet to the drumbeat, keeping everyone on tempo while they shouted the words to her number one song back at her. Their energy was infectious, bringing huge smiles to everyone’s faces. Sean came to stand next to her, giving her hip a bump and clapping his hands to the beat while his guitar hung unused in front of him. The night was incredible. “That’s it!” she encouraged into the mic. “One more time.”

      This time Sean leaned in, singing his part into her microphone before jumping to a lower level of the stage and launching into his guitar solo. Erin retreated, giving him free rein to connect with the crowd while she danced with the backup singers.

      They flowed into the next song, and then the next, never missing a beat. Every note, every chord raised the intensity of the crowd, whose energy flowed right back into the band. Without a doubt, this was going down as one of their best shows yet.

      The crowd roared their appreciation while the last guitar riff hung in the air along with the smoke from the pyrotechnics. “Thank you, Chicago!” Erin heard her voice through the earpiece a fraction of a second after she spoke the words, and the crowd reacted by cheering even louder. Her heart was racing, partly from exertion, but mostly from the excitement of the night. The acoustics of the arena somehow supported the instruments rather than creating an unnatural echo like in so many venues. The audience was responsive and spectacular, and their energy made the band burn brighter and hotter than they ever had before.

      The band had been on fire. The magic that she knew they were capable of finally made its way to the forefront of their set, sparking the elusive it she’d been chasing since shifting from television to music.

      It was finally happening. They were on the verge of liftoff. Her single was at the top of the charts, and with this type of buzz, there would be no stopping her. Them. “You have been amazing. We love you. Thank you all for coming out, and be safe getting home. Good night!”

      With a final bow, the lights went down, and they exited the stage as quietly and quickly as possible—not that anyone would be able to hear them with the ringing in their ears. Getting offstage so the crew could start teardown as quickly as possible was just one of the many parts of making the tour work. She’d been offered a last-minute slot to play at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame concert the next night. It meant they’d have to drive all night and would barely have time for a sound check, but there was no choice. They couldn’t—wouldn’t—pass this opportunity up for anything.

      “That was awesome!” Sean, her lead guitarist and best friend, all but tossed his guitar to the roadie waiting for him, ignoring the offer of a towel to mop the sweat from his body, and swooped Erin into his arms, swinging her around with a whoop. “You are awesome!”

      “I don’t think we’ve ever had a crowd like that,” Brett chimed in, still beating her drumsticks against the leather of her pants on her thigh. “They were hot.”

      “Especially the redhead in the front row,” Austin chimed in with an exaggerated eyebrow waggle.

      Erin laughed, wrapping her arms around Sean’s neck and giving him a squeeze. “You only think so because she threw her bra at you,” she told her bassist. His reputation for being a lady’s man preceded him, and he loved living up to the expectations.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Austin grinned a grin that set women’s hearts fluttering across the country. “It’s only gentlemanly of me to return it, right? Lingerie is expensive.”

      “Can you hear that?” Sean set Erin down but kept his arm around her shoulder. She knew rumors were swirling about their relationship, but at the moment, she couldn’t find it in herself to care. She was the most revved-up she’d ever been. Everyone stopped talking, and they finally made out what the crowd was shouting.

      “Erin! Erin! Erin!”

      “They’re chanting my name.” She looked at her friends, feeling her eyes well up with tears. “This is incredible.”

      “Don’t cry, we don’t have time for that.”

      “No time for anything.” Eli, her manager—all of their manager, really, but he’d worked with her for years and steadfastly stuck with her when she told him she wanted to move on from acting—approached, waving off the crew packing up equipment. “Erin, you remember Archie Jensen, right? He just happened to catch the show.” He gave her a pointed look, dropping his gaze to Sean’s arm before looking back at her.

      “Of course.” Erin stepped out from under Sean’s arm to shake the hand of the man who ran one of the hottest labels in the country, specializing in pop/country hybrid acts like hers. He was tall with a fake tan that showed off his white hair and bleached teeth, which he currently bared in what she assumed he thought was a smile. She’d always thought he looked more like a caricature than one of the most powerful men in music, but she’d never say so out loud.  “I hope you enjoyed the show, Mr. Jensen.”

      Jensen nodded, keeping her hand in his and giving it a familiar pat. “We’ve been watching what you’re doing, Erin. This is what we’ve been waiting for,” he told her.

      She looked around at her band and saw they were just as clueless as she was. Returning her gaze to his, she tried to keep her excitement up, but he was a serious damper on the high she’d been riding. “What is?”

      Sean moved so he was behind Eli and Jensen but still in her line of sight, and he crossed his eyes, making her grin. Next to him, Brett had found a couple straws and stuck them in her mouth like fangs while she jumped onto Austin’s back, doing their best to make Erin laugh. Erin would much rather celebrate with her friends, but no one said no to Archie Jensen. She wasn’t ready to commit career suicide just to get the man to go away.

      “The song, the set. All of it.” She wondered if he realized how pompous he sounded but figured he probably wouldn’t care. He was pompous, and everything he did and said reflected what he thought was important. It would be annoying if he wasn’t such a magician in launching careers. “We’re ready for the next step.”

      Erin shook her head again and extracted her hand from his grip. “I’m sorry, I’m not following. The next step of what?”

      Waving away her question, Jensen ignored the bustle of the crew around them and continued spouting his plan. “We’ll get you on air during the morning show, then fly you out for your show tomorrow night.”

      He finally had everyone’s attention. “What morning show?” Brett asked, the straw fangs gone while she moved in and laid a hand on Erin’s shoulder, her voice tinged with excitement.

      “New York, of course,” Eli answered, his eyes dancing with dollar signs.

      Erin’s mind started racing. A morning radio show in New York meant millions of people who hadn’t heard her sing would be exposed to her music. It was the launching point for everything they’d been working toward. “We’ve got to be in Cleveland for the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame sound check tomorrow.” Everyone in the band was living out their childhood dream of playing at the Hall. The success of tonight’s show had them riding high. New York would only enhance that.

      “Erin.” Eli frowned again, this time at Brett’s hand on her shoulder until the other woman took the hint and dropped it so he could grip Erin’s elbow and pull her away from the rest of the band. “I understand that the show in Cleveland is a dream come true for the guys.” He always referred to her band as the guys, which set her teeth on edge, but she let it go. That was a battle for another time. “But you have to think about yourself here. You’re on the verge of something next-level here. Something life-changing. And if you go big, so do they. Don’t tank your career only to make some hangers-on happy.”

      She reared at his words, unable to believe what he’d just said. “They aren’t hangers-on. They are my band. I couldn’t do what I do without them.”

      “You’ve got that backward,” Eli said in a harsh whisper. “There are thousands of talented, good-looking people in LA. It’s you they can’t do without. You’re the star of this show. Don’t forget that. Without you, they wouldn’t have the careers they have.”

      As much as she hated what Eli was saying, she couldn’t ignore the fact that it was—at least in part—true. “Give me a few minutes to talk to them.”

      Eli gave her a measured look and stepped back. “Two minutes,” he clipped out. “Mr. Jensen can’t be expected to wait.” Turning on his heel, he shifted her to talk to the other man while her friends moved in, forming a tight circle around Erin.

      “You’re going?” Austin asked before she even opened her mouth.

      Erin blew a breath out her nose. “Yeah. It’s an opportunity we can’t pass up. I need more than just a couple minutes to change clothes and clean up, even if I am going.” She held her arms out to her sides. The sequined top was still damp from her sweat, and the rhinestone bangles that wove their way up her arm clanged together. She did not want to fly in her show clothes.

      Sean grinned and handed her a duffel bag. “I had Renee run and grab you a couple changes of clothes from the bus when I heard the offer.”

      Erin stared at him, a slow grin spreading over her face. “Why would you do that?”

      “You’re going to rock this,” Brett told her, her normally cheery face serious. “And even though I hate how that troll said it, he’s not wrong. Without you, we don’t have the band. You’re the glue that holds us all together. We need you to do this for all of us.”

      “He’s wrong,” Erin started to object but was cut off when Sean pulled her in for a hug.

      “He’s not,” he murmured into her hair. “Yeah, we’d still be playing, but we wouldn’t be here. With you. You are the reason all of this is happening, so you need to do this.”

      Erin pulled back to look at everyone. Everything, all their hopes and dreams, rested on her. “Okay. You guys can drive through the night and get there to do the sound check without me. After the New York thing, I’ll fly in and make it in time to hit the stage. I wouldn’t want to be here without all of you. This—all of this—is possible only because each of you are here with me.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, don’t get all mushy on us.” Austin had a well-known aversion to real feelings, and Erin grinned, realizing she was hitting a little close to home for him. “Go. Be amazing. And then we’ll kick ass on the Hall of Fame stage.” He grinned back at her. “Meanwhile, there is a beautiful redhead waiting for me to return her intimates to her.”

      Erin shook her head but couldn’t hold back a laugh. “What about you?” she asked Brett. “Do you want to come with me? We could hit up a spa on the label’s dime before flying back for the show. Sleep in a real bed rather than on the bus with the great snoring duo.”

      Brett laughed and twirled her sticks again. “As great as that sounds, I’m going to pass. Spending any more time with the suits than I have to doesn’t sound like a fun time to me,” she said with a soft smile. “Besides, someone’s got to be the face of the band. It might as well be you. You’ve had the most practice in front of the camera.”

      Ignoring the reference to her youthful fame, Erin couldn’t help but ask, “And this decision wouldn’t have anything to do with the redhead’s friend, who was eying you like sex on a stick throughout the set?”

      The small shrug didn’t fool Erin. She knew Brett struggled with life on the road, probably more than any of them. “We’ll see. If nothing else, I’ll have a drinking buddy while Austin keeps her friend occupied.”

      Brett finally calmed the sticks and reached for Erin, giving her a solid hug. “You give too much of yourself,” she whispered, barely being heard over the noise of everyone else. “Don’t sacrifice yourself for us. We need you to be you because, otherwise, all of this is for nothing.”

      “I’m not sacrificing myself,” Erin objected, but Brett shook her head.

      “Go, have fun. Do some shopping, hit the spa, eat some awesome food. Enjoy it. Everything else will work out.”

      Erin watched her walk away, knowing Sean was waiting for her, but he didn’t push. He never pushed, which was one of the reasons she was so comfortable with him. She almost wished they were in a relationship like the tabloids assumed. He was so different from everyone else in her world because he understood her in a way no one else seemed to. Plus, he didn’t want anything from her. It was a nice change.

      After Brett turned the corner, Erin turned to give him her full attention. She pointed to the bag he was still holding. “Should I leave you in charge while I’m gone?”

      He barked out a laugh at that. “I’d rather you not. I couldn’t handle solving everyone’s problems the way you do.”

      She snorted. “You’d be fine.”

      “Nope, couldn’t do it,” he replied evenly. He was always so calm. So certain of everything. Erin envied that more than she could express. “But it’s okay for you to enjoy it. Sleep in that soft hotel bed. Enjoy room service and get pampered a bit. Plus, it’s the right thing to do. For all of us.

      “Listen,” he continued, cutting her off. “You like being in charge. I get that. And you like having things your way. You need to do this. And you need to do it alone.”

      He leaned in and pressed a light kiss against her temple. “This is just the beginning. Trust me.”

      

      Placing her earphones on the stand, Erin turned to the morning show shock jock who had spent the past half-hour drilling her on everything from her current relationship status to having been a child star. Everything and anything except the music and tour, which were the things she was willing to talk about. She’d easily deflected the tried-and-true comments and managed to steer most things back to the tour and their hit single. “Thank you,” she said, struggling to sound sincere. “This was a great segment.”

      “Thank you,” he replied. “You’re a breath of fresh air. Nothing at all like what we were expecting.”

      He offered a smile to try to take the sting out of his words, but the barb struck true. Her reputation was something she’d always have to deal with. It had been naive to assume people would accept this new version of her without questioning the person she’d been: the spoiled star who shined too bright, too fast, and hadn’t known how to handle it.

      Biting back the retort that sprang to her lips, she smiled back, stood, and looked toward the booth where Eli had been stationed throughout the show, smiling encouragingly and using hand gestures to try to convey what he wanted her to talk about. Except now he stood with his phone pressed to his ear, turned away from the window. His shoulders were bowed, and if his chin dipped any lower, it’d be buried in his chest.

      She pushed through the door out of the booth, uncertain what was happening but sure it wasn’t good. Had Jensen changed his mind? Or maybe the show had been canceled—although she couldn’t think why that would happen.

      “All of them?” Eli asked, his voice strained. He looked her way and turned abruptly away to speak even more softly into his phone.

      She leaned against the wall next to the door, realizing how eerily silent everyone was. They were quiet, staring at her with mixed expressions ranging from horror to pity. “What’s going on?” she whispered, her voice sounding unnaturally loud as it rippled through the tension. Eli was pale as he turned back around, his tan faded away in the couple of moments since she’d last glanced at him. The look he gave her had the hair standing on the back of her neck. “What is it?” she demanded, only slightly louder.

      In all the years she’d known him, she’d never seen him look like this. It was unnerving. Her breath caught in her chest as she waited for him to speak.

      Finally, Eli approached her, resting his hands on her shoulders to meet her eyes, his filled with sorrow. “There was an accident. The buses hit some black ice early this morning.” His voice broke. “They’re all dead.”
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      Six Weeks Later

      

      Erin closed her eyes, inhaling deeply, letting the scent of freshly brewed coffee soothe her as nothing else could. She and Mitch, her bodyguard and the closest thing she had to a brother, had arrived in Sapphire Creek a little before dawn after making the midnight flight from LA. The trip hadn’t been planned, but it didn’t matter. Her grandfather had answered the door in his bathrobe, hair mussed from sleep, but one look and he opened his arms, pulling her in tightly…then he’d ushered them off to bed.

      For a bit, she had thought she might actually be able to sleep, her old room wrapping around her like a comforting blanket. She relaxed into the soft mattress and closed her eyes and…nothing. She tried counting sheep, but it was no use. The couple hours of sleep she’d managed to snag on the jet appeared to be all the sleep she was going to get today.

      Eventually she’d sleep again, but until that happened, she needed coffee more than anything.

      She’d stumbled downstairs, hoping to catch her grandfather, but he’d already headed to work. So she’d been faced with a deep-seated need for caffeine and an inability to work the only coffee pot she’d been able to find. A percolator.

      Who knew they still made those things? She’d spent a few minutes trying to figure it out but quickly gave up and headed to her friend Regan’s house, fifteen minutes away. Regan always had coffee. Plus, she’d given Erin a key last time she was in town. Sure, she could have gone to Lucy’s Café for a cup, but she wasn’t ready to face everyone.

      Not yet. Regan would understand. Once she got out of the shower.

      Meanwhile, Erin was going to enjoy being alone in her friend’s kitchen and sipping her morning cup of joe.

      

      Zachary Ward tilted his head forward, letting the pounding spray of the shower beat at the tight muscles of his neck and upper back. The knot that had formed at the base of his skull was just starting to ease when he heard his front door slam. The water in his ears, combined with the constant buzzing, kept him from hearing whatever it was his sister, Bethany, yelled as she came into the house. Closing his eyes, he focused on keeping his muscles relaxed, letting the water lull him toward sleep.

      He wasn’t in the mood to deal with Bethany and her nosy bullshit today. All he wanted was to clean up after spending the wee hours of the morning working on replacing the floors in the Bitterroot Tavern, his friend Brandon’s bar, and fall face-first into bed. If he was lucky, he’d actually manage to sleep for a while before the day started all over again.

      There were a million things on his to-do list. There were always a million things on his to-do list, but talking to Bethany was so close to the bottom, he’d been hoping he could push it off to the weekend. Or even longer.

      Grabbing the soap, he rubbed it into a lather, hissing as the suds hit his abraded skin. He’d forgotten about his torn knuckles. That had happened earlier during the search and rescue training up on Blodgett Canyon the day before. Shit. He was wide awake now. The aches that had begun to ease under the steaming water all sprang back to attention, and he could feel the constricting pressure of a headache starting up again.

      Bethany had been blowing up his phone for a couple of days, refusing to accept that his plate was full. More than full. She also didn’t seem to get that he didn’t have time to repaint the nursery or whatever other honey-do tasks she wanted him to do for her. Besides the renovations on his own house—a house he bought from their friend Regan’s aunt when it became evident how much structural work needed to be done—he’d been picking up side jobs all over town. That, plus his search and rescue obligations, kept him busy, which was exactly what he needed.

      Working until he was bone-tired made sleep possible. Most of the time.

      But his sister thought she knew better than everyone else and was determined to help him through whatever it was she assumed was wrong. And her version of helping was to badger him until he told her he was fine.

      Which he’d been saying for months now, but she still didn’t believe him.

      She always did have a good bullshit meter.

      Zach scrubbed the soap into his hair, mentally weighing his options. He could continue to ignore her, but she’d probably barge into the bathroom to talk to him. Then he’d be stuck in the shower until the water went cold. She’d done just that a couple of weeks ago.

      The memory of the icy water forced him into action, and Zach twisted the spigot and grabbed a towel. The faster he listened to whatever ridiculous plan she’d concocted for him this time, the faster she’d leave and he could get back to his day.

      The scent of coffee tickled his nose, and he sighed in resignation. He wasn’t likely to catch any zzz’s anyway. At least she’d made coffee.

      He scowled at his reflection as he dried off, trying to imagine what she could possibly want from him this time. Her pregnancy made her more unpredictable than before, and she could—and did—burst into tears over the littlest thing. Yesterday he’d caught her sobbing so hard, he’d been convinced something disastrous had happened. It had taken a good half-hour to calm her down enough to understand her.

      They’d run out of peanut butter.

      Zach shook his head and pulled on his sweats. Peanut butter. He’d never claimed to understand women, but his sister seemed to have a special brand of crazy going on lately.

      He really needed to set some boundaries. Make her understand that she couldn’t just barge into his house and demand he drop everything to deal with her. He was fine. He was making a life for himself, and she needed to respect that.

      Filled with resolve, he headed toward the kitchen. “Beth, you can’t just show up…”

      He skidded to a halt, his words trailing off as he hit the doorway. Instead of his crazy sister, there was a different woman in his kitchen. Just as crazy, maybe, but definitely not anyone related to him. This woman was hot. A blonde, wearing a sweatshirt that dropped off one shoulder, plaid boxer shorts that stretched tight across her ass, and a pair of those fugly boots that looked like slippers.

      His mystery guest was leaning against the counter, a mug of coffee cradled in both hands with her eyes closed and an expression of pure bliss on her face. Wild hair tumbled around her shoulders, putting out a strong “just got out of bed” vibe that was hard to ignore. Or would be if she had, in fact, just gotten out of his bed rather than breaking into his house and helping herself to his coffee.

      Gus, his not-so-bright rescue dog, stood at her feet, his tongue lolling out of his mouth as he adoringly looked up at his new friend. Okay, so they could cross guard dog off his list of talents.

      A thousand questions rushed through his mind, but he went with the most obvious. “Who are you?”

      He’d thought his voice was mild, but she jumped like he’d set that gorgeous hair on fire, and she whipped around, holding the coffee mug out in front of her to ward him off. “Who are you?” she demanded, her tone not at all mild. Gus twisted around with her and dropped into a protective stance before realizing it was Zach. Once he did, he flopped onto the floor and rolled over to expose his belly, his tail thumping happily behind him.

      “Me first,” he told her as he took the mug from her hand and set it on the counter beside him. He wasn’t going to risk her chucking the thing at his head and making a run for it. “Some guard dog you are,” he muttered to Gus, who blinked up at him and gave a happy woof. The woman didn’t look like a burglar or anything at all dangerous, but he needed to decide whether to call the police or deal with her on his own. With Connor, his brother-in-law, being the local police chief, he’d never hear the end of it if he called this in. He might as well figure out what he could without them. “What are you doing in my kitchen?” he asked again, trying to keep his voice even.

      “Your kitchen? This is my friend’s house.” As soon as the words left her lips, her blue eyes flared wide. He slowly shook his head, fascinated as she lifted a shaky hand to her mouth. “Oh no.” The sip of coffee she’d taken before he’d confiscated the mug had obviously sparked a couple of brain cells into action. “Regan moved in with Gavin,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “She doesn’t live here anymore.”

      Irritation flooded Zach as he strained to hear her words over the buzzing that never seemed to subside. She looked humiliated and had said something profound, given the look on her face…but he had no idea what it was. Moving slowly so he didn’t startle her more, he pulled her hand from her lips. “What did you say?”

      Her eyes flew open, and her fingers curled lightly around his. “I forgot about Regan moving in with Gavin. I thought she still lived here.”

      Ah. She was a friend of Regan’s. Zach relaxed and dropped her hand to lean against the counter while he studied her. Her knowing Regan made a lot more sense than the hot-lady fairy gifting him with this tiny bombshell. “She did,” he confirmed. “Right after the first of the year.”

      “I wasn’t here then,” she said softly, sliding down to the floor and covering her face with both hands. “I forgot. I mean, I knew they’d moved in together. I even sent them a gift, but this morning I couldn’t sleep, and I just needed some coffee, and I didn’t remember. I didn’t think. I just got into the car and came here because Regan always has coffee.”

      Zach eyed her, unsure what exactly to do with her now that he knew she wasn’t out to rob him blind. “Do you still need some?” he asked, crouching down and offering her the mug he’d confiscated earlier. Now that he was looking beyond the thin boxer shorts and sweatshirt she was wearing, he could see that she didn’t look so good. No question she looked damn good…but it was obvious something was wrong. Dark smudges marred her already translucent skin, making her look fragile, and her eyes held a lost look that was all too familiar to him. “When was the last time you slept?” he asked, trying not to spook her again.

      She let out a bark of a laugh that held no humor and got herself to her feet. “I slept last night, on the plane. Or maybe it was this morning. I’m not really sure about the time.” She took the mug and offered him her free hand. “I’m Erin, by the way. Erin Chase. My grandfather is Jake Chase, the mayor. I’m so sorry to have barged in without…well, without anything.”

      Zach froze, her small hand holding his in a firm grip. He knew that name. Hell, everyone knew that name. Erin Chase was a superstar. The type of star that had multiple houses all over the world and people to do her bidding—like getting her coffee. Hell, she probably owned a coffee plantation in Colombia or something.

      People in Sapphire Creek followed her career from the time she was a kid on that television show he’d been too old and cool to care about. But even then, he couldn’t help but know who she was. Hometown girl done good. Real good.

      She was the pride and joy of Sapphire Creek.

      Taking a closer look, he could see what hadn’t been so obvious before. The photos he’d seen of her always showed her hair and makeup perfect with a welcoming smile on her face. The woman in front of him wasn’t wearing a speck of makeup, had tousled hair that somehow still managed to look stylish despite the disarray, and she wasn’t smiling. The face was the same as the one that stared at him from the cover of countless magazines…but not exactly the same. Those dark circles said she hadn’t been sleeping in who knew how long, a gauntness in her cheeks showed she hadn’t been eating well either, and sorrow and regret clouded her eyes. He understood those emotions all too well.

      None of which changed the fact that she was in his kitchen and he hadn’t had a clue it was her. Damn. Maybe he did need to pay more attention to that self-care mumbo-jumbo Bethany kept talking about.

      He gave Erin’s hand a little squeeze and cleared his throat. “I’m Zach Ward. Pleased to meet you.”

      Pleased to meet you? He had a megastar in his kitchen and he couldn’t come up with anything better than “pleased to meet you”? Although what did it matter? This woman was so far out of his league he shouldn’t even be allowed to shake her hand. He was quite certain if her army of security guards were with her, they’d have intervened by now. Which begged the question—why was she alone in his kitchen?

      “Zach…” He looked up, shaken from his musing as her pale eyes drilled into him. “You’re Bethany’s brother.”

      “That’s right. Although I don’t think we’ve met before.” He was sure he would have remembered that.

      She shook her head and gripped his hand a little tighter. “No, we haven’t. I’d hoped to meet you when I was visiting Camp Liberty a few years ago,” she said, referring to the old military installation in Baghdad. “Unfortunately, I didn’t see much more than the backs of my guards my entire stay.”

      “Not surprising. Liberty wasn’t exactly the safest location for anyone.” Understatement of the year there. “But I know the men and women appreciated you being there.”

      She tilted her head to study him as she took the mug and brought it up to her lips for another sip. He needed to pull his hand away and step out of the web she was weaving around them, but for some inexplicable reason, he didn’t want to.

      “And what about you?” she asked, tilting her head slightly while she studied him. “Did you manage to take in the show?”

      “No,” he said, barely able to recognize his own voice. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I didn’t catch many shows at all while I was there. What brings you back to Sapphire Creek?” he asked before she could continue her line of questioning. He didn’t want to talk about his time in the Middle East. Not with anyone. “And how is that you’re alone in my kitchen? I would have thought you’d have an entourage everywhere you went.”

      The little bit of color that had returned to her cheeks suddenly faded, which had him tightening his grip on her hand, afraid she might pass out. She abruptly pulled away and set her mug on the counter with a loud clunk. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’m so sorry for the intrusion, but thank you for the coffee,” she said as she scooped up her keys from the counter and headed toward the front door. “You really should use the chain lock on your door. You never know who might walk in and help themselves to your stuff.”

      He didn’t laugh but felt the tug of a smile against his lips. “You’re welcome to my coffee any time you want,” he offered, more pleased than he had a right to be to see the color rush back to her cheeks as she offered a small smile, one that almost reached her eyes, and said goodbye.
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      Erin’s heart was hammering so hard, she could feel it in her ears. She’d never been so mortified. Breaking into a stranger’s house in search of coffee? “You are such an idiot,” she muttered, heading for the front door. If the paparazzi caught wind of this, she’d be front-page news of every tabloid around. Again.

      She could see the headline now. Erin Chase hits rock bottom, B&E for a cup of coffee. She snorted softly. It would be better than the current headlines, anyway. Maybe she should call the papers herself and tip them off to the situation.

      Or maybe not.

      She resisted looking back over her shoulder for one last glimpse of Bethany’s hunky brother and his goofy dog when the door swung open. “Oh,” she exclaimed, jumping backward. Erin’s jaw dropped as she stared at Bethany and Connor standing in the doorway. She barely had time to brace herself before a very pregnant Bethany launched herself forward.

      “Erin! When did you get here?” She grabbed Erin in a hug that was both tight and comforting, doing a slow rock while she patted Erin’s back. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      Tears pricked the backs of Erin’s eyes, but she blinked them away with a laugh. “I’m okay,” she said, realizing that, for the first time in a long while, it was true. “I was just…” She looked over her shoulder for some help. Any reasonable explanation as to why she was standing here, in Zach’s kitchen.

      Bethany followed her gaze, taking in her brother standing there shirtless, and her eyes widened. “Wait,” she said, stepping back so she could hold Erin at arm’s length. “What’s going on here? Do you guys know each other? Oh my God, are you with my brother? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “No,” Erin rushed out. “No, we aren’t together. We just met.”

      Bethany ignored her and turned on her husband, who’d been standing by, silently watching the whole thing with a vaguely amused expression. “Did you know about this? How could you not tell me? This is huge!

      “And you.” She whirled around again, but this time pinned Zach with her laser glare and a pointed finger. “How dare you hook up with one of my best friends behind my back.”

      Zach didn’t look at all impressed with his sister’s ire. In fact, he looked entirely unconcerned, leaning against the kitchen counter, his sweats barely clinging to his hips while his dopey dog leaned against his knee. “Are you done?” he asked lazily, bringing the coffee mug to his lips.

      Bethany looked around, her mouth opening and closing like she wanted to say more, but she’d run out of words. Finally, she waved her hands to encompass the kitchen and everyone in it. “Explain. Please.”

      Before anyone could say anything, Erin’s phone rang from deep in her purse. “I’m sorry,” she said to Bethany. “I’ll explain everything in just a minute, but this is Mitch.” Without waiting for a response, she grabbed her phone. “Hello?”

      “Where the hell are you?”

      Erin blew out another breath before answering her personal security advisor and friend. She’d known he wouldn’t be happy with her for leaving the house, but this was Sapphire Creek, not LA. She had nothing to worry about here. “I went out for coffee.”

      There was a drawn-out pause before Mitch answered, obviously measuring his words and straining for patience. They’d known each other for years, so she knew he wanted to rip into her, even though he’d managed to keep his tone light. “You should have woken me.”

      She resisted rolling her eyes. “You needed the sleep. You’ve been up around the clock for weeks,” she said to him quietly, trying to keep from being overheard. Which was ridiculous because everyone was so silent you could have heard a pin drop in the kitchen.

      “And you only know that because you have too. You should have woken me,” he repeated, the strain coming through in his voice. She pictured him pinching the bridge of his nose like he always did when she didn’t listen to him. “Erin, I can’t do my job if you go sneaking off without a word.”

      “This is Sapphire Creek,” she reminded him, exasperated. “Nothing is going to happen here. That’s why we came.”

      He’d lost friends in the accident, just like she had. But his way of coping was to tighten his grip on her security even more than his usual over-the-top way. His controlling and overbearing tendencies made him great at his job, but it also drove her crazy sometimes. Combining Mitch’s need to know every breath she took with Eli demanding she “move on” and start auditioning new band members, Erin felt suffocated. No argument she made swayed Eli’s focus, so she’d gotten Mitch to agree to come with her to Sapphire Creek. Just for a little while so she could make some decisions about her next career moves.

      When Mitch didn’t say anything, she continued, glancing over her shoulder at Bethany to make sure she was listening. “I came to Regan’s house.”

      “Not possible,” he quickly cut in. “I called Gavin when you didn’t answer your phone, and he said he hadn’t seen you.”

      “You what? Why would you call Gavin? And when did you call me? I didn’t hear my phone ring.”

      His words came slowly as though he was digging for patience. “I woke up and you were gone. I know you, Erin.” He said it calmly, but it was a reminder that she wasn’t alone. “I figured you’d head for a friend’s house, so I called Gavin.”

      “Oh.” That sounded reasonable. Even if it did irk her that he knew her so well. “Well, in my stupor, I forgot that Regan’d moved in with Gavin, so I came to her old house. I still have a key, so I let myself in.” She lifted her gaze to the tall, dark, sexy man who stood there watching her. He leveled her with a gaze, and his lips quirked again. Just enough for her stomach to do a slow roll.

      Connor gave a little wave to get her attention. “Gavin texted, so I let him know you’re safe. But there’s some planning that needs to happen now that you’re in town. He’s going to meet us at Lucy’s Café in ten.”

      Erin shook her head. “The plan is just to lay low for a bit,” she told him, still on the phone with Mitch. “No one needs to go out of their way for us. We’ll just stay with Grandpa and go about our business like we usually do.”

      Connor shook his head before bending to give Bethany a kiss. “You ride with Erin and make sure she comes. I’ll see you there,” he told his wife before he walked out the door, closing it firmly behind him.

      “I can’t go out in public like this,” Erin told Bethany, refusing to be steamrolled. She was in her pajamas and Ugg boots. No makeup.

      She may be laying low, but there was no way she could risk a photo of her looking like this getting out.

      Bethany seemed to pick up on her distress and moved closer. “Are you in some type of trouble?” she asked softly. “Why doesn’t Mitch know where you are? You pay him to protect you. That’s his job, Erin. He can’t do his job if he doesn’t know where you are.” She was working her way solidly toward a panic attack, which increased Erin’s guilt.

      “Mitch, I’ll call you back.”

      “I think you need to answer her questions. She’s telling the truth,” he said dryly before he disconnected.

      Erin dropped her head in defeat. “Fine. We’ll go to the diner to meet with everyone. But I still need to change first.”

      “That’s okay. We’ll call your grandpa too so he can join us if he’s able.” Bethany leveled a look at her brother. “You’re not off the hook, you know,” she told him. “You can’t keep hiding from me.”

      Zach raised his hands in mock surrender. “I’d never dream of it.”

      With a small laugh, she went and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

      Erin had to smile at the scene. He reminded her of a little kid who put on a show of simply tolerating the attention he was getting while secretly loving it.

      Bethany led the way out the door, but before Erin could cross the threshold, Zach called her name. “I meant what I said before,” he told her seriously. “If you need another cup of coffee or just a quiet place to hide out, you’re welcome here.”

      “Ah,” she said, oddly touched by the offer. “You just want me around because I distracted Bethany from whatever she was planning to yell at you about.”

      His lips quirked upward. “See, you’re beautiful and smart. The perfect company.”

      “Erin!” Bethany called from outside.

      Willing her feet to move, Erin held Zach’s gaze. “Thank you,” she said softly, this time managing to get out the door without another delay.

      

      Feeling much more like herself, Erin settled back into the corner booth and sipped her second cup of coffee of the morning. Lucy’s Café was hopping with its regular breakfast crowd, a couple of whom did double takes when she’d entered flanked between Mitch and Bethany, but no one bothered them. They were used to seeing her around town from time to time, and it didn’t seem like this time would be any different than the last.

      Despite having moved to Hollywood as a teenager, she made it back to Sapphire Creek each summer to go to the Ravalli County Fair with her friends. And whenever the show was on hiatus, her parents would travel, and she’d come back to Sapphire Creek to stay with her grandparents.

      For years, Sapphire Creek had been her one place of normal where she could just be a kid, just like everyone else. Where she could talk to her friends about boys, share secrets about their biggest dreams and fears. The one place she never had to worry about anyone judging her weight or commenting on what she was eating or wearing.

      Being in Sapphire Creek was always freeing in a way she couldn’t describe. To be able to be here without worrying about who might be watching her, just waiting to catch a photo they could sell, allowed her to relax and simply be herself.

      After leaving Zach’s house, she and Bethany had gone back to her grandfather’s so she could shower and change into real clothes. The distressed jeans, Stuart Weitzman high-heeled boots, and Anine Bing vintage leather jacket weren’t very fancy, but she was still dressier than most of the people around her when she walked into the café to meet Regan, Gavin, and Connor. Mitch was there, and he stood for a moment, glowering, when he saw her.

      Regan placed a mug on the table with a thump and leaned forward. “Okay. Spill it. How did you wind up at Zach’s?”

      Erin glanced around to make sure no one was eavesdropping before answering. “I wasn’t thinking. We got to town in the wee hours of the morning. I couldn’t sleep, and I was desperate for a cup of coffee. You always have coffee, so I went to your house.”

      “My house?”

      Erin winced at the decibel of the question, which had a few heads turning their direction. “In my caffeine deprivation, I’d forgotten you’d moved, so I went to your old house and let myself in with the key you gave me.”

      Light dawned in Regan’s eyes, and she pressed her lips together to contain her laugh. “And Zach was only too happy to have a sexy woman drop in for a cup of joe.”

      “Well…Not at first.”

      Regan’s eyebrow flared, but it was Mitch who leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the table, and pinned her with a glare. “What’s that mean?”

      “He was in the shower when I got there,” Erin mumbled, taking a deliberately loud sip of coffee to distract her friend while trying to ignore Bethany’s amused look.

      Regan owlishly blinked at her, and Erin felt her cheeks heat. “I didn’t even think about it,” she said, rushing to defend what she was sure sounded like a ridiculous scheme. “I just needed coffee, and I couldn’t figure out how to work Grandpa’s percolator. I’d barely taken a sip before he showed up, demanding to know why I was in his kitchen.”

      Regan snorted out a laugh. “And what did you tell him?”

      Erin groaned at the memory, rubbing at the dull throbbing in her forehead. “I demanded to know who he was and why he was in your kitchen. It wasn’t until after the words were out of my mouth that I remembered you’d moved in with Gavin. And then I noticed his lack of clothes and realized he must have been in the shower and he wasn’t the one who’d walked into the wrong house. I had.”

      “Oh em gee, you better hope my mother doesn’t catch wind of this,” Bethany warned, laughing into her caffeine-free tea. “She’d have you engaged by the end of the summer.”

      Erin shook her head. “It was perfectly innocent. I’m sure your mom would understand.”

      “It didn’t look all that innocent,” Bethany said mischievously. “You were in your pj’s, and he was only half dressed. We could create quite the story.”

      “There are already plenty of stories out there about me. No need to drag Zach into it,” Erin said pointedly. She knew her friends were teasing, but the fact that such a simple thing could spin so quickly out of control hit a little too close to home at the moment.

      “Are you heading up to the Lodge?” Gavin asked, changing the subject. “The security is running perfectly. All the outside cameras and motion sensors are feeding into my office here in town and being monitored 24/7. It’s safe.”

      “Thanks,” she told her friend, who ran the local division of Skyhawk Security. They were top-notch at location security for the area vacation homes of the rich and famous. She’d bought the old Lodge, located about thirty minutes outside Sapphire Creek, when she’d been here the previous autumn and had the place completely renovated. Tucked higher into the mountain, it was secluded but still close enough that she could enjoy being part of the community if she wanted to.

      Wanting to spend more time in Sapphire Creek, near her friends and grandfather, she’d had a recording studio built on-site as well. But right now, all of that felt too much like her life back in LA, which was exactly what she was trying to get away from. Not exactly sure how to explain, she shrugged. “I think we’ll just stay with Grandpa for a while.”

      Gavin nodded and lifted his chin toward Mitch. “We were talking about securing Jake’s house when you were here last fall, but we hadn’t completed the work before you left. If you’re going to be staying here for any significant period of time, we need to get it done.”

      “I really don’t think that’s necessary,” Erin began, only to be cut off by Connor.

      “This is non-negotiable,” he stated. “Mitch filled me in on everything before you got here. You should have told me about the troubles you were having so we could prepare.”

      Erin closed her eyes a moment, struggling with the wave of emotions that crashed over her. This was why she’d come back to Sapphire Creek in the first place. Because she knew the people here—her grandfather and friends—would take care of things for her without making any demands on her. But she hadn’t wanted to bring along the ugliness that was chasing her. She should have known better.

      “I didn’t want to worry you,” she said in a small voice. “Everything has been so intense lately, I just need some time to deal with it all.”

      “What am I missing?” Regan asked.

      When Erin pressed her lips together in a refusal to elaborate, Mitch answered. “Since the accident, Erin has been sued by the wife of one of the accident victims.”

      “His name was Sean. He was my friend,” Erin said softly.

      “I know he was,” Mitch said just as quietly, a touch of compassion making its way into his tough-guy exterior. “He never would have wanted what’s happening to you.”

      Tears pricked the back of Erin’s eyes. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does,” he insisted.

      “No, it doesn’t. He died in the accident along with the others. His wife is entitled to her pain.”

      Bethany snorted. “She’s not entitled to drag you through the mud in the meantime.”

      Erin shrugged, unwilling to argue the point. Grief was a difficult beast to manage. The fact was, she had been responsible for her band. Her friends. And she’d let them travel those icy roads without her. She should have insisted they come to New York and done the interview too instead of sending them on without her.

      The weight of that decision was slowly crushing her.

      Mitch continued to explain the details of what had driven her from LA. “The paparazzi was getting out of control. They’re always pretty intrusive, but we had to lock down because they were everywhere. It had turned into a feeding frenzy. We even caught someone shooting into the house using a long-range lens, trying to catch a glimpse of whomever was inside.”

      “That’s terrible,” Regan said, her voice soft and filled with compassion. “You were stuck inside?”

      Erin nodded, unable to explain exactly how claustrophobic she’d found the entire situation. Her house was big and airy enough that it shouldn’t have been uncomfortable to be stuck inside with her every whim being catered to. She knew people had a fanciful view of what that must be like, but the truth was, she hadn’t been able to breathe easily until she and Mitch had landed in Montana.
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