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          Synopsis

        

      

    

    
      Singer Coby Kennedy and his drummer twin, Bruce, have steered their band, Patchwork Heaven, to the top of the country charts, bucking difficult band members and personal demons along the way. As cowboys do.

      The top of the heap makes them an easy target, though. Trouble starts with anonymous letters, but quickly escalates to sinister gifts and wanton destruction of their personal space.

      Enter the Detail, a specialized security firm, and its owner, Gregor. As the stalker gets closer and more violent, Coby’s struggle with his own fears and phobias begins to shred his bond with his twin and draw uncomfortable attention to Gregor’s unsettling past.

      While Coby is convinced Gregor is not the threat, Gregor isn’t sure he’s the right man to keep Coby safe, either from the stalker, or his own growing interest in the singer.
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      I would like to acknowledge the territory of the Anishnawbek people and the Robinson Huron Treaty territory where I live and work, in particular, the territory of the Atikameksheng Anishnawbek. This land falls under the Three Fires Confederacy, which is the alliance of the Ojibway, the Odawa, and the Pottawatami. I am grateful for the opportunity to live on, work on, and share the land with all people—those indigenous to the area, and those from around the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is for Mary, who has my twin life,

        and Amy.

        They named the band and made it real.
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      When had darkness become danger? Again? He’d worked so hard to get over the anxiety of being surrounded by shadows. He’d managed, over the years, to soothe away the black, colourless void and cajole softer midnight blues, forest greens, and deep, resonant purples out of the shadows. Colours that spoke music into his soul and eventually came as chords and tune to his mind and his guitar. It had been years since he’d had so much difficulty seeing the velvety colours or found he couldn’t hear the rich tones of the underlying music, but here he was, looking out over the dim parking lot and wondering why everything had sunk into muddy, blank silence.

      Coby couldn’t pinpoint the moment it had happened. In fact, nothing had happened. Nothing specific. There was just the vague notion that what he couldn’t see could hurt him. It was the threat that whatever colour and sound he found out there in the black wouldn’t soothe or comfort, but jar. It wasn’t a feeling he liked. For one thing, it seemed ridiculous. He topped six three and came by his broad-shouldered, muscled build through a lifetime of honest hard work. He wasn’t a small man, and hadn’t worried about what waited beyond the reach of the light since his childhood. He no longer even thought about it.

      Now, he wiped his hands on the back pockets of his jeans as he peered into the twilit area between the last of the lights behind the Hen and Hog to the pool of illumination around his trailer door. He wondered what had prompted him to leave the crowded bar and slip away from the watchful eye of his bodyguard, Gregor, but it wasn’t a mystery. Though he hadn’t always been wary of the dark, he had always hated crowds.

      He was so in the wrong business.

      A couple of roadies chatted as they packed the last of their equipment into the back of their cube van. One of them glanced up, saw Coby, and offered a smile.

      “Hey, boss,” he called, waving.

      “Hey.” Coby nodded. The kid’s name—well, man; Coby tended to forget the guy was only five years younger than him—was Kip. He had joined the road crew about a year before, one of the last to sign on before the stalker mess started. When the letters and mysterious phone calls had gotten really bad, the security team had clamped down on the procedures they used to hire new roadies. Kip and a few others after him had been among the last to get contracts. In fact, Kip almost hadn’t gotten the job because his crush had been so very evident. Gregor hadn’t trusted him, but Kip was local, and Coby remembered him from school, always bringing his guitar and sitting close enough to be heard in the school cafeteria. He hadn’t done more than play and watch as Coby and his twin, Bruce, had jammed with friends, but it had been impossible not to notice how much he’d longed to take part.

      Kip had always been a little shy but eager. Always kind, and smart enough for an upperclassman to know who he was by reputation alone, he was too often the butt of too many jokes. Back then it had been Bruce who had first taken pity on Kip and talked their father into offering him a stable-hand job at the ranch, and who had spent time hanging out with him some Saturdays, even after the brothers had graduated. Coby still wished that initial closeness had lasted, but Bruce had—changed. And that was something Coby tried hard not to dwell on. Bruce had had some very difficult times, but he was getting better. Maybe things between him and Kip would change again.

      Unfortunately, Kip had never been the kind of person who hid his sexuality. In school, that had been social suicide for the poor guy. He’d changed schools during Bruce and Coby’s final year, right around the time Bruce began to slide downhill. Then Coby and Bruce hit the road, and they’d lost touch.

      Looking at him now, Coby realized it wasn’t just his own ability to imagine the vibrant rainbow of colour and trill of sweet music emanating from the younger man that set him apart. Kip really couldn’t hide his leanings. He fit too many stereotypes with his swaying hips, penchant for black nail polish, and sweet, too-fem voice. In school he’d been artless enough to have no clue how to dissemble. He was who he was. He never apologized for it, and he’d suffered too many cruelties for Coby to stand by and let one more be thrust on him just because of Coby’s problems. So he’d put in a good word for him, and Gregor had finally agreed to give him a chance.

      After that it had all been about security checks, background checks, and rules most roadies either failed or refused to follow. They’d lost a few good stagehands over the clampdown, but as head of security and Coby’s personal bodyguard, Gregor McBride hadn’t been the least bit contrite. He owned and ran The Detail, after all—the security company they’d hired—and he would do what it took to protect his charges.

      Coby had to admit, since Gregor had taken over the arrangements for hiring, the road-crew thefts, missed shifts, and general unreliability had virtually ceased. The people who had stayed didn’t seem to care why things had changed. Most of them were happy to take the pay grade increase offered for staying on and accepting the new paradigm. Now, Coby and his band had one of the best, if smallest, crews around, and he appreciated that.

      Too bad the measures hadn’t stopped whoever was trying to freak him the hell out with all the love letters and creepy gifts left in places far too close to Coby for comfort. He wished he could have blamed the whole thing on one of the crew and gotten rid of the person, but he knew them all, trusted them all. Gregor had done everything possible to make sure none of the people who had stayed on could be blamed.

      Coby watched Kip load the last equipment box marked “spare mics” onto the truck. He turned from the task and looked up, grinned again, and said good night.

      “Not going in to party?” Coby asked.

      Cade, the man with Kip, grimaced. “He never does. Keep trying to convince him, but he always seems to have a hot date or something. Especially this close to home.” He cuffed Kip on the arm and grinned.

      Kip made a face. To Coby, it looked pained, but Cade smacked him again, lightly on the back of the head, told him he was missing out, and hurried inside.

      “Enjoy your date, then,” Coby said to Kip.

      Kip smiled at him, but still looked less than enthusiastic. “Thanks.”

      “You okay?” Coby asked.

      “Yeah. Course.” Kip shrugged and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Just….” He looked up, almost hopefully, before he glanced out into the darkness and sighed. “Nothing. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Don’t be late for the bus.”

      Kip shook his head. “Never am. Night, Mr. Kennedy.”

      “Night, Kip.” That at least got him another faint smile, but the younger man’s expression didn’t strike him as completely happy. “Kip,” he called, just as Kip reached the edge of the light.

      “Yeah?” he turned, his face pale, eyes big.

      “You want someone to walk you to a car?” They had a few hired cars on hand for the crew to drive from the venue to their hotel. Those who remained to party would take the bus back later. The few who didn’t tend to party all that much used the hired vehicles.

      “No, Mr. Kennedy. I’m good.” Kip waved again, then cast another glance out over the strip of blackness between where he stood and the first lamps at the end of the alley. “Just been a long day, is all.”

      “Yeah, I hear that.”

      Kip smiled. “I appreciate it, though. You and Mr. K. have been great, you know.” He ducked his chin toward his shoulder. “I know I can be a bit… intense. I appreciate that you haven’t let that get to you.”

      Coby snorted. “I wouldn’t speak for my brother. He’s a bit of a jerk sometimes.”

      Kip’s chin dipped more. “He doesn’t like me much anymore, does he?”

      “He’s protective, is all. And, well. Still adjusting. He’s over it.”

      “I never meant for that to… you know. Be a thing. I was just….”

      Oh man, the kid looked miserable and embarrassed, and Coby thought he might brain his twin for making Kip feel self-conscious about something as simple and innocent as a crush. “Never mind Bruce, Kip. Neither one of us are worried about it anymore, okay?”

      Kip nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “You too, Mr. Kennedy.”

      Coby sighed heavily. When had he become Mr. Kennedy, the responsible one, and Bruce Mr. K, the cool one? As if in answer, he heard Bruce laugh from inside and crack a dumbassed joke that had his audience guffawing. He glanced to the balcony gate, then back, but Kip was already inside one of the cars parked on the street, with the door closed. A moment later, the car pulled away from the curb and drove off toward the hotel. Coby thought he saw a second shadow in the car with him and smiled. He hoped Kip had a nice time with whomever he’d picked up.

      The kid had a pretty acute case of hero worship for both Coby and Bruce, who played drums, but he was harmless. Sweet and smitten, but harmless. He did his job better than most and never shirked. What else could they ask of him? He could tell Bruce to lay off the poor guy. Again.

      Bruce had pointed to him as the culprit early on and would have confronted him, but Gregor had insisted they not mention the letters or gifts to the crew. He blamed the media frenzy surrounding the band’s fast rise to fame for the increased security. They accepted that explanation. Gregor insisted the less the crew knew about the rest, the easier it would be to catch whoever was doing it, especially if it was an insider.

      Coby wished he knew why Bruce was being so hard on Kip. They’d been friends once. Now it seemed all Bruce could see was Kip’s apparent crush on Coby. Coby wasn’t really convinced Kip thought of him as anything other than a friend, and that made Bruce’s attitude even more confusing.

      Six months later, they were still mystified, but at least Bruce had relaxed his witch hunt against Kip. The kid was eager and sweet and sometimes a bit over-the-top, but he wasn’t a stalker. And now he seemed to be seeing someone, so that was good. As long as the guy treated Kip right, Coby was glad.

      “Hey, bro.” Think of the devil, and there he was. Coby felt the vibration of his twin’s chuckle emanating from his twin a heartbeat before Bruce clapped hands on his shoulders to shake him slightly. “Saying good night to your biggest fan?”

      “Bruce, come on. The poor guy is embarrassed enough. Leave it, okay?”

      “He better not be the one—”

      “Leave it.”

      Bruce made a sharp sound in his throat and dropped his hands. “How you doing?”

      Bruce’s solid presence, the low, strident vibration of imagined sound, deep, sonorous colours, and utter calm at Coby’s back eased away some of the tension, even if he wasn’t touching anymore, and Coby sighed. “Meh.”

      “Were you trying to escape?”

      “Too many people,” Coby muttered.

      Bruce’s smile was more a feeling inside than anything, since Bruce was behind him and he couldn’t see his twin’s face. He liked that about being a twin. That feeling. The way they didn’t have to actually talk to communicate.

      “We’ll head home after the next gig,” Bruce reminded him. “You’ll have a nice long break.”

      “No letters,” Coby replied, hopeful.

      Bruce’s grim silence was answer enough. There was no guarantee there would be no more letters once they were off the road. There was only the nagging unease he would be stationary and that much easier to catch up with.

      “This is crazy,” he muttered.

      “The situation is,” Bruce agreed. “You’re not.”

      “Why me?” He’d not asked that out loud before, but it was an oft-repeated litany in his head. All he’d ever wanted was to sing. He wanted his voice on the radio, to be the one people turned up the volume for. Not the one they obsessed over. Not the one they stalked.

      “They’ll figure out who’s doing this, Cobe.”

      Footsteps behind them made both men spin in unison. Coby tried to ignore the sharp stab of fear and the feeling that his lungs were imploding and sucking all the air from his body. It didn’t matter that the footsteps belonged to Gregor. Once the breath had left him, it was hard to get back and harder still to keep from panicking each time he came up short.

      “What the fuck are you two doing out here?” Gregor did not sound happy.

      “Take it easy,” Bruce said softly.

      Coby wasn’t sure if the words were directed at him or at Gregor. It made no difference. He focused on Bruce’s hand running small circles between his shoulder blades, and closed his eyes to block out the shadows now looming behind him. It didn’t help and he snapped them open again. Better the shadows outside than the images behind his eyelids.

      “Can you not stay with the group?” Gregor asked. He tried for a gentler tone and missed by about a mile.

      Still, Coby’s skin shivered over his frame at the sound of Gregor’s liquid voice. If it bit a little like acid because Gregor was irritated, that only made the feeling more intense. He had to stop that too, or he’d be the one accused of obsessing. He couldn’t help it if his personal guard, with his long auburn hair and gem-hard brown eyes and lithe, willowy body, made him a little weak in the knees.

      “Nah.” Bruce smiled as he faced the man, standing slightly between him and Coby. “Had enough of groups for one day, I think. You should walk my little brother home.” He waved in the general direction of the trailer parked down the lane. “Help him… settle.”

      “Bruce….” Coby’s warning didn’t even slow Bruce. Once he was on a roll—and he was—it was impossible to turn him aside. He loved nothing so much as teasing Coby about anything resembling a love interest, even if he was the only one who ever saw any potential in it.

      “He’s been so uptight, you know?” Bruce said. “Do him good to relax a bit. Maybe a massage—”

      “Bruce, shut it!” Coby punched his brother’s arm.

      Bruce didn’t even flinch.

      Gregor flushed, and his remarkably pretty brown eyes flicked to Coby and away again. Now there was an observation he didn’t need to dwell on, Coby thought. Pretty eyes? Seriously?

      But they were pretty. It was the long lashes, Coby guessed. And he liked the way Gregor’s thin, straight nose, high cheekbones, and narrow chin gave him a strange air of impermanence. Not for the first time, the thought of Middle Earth elves fluttered through his head, and he almost snorted at his own dumbassery. That ethereal impression was countered by the way Gregor carried himself: vigilant and implacable, certain nothing would get through him to Coby. Ever.

      It was a weird pull of opposites the man embodied. He was this solid, grounded presence everywhere Coby went, and at the same time seemed so ephemeral, so remote from everything but his job.

      “You should get some rest, bro,” Bruce said, ignoring Gregor’s reaction and Coby’s scowl. “We have a long ride in the morning. And you know you hate crowds.” Bruce clapped Gregor on the arm. “Keep him company, Greg.”

      “Gregor,” he corrected. He narrowed his eyes at Bruce, and pretty was replaced by fuck you, asshole. Bruce often found himself on the receiving end of that particular look, and it usually brought a grin to Coby’s face.

      “There,” Bruce crowed, punching Coby’s bicep. “Knew I’d get a smile out of you eventually. Now go on. I’ll entertain your court, Country Prince. Get to bed.”

      Coby shook his head. He thought the nickname was ridiculous. Embarrassing, even. The media had tacked it on him simply because their last name was Kennedy, and Bruce never missed a chance to rub it in. As far as he knew, there was not even a drop of blood anywhere that could be traced back to the Kennedys, and he was fine with that. He wished he could lose the stupid moniker.

      “Why does everyone call you that?” Gregor asked as they descended from the balcony to the parking lot below.

      Coby sighed. “Coby Kennedy, Prince of Country Music.” He gave a little shrug, hoping the conversation would die there.

      Gregor sniffed. “Yeah. That.” His voice was stiff, hinting at disapproval.

      His reaction left Coby wanting to explain when normally he steered conversation away from the subject.

      “Nashville Country,” he said. “It’s this online magazine. They used the name as their headline awhile before we hired you guys. Did an article on me when I toured a kids’ ward in a local hospital. Made it out to be some big philanthropy thing because I gave a few kids some guitars and shit. It was dumb.”

      Gregor tilted his head and considered that. “Sounds nice, actually. A lot of celebrities wouldn’t bother being so generous. They figure their presence is gift enough.”

      “I’m not a celebrity,” Coby said, his rebuttal automatic. “Just me. I think it was a play on the last name for a snappy headline.” A wash of heat rose up into his cheeks, and suddenly, he was grateful for the darkness they walked through. “You know. How the Kennedys were always called American royalty and all that.” He shook his head. “I’m not even American, never mind related to them. It was a convenient way for them to make a splash. It never really went away.”

      “And maybe it shouldn’t,” Gregor said softly. “Giving sick and frightened kids something to distract them from the bad stuff, however small the gift might be to you, it’s huge to them.” He smiled and flashed it at Coby. It changed the severe angles of his face drastically, softening them, easing the pinch at the corners of his mouth and showing a fine spray of wrinkles at his eyes. It looked much more natural on him than the scowl Coby had become accustomed to. It sent a shiver racing up Coby’s spine to lift the hairs at the back of his neck. He had to clench his hands into fists to keep from running a thumb over the soft curve of Gregor’s mouth.

      “Down, boy,” he growled under his breath, then glanced—panicked—at Gregor. If he’d heard Coby’s muttered words, he didn’t give any sign, and Coby let out a relieved breath.

      “It is sort of princely, if you think about it,” Gregor said. “Giving them gifts just to make them feel better. Probably things their folks can’t afford on top of everything else. Free health care is great, but there’s more to it than just hospital bills.”

      Coby felt the same tightness of emotion as he had at the hospital. So many kids and families feeling so helpless had nearly turned him inside out. “It was just what I could do because I couldn’t do what they needed. For some of them, no one can do what they need. A guitar or a fiddle is a pretty small thing compared to what they deserve.”

      Gregor’s hand rested on Coby’s arm above his elbow. “Not small to them, Coby. Trust me.”

      There was something about that statement that was more than reassurance, but Coby didn’t get a chance to ask because Gregor stopped suddenly and pulled him back into the shadowy dark before the circle of light emanating from the bulb over the trailer’s door.

      “What?” He glanced over to find Gregor squinting at the trailer.

      “The door is open. Who should be in there?”

      Coby blinked at him. “No one,” Sweat broke out on his palms. “Well, me and Bruce, but he’s….” He glanced over his shoulder at the bar, but the balcony was empty. No doubt Bruce had gone back inside after they’d left. “I thought you had someone out here to watch it.”

      “Ivan got caught behind an accident on the 401. He’s late. As long as you and Bruce were inside, it didn’t matter.” He turned to glare at Coby. “Stay. Right. Here.” Gregor met his eyes as he pointed to the broken pavement between their feet. “I mean it. Don’t move. If something happens, go back to the bar. Call the cops.”

      “Greg…?”

      But he was already alone as Gregor hurried on silent feet to the trailer door. He eased it open, and now Coby realized it hadn’t been latched properly. When he glanced at the window Gregor had been fixed on, he saw a shadow move, freeze, then rush toward the front of the trailer.

      He shouted a warning, but Gregor was already aware. The guard moved to block the intruder’s exit with his body. Coby saw a foot first, and thought it would connect with Gregor’s jaw, but the guard was quick and stronger than he looked. He grabbed the foot, yanked, and twisted, and the man attached to it flew out onto the pavement.

      Everything after that was washed over in lurid reds and oranges of jagged colour because it should have ended there. Instead, the intruder flung out an arm when he fell, found a chunk of two-by-four wedged at the back of the trailer wheel, and swung.

      “Greg!” Coby forgot the other man’s instructions to stay where he was and bolted forward through a sea of acid colour and fear. The guy on the ground was big enough. Even that short piece of wood could do a lot of damage to a human skull, swung with that much momentum.

      Coby’s warning didn’t come quick enough. Though Gregor rolled with the blow, tumbled to the ground and then over onto his back, he didn’t get up. The mystery man sprang away and vanished into the dark, taking the chunk of wood with him. Coby never even saw who it was. So intent was he on Gregor’s unmoving form, on the slow pulsing of usually soothing tones of sound and colour that overlaid his vision whenever Gregor was near. That sensation sputtered and darkened as he rushed toward Gregor.

      The sound of a car engine and the spray of gravel made him glance up briefly, but all he saw was the dark silhouette of a truck, the swing of headlights, and the red flash of taillights speeding away.

      “Greg!” He skidded to a stop and dropped to his knees. Blood covered the side of his guard’s face but he was moaning at least. Coby carefully felt over Gregor’s jaw and cheek for broken bones, even as he dug in his pocket for his cell.

      He didn’t have to look at the device to get the speaker on and Bruce’s number dialed. He tossed it onto the pavement and moved his fingers to Gregor’s scalp, testing under the sticky locks for crushed bone.

      “Yeah, what?” Bruce’s voice crackled with amusement. “You are going to miss the boat, boyo. I could not have handed you a more primed bit of tail if it was still wriggling. Get off the phone, go outside, and get that bodyguard in your bed.”

      “He’s hurt,” Coby said curtly, drawing his hand away from Gregor’s injuries. Bruce’s voice was enough to throw a blanket of calm over his nerves, at least letting him realize he should probably not be prodding at Gregor’s skull. “Call an ambulance and the police.” He hadn’t found anything broken other than skin, but Gregor still hadn’t opened his eyes. “Bruce.”

      “I’m coming.” Bruce hung up.

      Gregor’s eyelashes fluttered, and he looked up into Coby’s eyes, a bit shocked and confused for the barest second before he blinked again. “Cobe.”

      “I’m okay,” Coby said, touching his uninjured cheek and staring back into eyes that once more had fallen into that “very pretty” category. “You’re hurt.”

      Gregor blinked at him and some of the discordant, virulent tumult in Coby’s head eased. “Yes.”

      Coby cupped his hands around Gregor’s face, not daring to move as they stared at each other.

      Gregor either flinched away from Coby’s touch on the injured side of his face or leaned his cheek into his cupped palm on the other side. Coby wasn’t sure which. He didn’t much care. All he knew was that Gregor was watching him, searching for something in his eyes and Coby couldn’t look away.

      “You were supposed to stay,” Gregor said quietly, lifting one hand only enough to point toward the bar and the darker swath of pavement. His voice was low, dangerous and rough, still vibrating with reaction from the fight.

      “You were—”

      “Doing my job. You were supposed to go back inside and get help.”

      The bar’s balcony gate clattered, and footsteps hammered across pavement. That was his brother’s step, familiar to him as his own heartbeat.

      “Cobe!” Bruce shouted for him.

      “Yeah. Here.”

      “Dude.”

      “I’m good.” Coby didn’t take his eyes off Gregor.

      “What the hell?”

      “Some guy.” Coby pointed to the trailer. “Two-by-four.” His attention went back to Gregor. “See?” He pointed to Bruce. “Help.”

      Gregor blinked at him. “What the hell are you two talking about?”

      “Who?” Bruce asked.

      Coby shook his head. “Too dark.”

      “English!” Gregor snapped. “Fucking twin speak. Do you even know how annoying that is?”

      “So you’re going to live, then.” Bruce met Gregor’s fiery gaze and grinned.

      “There was someone in the trailer,” Gregor said, snapping his focus to Bruce. “Did you give anyone a key?”

      “Course not.” Bruce knelt on Gregor’s other side. “Some guard. How—”

      “Asshole hit him in the face with a chunk of wood.” Coby answered for Gregor, bowing to the need to protect his honor. “Don’t think anything’s broken, though. Gregor?”

      “Nothing’s broken,” he muttered. “Just fucking hurt. I told you to stay—”

      “Whatever.” Coby probed very gently around Gregor’s eye socket. “Looks like the worst of it is here. Pretty scraped up, but I think you’ll live.”

      “His pretty face will be all messed up for a while, though,” Bruce observed.

      “Don’t be an asshole.”

      “Help me up.” Gregor pushed Coby’s fingers away from his face and reached for his shoulder to lever himself up off his back.

      “You should—”

      “Don’t be an asshole,” Gregor echoed Coby’s words. “Help me up. Do one thing you’re told, at least.”

      Beside him, Bruce snorted. “Good fucking luck with that one. Never does anything he’s told.”

      But Coby did help Gregor sit up as sirens at last sounded in the distance. It was as good an excuse as any to touch him, to reassure himself that Gregor was not seriously hurt.

      

      They didn’t get to investigating what the stranger had been doing in the trailer until after Gregor had argued his way out of a trip to the hospital. Coby thought he should go, but he refused, ordering the EMT to tape up the gash over his eye and leave it at that.

      “You don’t have to like it,” Gregor growled at her. “Just do it.”

      “If you get an infection—”

      “You going to be messy about it?” Gregor snarled at her.

      “Of course not!” The look she shot him was as fierce as the one he gave her, and Coby almost laughed.

      “This is funny to you?” Gregor snapped.

      Coby sobered. “You getting hurt isn’t funny. Being stalked isn’t funny. Am I supposed to be in continual freak-out mode until we find the guy? I can’t do that. I—”

      “I know.” Gregor pulled in a deep breath and let it out.

      “Are you two finished?” the EMT asked. “Because if I’m going to do this, I’d like to get it done and get back to work, Mr. Kennedy.” The woman eyed them both, and Coby admired her poise. So she knew who he was, and she took Gregor’s pique in stride. Impressive.

      “Yeah.” Coby nodded. “Sorry.”

      He moved off at Bruce’s beckoning, but returned a few moments later when the EMT waved him over.

      “That was a nasty hit he took,” she said quietly as they both watched Gregor shuck a bloodstained button-down in favor of the white and mostly clean T-shirt beneath.

      “Yeah. I saw.”

      “He could have a concussion.”

      “He wasn’t slurring.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Rode horses all my life, ma’am,” he said with a chagrined smile. “Fell off enough of them. I know the drill. Slurred speech, nausea, disorientation, dizziness, memory lapses. Wake him every few hours.”

      She finally smiled back. “Not your first rodeo.”

      “Nope. Everything you read about Bruce being a reckless dipshit? True story.”

      She actually laughed. “Then I leave him in good hands. Although, I gotta say, Mr. Kennedy, if he’s supposed to be your bodyguard….”

      “I’m not the one who got a two-by-four to the skull. That’s his job.”

      They looked back to see that Gregor had shrugged back into his torn suit jacket. He was watching Coby with a smoldering, snarly expression. He was acting more like someone had run over his dog than like a guy who’d been hurt just doing his job.

      “I’d say he thinks of it as a lot more than just his job,” she ventured.

      Coby immediately thought about pretty eyes and just as quickly banished the thought. “I guess he’s just a serious guy,” he said.

      She lifted an eyebrow in dubious agreement as Bruce jogged over to them.

      “Cops want us to go inside and see if anything’s missing,” Bruce told him. “You up for that?”

      Coby shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Come on, then.”

      Coby nodded to the EMT, who smiled without further comment and returned to Gregor’s side while Coby followed Bruce to the trailer. He wasn’t prepared for the scene inside.

      “Jesus,” Bruce whispered.

      The nearest end of the trailer was Bruce’s half, and nearly everything he kept in the cramped space had been torn from its normal disarray and tossed around the small room, much of it shredded or broken. Coby’s end was practically as bad, although the intruder had been interrupted before he’d gotten farther than the tiny office space between the two ends, where the photos from their latest shoot had been spread out.

      Bruce stared at the disaster, mouth hanging open, silent for once. The floor was littered with snapped drumsticks. Cushions spilled their guts like white froth over everything, and his carefully hoarded collection of beer glasses stolen from bars across the country decorated it all in glittering shards.

      “Where’s my quilt?” He pushed past Coby and tore open the closet nearest Coby’s bed. The quilt in question, handmade by their mother and well loved, was folded neatly inside. He let out a loud sigh, and Coby swallowed a lump he hadn’t realized had formed.

      Bruce turned to look at him. “I am never making fun of your neat-freak gene again, bro.” He pulled the quilt out and held it to his face, drawing in a breath. “Thanks.”

      Coby grunted and turned to survey the office space and the mess it contained.

      “Shit, he ripped them all to shreds,” Bruce observed, fingering the torn photo sheets before running a finger across the words “Patchwork Heaven—Album cover stills” on the top of one page.

      All the pictures had been ripped in half, neatly severing the band in two, Coby and their guitarist, Lewis, on one side, and Bruce, Jake the bassist, and Michaela, who played fiddle and piano, on the other. Even the photos of Coby and Bruce had been severed, splitting the twins apart.

      Coby blew a breath out in a short huff. “Creepy love letters is one thing,” he said, fingering the ruined photos. “But this is getting just….”

      “Scary,” Bruce supplied.

      Coby said nothing.

      A quick assessment of his end of the trailer revealed the thief had also gone through the sound tracks stored in a cupboard above the desk. A lot of the music, drumming, and backup vocal tracks had been destroyed. Those with only Coby’s vocals were missing, but nothing else appeared to have been taken.

      Coby stared at the destruction in silence until the rocking of the trailer and creaking of the steps brought his attention back from the chaos.

      “Well?” Gregor stood in the doorway, intently watching him. He still sported dried blood streaked down one side of his face. His eyes were not so much pretty now as they were sharp and intense as he flicked his gaze back and forth, taking in the damage.

      Coby shrugged, then shook his head. “Well what? He trashed the place. Stole some masters. Wrecked the rest. We’ll have to call Stan to find out if the studio has backups. We’ve got a shitload of work to do if they don’t. He took my vocals, and I haven’t found the digital backups of the photo shoot.

      “What about that?” Gregor pointed past him to Coby’s private space and his bed. “He leave that?”

      Coby glanced to where he pointed. A folded square of paper rested on his pillow.

      “Oh.”

      The air got close. The three of them crammed into the miniscule space was too much. Heat wafted up and crawled under Coby’s collar while goose bumps trickled down his arms.

      “Get out of the way.” Bruce shoved Gregor almost backward out the door. “Move!”

      Coby scrambled over the mess on the floor and pried his way past both men into the open. Cool night air brushed over too-hot skin, and he drew in a deep lungful of fresh air, then another and a third. Bent at the waist, hands clamped on his knees, at least the dizziness didn’t get a foothold.

      After a moment, he felt Bruce’s hand drawing slow, firm circles over his back. “Okay?”

      Coby groaned. “Crazy,” he muttered.

      Bruce continued to move his palm in slow, comforting motions as sweat dampened Coby’s skin and his hands began to shake. A moment later, he felt the heavy comfort of Bruce’s quilt fold over his back and he very nearly sobbed. The familiar weight eased his stress, though, and he let himself relax into Bruce.

      “You’ll have to make a police report,” Gregor said from his other side.

      “Can you leave him alone for five minutes?” Bruce said. Tension radiated off him, and Coby shifted, straightening in an attempt to take a bit more of the burden from his twin.

      “It’s okay, Bruce.”

      “Best to do it now, while everything is fresh,” Gregor persisted.

      “You can wait five fucking minutes. You can see he’s upset.”

      “Bruce, I’m fine.” Coby patted his brother’s arm and glanced at Gregor. “Now’s fine.”

      To his surprise, Gregor offered a reassuring smile, much like the one Bruce had always used when they were kids and Coby had a panic attack or got upset over something. It eased away a bit more tension, and he nodded. “Can we”—he glanced around, peering into the shadows at the periphery of the lot. “Go inside or something? I don’t want to be out here anymore.” He squinted at Gregor. “And you should sit down or something. You just got a hunk of tree to your face.”

      Gregor’s face was swollen under the bandage covering his butterfly stitches, and the bruising had begun to show. The skin had been carefully cleaned so the tape would stick, but there were still red-brown smudges across his cheek. Coby tried to brush them away with limited success.

      “I’ve got a hard head,” Gregor assured him, even as he gently moved out of Coby’s reach. “Come on. The bar owner is letting us use his office.”

      “Put this away first,” Coby said, handing the quilt back. “Keep it safe. It’s important.”

      Gregor didn’t argue but handed the quilt to Ivan, one of his employees, with a nod. Ivan disappeared into the trailer and the three of them crossed the lot toward the bar.

      

      The office, like the bar, was cluttered with a mixture of mementoes and necessities, all arranged in some sort of ordered chaos that could only make sense to the person who’d created it. The room would immediately put Bruce at ease. It made Coby’s skin crawl. In some ways, he and his twin were very much not alike. On a normal day, when one walked into their trailer, it was to wade through Bruce’s piles to the moderately presentable common area. Coby kept his corner neatly closed off with the only door in the place, a concession they’d made years ago to preserve sanity. No one trekked through Coby’s organized space, and Bruce didn’t feel compelled to constantly tidy everything since Coby could close his door and be at peace in his own universe when he needed to.

      Hesitating at the open door to the bar’s office now, Coby was grateful to his brother for the reassuring hand on his shoulder. He didn’t need to tell Bruce how unsettled he was. His twin knew.

      “This shouldn’t take too long,” he predicted, mouth close to Coby’s ear. “And if it does, we cut it short for Greg’s sake. I think he’s not letting on quite how much his head has to be ringing.”

      Coby nodded and shot a concerned look in Gregor’s direction.

      The guard caught the look and shook his head slightly. “I’m fine,” he mouthed, but two of his team had followed Coby and Bruce, taking on the burden of guarding them so Gregor was free to sit on the couch along the back wall of the room. He never sat when he considered himself to be on duty, as he surely did now. He must have been in more pain than he would let show.

      They were only in the room a few moments when a grizzled man in a wrinkled suit appeared. He looked as though he had been called out of bed. At his heels was a much younger version of himself, complete with smartphone and wearing similar if less than pristinely pressed trousers. He wore sneakers rather than the scuffed dress shoes on the older man’s feet.

      “So you’re the Prince of Country,” the senior of the two said by way of introduction. “Detective Wolsey.” He held out a hand.

      As always, Bruce stepped in front of Coby. “Bruce Kennedy, and this is my little brother, Coby.” He shook the detective’s hand, saving Coby the need to touch a stranger.

      Normally, that introduction made Coby bristle, but tonight, he could only be grateful. He nodded and dug his hands into his pockets. He didn’t like shaking hands. A few too many overzealous fans had taken the gesture too intimately and refused to let go or pulled him into unwanted, more physical contact, and he had become wary.

      “Right.” The cop looked from one to the other of them. “So.” He glanced over Coby’s shoulder at Gregor. “He is?”

      “My bodyguard,” Coby offered, not caring to give information Gregor didn’t supply himself.

      “You’ll have to forgive me,” Gregor said, easing to his feet as though he was worried his head might wobble off if he moved too fast. “Gregor McBride. You passed my men, Dmitri Sheridan and Ivan Bilinski, in the hallway. I’m afraid at the moment I’m not quite myself.”

      Wolsey studied Gregor’s face, inspecting his injuries, and nodded. “So I see. What happened?”

      “Are you asking me or him?” Gregor pointed to Coby.

      “You first, I suppose.”

      So Gregor launched into a curt, point-form rundown of what had happened. Coby supplied details of the parts Gregor was fuzzy on, since he’d been smacked in the side of the face with enough force to leave him this subdued.

      When they’d arrived at the point Bruce entered the picture, Wolsey stopped them. “And when you went inside the trailer?”

      Coby turned pale, suddenly unsteady on his feet. The warm, supporting hand at the small of his back had to be Gregor’s because Bruce still stood slightly in front of him.

      “We should sit,” the younger detective said suddenly, flashing a look of apology at Coby. “Please.” He motioned to the couch. “Have a seat. There’s no need to rush through this.”

      Wolsey looked slightly miffed, but he waited while Coby and Gregor settled on the small sofa. Bruce sat on the arm on the other side of Coby, once again positioning himself slightly in front of Coby. The young detective remained standing, but Wolsey did perch his ass on the edge of the desk.

      “The trailer?” he prompted when everyone was settled.

      “Right.” Bruce spoke up now. “Well it was trashed, wasn’t it? I mean, he only got halfway. Hadn’t really wrecked Coby’s stuff yet, but he was working his way down. He stole some of the new music tracks and ruined the entire mess of prints from the photo shoot for the new album cover and the press releases.” He held up his cell and nudged Coby. “I called Stan.” At a gruff throat clearing from Wolsey, he looked up. “Our manager,” he offered to the detectives, “Stanly Krane. He said his digital copies were in the envelopes with the prints. He’ll contact the studio, but he doesn’t have another copy of the pictures right now.”

      Coby nodded. “Don’t want to use those ones, now.”

      Bruce sighed. “We’ll talk about it.”

      “No.”

      “Cobe—”

      Coby made a sound, deep in his throat, trying to combat the nausea rising. He looked to Bruce, who met his eyes.

      “Okay,” Bruce said softly. “I’ll tell him. He’s already got someone on the net watching for pirated copies of the music. Maybe if they post it somewhere, we can find out who’s doing this.”

      “But we’ll do another photo shoot,” Coby insisted.

      “Let’s just—”

      “What about the note?” Detective Wolsey interrupted the brewing argument.

      “Um.” Coby realized he’d been staring at the rug and lifted his gaze, first to Wolsey, then to Bruce, and finally Gregor. “I don’t know. I didn’t read it.”

      Wolsey looked over at his partner, who fumbled with the stack of papers he was carrying until he found a large plastic bag with a piece of paper inside. He held it out, and Bruce reached over to take it from him, then read it aloud.

      
        
        The show tonight was spectacular, as always. You should be proud. I am. No one puts on a show like yours, Coby. I could watch you all day long. I do, in fact. Every chance I get. I wish I could tell you more openly, but…. Know that there is no one in the world I admire so much as I admire you.

        Yours always,

        SA

      

      

      Coby shivered and tucked his hands under his arms. Once more, warmth spread over his back, and he glanced at Bruce to see his brother was holding the note gingerly between the thumbs and forefingers of both hands. Gregor, then, was spreading that comforting touch over his back. The soft strumming of sound and easing of the lurid colour in his mind spread outward from the touch. He arched slightly into the contact, letting it soothe his nerves.

      “Do you recognize the handwriting?” Wolsey asked.

      Coby glanced very briefly at the note, then shook his head. “Not other than it might be the same as all the other notes, anyway.”

      “Well, Mr. Kennedy, if you want my advice, I suggest you stop offering yourself up as such an easy target to whoever this is. Love notes are one thing. Invading your personal space? That’s crossing a line, and protecting you has become a lot harder if this secret admirer of yours is becoming so bold.” Wolsey straightened his wrinkled jacket as he spoke, and looked at Coby as if he were gazing over the tops of nonexistent glasses.

      “Gee, really?” Bruce muttered.

      “Bruce.”

      Bruce mumbled something else too quiet to hear, but Coby knew his brother agreed.

      “I’m not cancelling any tour dates,” Coby told them. “There are only two left. One in the Falls, and then back home for the finale. After that, I’ll lock myself in at home until you figure this shit out.”

      “Home being?” Wolsey asked.

      “Down the road,” Bruce said. “Just outside of Kilmanagh.”

      “Kilma-what?” Gregor asked.

      “Perfect,” Wolsey muttered. “It would have to be in my jurisdiction.”

      Bruce grinned at him and winked at the younger detective, who flushed scarlet and made Bruce do a double take.

      Coby groaned and surreptitiously punched his brother in the leg.

      “Don’t,” he muttered.

      “You play Florence. I’m bucking for a ride-along.”

      “Bruce….”

      Wolsey shook his head. “I hope you get to Niagara and back in one piece.” He took back the letter and handed it to his partner. “In the meantime, if you remember anything else”—he swept a penetrating glare over all three of them—”call this number.” He gave Bruce a card, not even bothering trying to hand it to Coby this time.

      “Thank you,” Bruce said, and Coby once more snapped out of his own preoccupation to rise and thank them as well.

      The officers left, and Coby turned around to face brother and guard. “So?”

      “Garth Casswell,” Bruce said.

      “Sorry?” Gregor sat a little straighter and glanced from Bruce to Coby.

      “The young cop’s name,” Coby supplied, plucking the card form Bruce’s fingers. “Bruce can smell virgin ass a mile away. It’s his superpower.” He shook his head and pocketed the card. “I’m tired.”

      Holding up his cell, Bruce grinned. “Car’s out back. Marriott.”

      “Good. Three?”

      Bruce tilted his head. “A single and a double.”

      “Bruce!”

      His brother only grinned wider. “Don’t want Gregor going into a coma, do we? You need to keep an eye on him. He hit his head.”

      Gregor stood and smoothed a hand down his ruined lapels. “Car’s waiting,” he muttered, and left the room, but Coby was sure his cheeks were slightly flushed.

      “You are a fucking ass,” he informed his twin.

      “You love that about me!” Bruce called after him as he followed Gregor.

      “Ass!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      The show in Niagara Falls had gone well enough, though the crew had been tense. Coby couldn’t really blame them. As far as they were concerned, out of the blue, someone had breached security and broken into Coby and Bruce’s trailer. Now security was so tight no one could breathe without asking permission. It only made Coby more adamant that they tell everyone what was going on, what had been going on for months now—still, Gregor made the decision to keep the letters quiet.

      At least everyone was ultracareful to make sure anyone in the backstage area was “family.” Still, the level of tension between crew and security once they got back to Toronto was at an all-time high. It didn’t help that the outdoor venue was so far out of Gregor’s happy place he’d had the temper of a wet wildcat with fleas since the buses had pulled into the lot.

      The stage itself was huge. It ranged out from under a deep overhang that housed lighting scaffolding and cable rigging, and was backed by a cinder block wall painted an almost blinding white. The old building behind that wall had been designed to open out onto a small courtyard hidden by the winged wall. It was a staging area for the bands that performed there, and had hookups for trailers along the outer edge of the small yard. Small lean-tos provided space for the equipment crates. Unfortunately, Gregor had insisted all the equipment be stored inside the tiny building backstage, where it could be secured behind locked doors. He didn’t have the staff to watch over everything and keep the band in sight while they also kept an eye on deliveries.

      It meant working space was cramped and people crawled over one another to complete their duties. It did allow Gregor to contain the chaos and monitor every person who came in contact with the band’s equipment. Knowing that didn’t improve anyone’s temper.

      The press of bodies had sent Coby into a tailspin of anxiety, and he’d spent the hours leading up to the sound check curled in a ball on his bunk in his trailer. Even Bruce had given up trying to get him to come out.

      Now he stood onstage wishing he’d listened to his brother and straightened out enough to clear his airways. He felt congested and tight, and the anxiety kept him from pulling in real breath. The band waited for the go-ahead from the sound guy in the tower opposite the stage to start their sound check. Watching Gregor pace the wide space between the empty seats and the stage wasn’t helping him relax.

      “Hey, McBride, you going to do that the entire concert?” Lewis called to Gregor from his place slightly upstage left of Coby. “Because, dude, you’re making my boy nervous.” He glanced at Coby and winked.

      “Shut up, Lewis,” Coby sniped. Even as the words left his mouth, he snapped it closed. He maybe shouldn’t talk. His bad mood wasn’t Lewis’s fault. He shouldn’t be taking it out on him. He vehemently wished he knew whom to blame. If they could only get back to the regular irritation of the crowds and paparazzi, he’d never complain again.

      Lewis only lifted his brows and riffed off a few chords. “Can we get on with this? I still need hair and makeup.”

      On Coby’s other side, Jake snorted. “No help for that face, Lewy.”

      At the back of the stage, Bruce offered a sharp ba-dum-ching from his drums, and a low chuckle wafted over them.

      Coby relaxed slightly. His band was still his band. He glanced over at Michaela, and she offered him a small, reassuring smile. She never said much. Didn’t sing either, though she had the voice of an angel. He’d heard it during Christmas piano sing-alongs, but that was the only time she ever exercised her natural talent. Normally, she let her violin do the talking. He didn’t blame her. She had a heavy lisp and a stutter and didn’t like speaking where anyone but those she trusted could hear. It didn’t come out in her singing for some reason, but she didn’t like to take the chance.

      “Y-you’re f-fine, babe,” she whispered. Her gaze zipped out to the audience, where her husband sat watching. Since the break-in, he’d insisted on being where she was. Their kids were at his mother’s someplace out East. Coby envied her the security of having his arms around her every night.

      “Thanks, Mick.” He winked at her and gave her a genuine smile. It meant something that she spoke aloud for him, and he wanted her to know he understood that.

      “Shall we?” Bruce asked from his perch at the back. “I’d like to get this done too.”

      “Absolutely.” Lewis’s heartfelt enthusiasm ramped up Coby’s mood a bit more, and he gripped the mic and tried for a deeper breath that didn’t quite come. He wasn’t going to start worrying about how he was going to sing later if he couldn’t even breathe. It would only make the situation worse.

      The go-ahead came from the booth a second later, when their sound guy purred an affirmative in his earpiece.

      He had his mouth open to start singing when Lewis cursed and his guitar made a god-awful twang. “What the hell?” He snarled and Coby glanced at him. “Kip!”

      Lewis yanked on his patch cord and hollered for the stagehand at the top of his lungs. His mic crackled and spit and Kip came running.

      “Yeah? What?” He was breathless and flushed and pretty damn adorable, until Lewis lit into him. Then, for an instant, he looked scared all out of proportion before he composed himself.

      “What the hell, dude!” Lewis flared used his patch cable like a whip. “Why the hell is this so damn short? I ain’t supposed to be on a leash, here!”

      “Wait!” Kip held up a hand. “Before you freak out, I didn’t make a mistake. I got the stage specks from Mr. McBride and used the cords that would fit the numbers he gave me. If he gave me the wrong measurements, that isn’t my fault.”

      “And it didn’t seem like these cords were way too short for the size of this stage?” Lewis asked, flailing an arm out in front of them to encompass the empty stretch of hardwood between Coby and the edge of the platform.

      “Like I said, I used what he gave me.” Kip flashed a hand in Gregor’s direction. “Not my fault if he’s a paranoid—”

      “I didn’t give him the wrong numbers.” Gregor growled, striding forward and vaulting up onto the stage. “I want you all back where the crowd can’t—”

      “Oh, for fuck sakes! You’ve already got an acre of space between the stage and the crowd.” Lewis flung an arm out again, this time indicating the wide expanse between the edge of the stage and the metal barriers behind which the floor crowd would assemble. “How much more space do you think we fuckin’ need?”

      “If anyone gets past the barriers, I don’t want you where they can reach you. The numbers I gave Mr. Armstrong so he could set up your equipment reflect the safe zone.”

      Lewis snorted. “Fuck that noise. Kip, get me patch cords long enough I’m not chained to the fuckin’ amp and hurry the hell up. We have a sound check to do. Get Jake’s too.”

      “I have to go by what Mr. McBride—

      “You work for Patchwork Heaven, Kip. Not The Detail. I don’t give a rat’s flaming ass what he tells you, he’s a goddamn rent-a-cop. I’m the one who has to play up here and keep the fans happy, not him. Get me a decent-length patch cord. Now.”

      “I told you he’d flip out,” Kip muttered to Gregor as he passed, and Coby squelched a snort. Kip didn’t often speak out, but he had never been one to do a bad job, and Coby could see he was miffed at being yelled at when it wasn’t his fault.

      “You’re lucky you got this job at all,” Gregor said, low and angry. “I hired you because Coby put in a good word, not because I thought it was a good idea. You’re too transparent with this little crush of yours on—”

      “Gregor,” Bruce said into his mic, drowning out Gregor’s quiet reprimand. “Lewis is right. Kip works for us, not you. Kip, get the cords, please. Gregor, can you get off the stage? We need to get started.”

      Coby was grateful for Bruce’s intervention. It wasn’t good to let Gregor do this in front of everyone. Kip would be humiliated, and whether or not Gregor approved of the young man’s past infatuation, it was old news and no longer relevant.

      “And I need to do my job,” Gregor said.

      “Gregor,” Coby said softly into his own mic, “please get off the stage. We’re short on time.”

      Gregor made a sharp, annoyed noise. He didn’t even look in Coby’s direction as he jumped off the stage and made a sharp gesture to Dmitri, who stood at the top of the amphitheater’s steps. Dmitri came down to take up Gregor’s previous pacing in front of the stage, though he did it with less agitation and more professional aplomb. At least, it seemed that way to Coby. Gregor disappeared backstage, and the sound check proceeded after the delay of swapping out the too-short patch cords.

      While they all waited, Coby backed away from the mic and closed his eyes. He concentrated on every breathing exercise he knew, trying to find one that would calm him enough to sing. He could feel Bruce’s reassuring calm invading his inner space, and was grateful for it. It lapped at the edges of his panic, and he waded into the feeling, hoping for the soothing effect it often had.

      When he finally did sing, if it wasn’t with his usual confident strength, he would brush that off as saving his voice if anyone mentioned it. The only person who wouldn’t be fooled would be Bruce, but then, his twin wouldn’t out his growing trepidation to anyone. He could count on Bruce to keep this secret for one more concert, so long as he managed to get out there and actually sing when he had to.

      

      “Well,” Bruce let out a loud sigh as he flopped onto the bench behind the new trailer’s narrow kitchen table. “That was awkward.”

      “Lewis was right.”

      “So was Gregor.”

      It was Coby’s turn to sigh. “Yeah.” He sank onto the bench next to Bruce. “I hate this.” He dragged in a breath, but it wasn’t enough. It hadn’t seemed like enough all day.

      “Almost over.” Bruce rubbed circles on his back.

      “It’s stressful.” Coby wanted to ask his brother how he was dealing with all the tension. Bruce had a history of cracking and relying on outside sources to ease the burden. He wanted to ask, but he also wanted to trust Bruce to stay sober without his nagging too. Coby’s nitpicking had never been very effective anyway.

      “I’m fine,” Bruce said softly. “Completely. No chemical enhancements.” He smiled. “Promise.”

      “Thanks.” And really, Coby had to believe him, didn’t he? Hadn’t he always known when Bruce was high? That off-putting, stomach-clenching gut feeling that the world was too tippy and out of focus hadn’t been his imagination. Often enough now, it had been his clue that Bruce had given in and used. Even though it hadn’t happened in over three years, he would still recognize it if it happened again.

      “You worry too much,” Bruce said.

      “You’re my brother.”

      “That’s right, and you’re stuck with me. Deal with it.”

      An overwhelming urge to lean on Bruce washed over him, and Coby clenched his jaw. He wasn’t that weak. Bruce wasn’t that strong. But even as Coby had the thought, Bruce shifted, draped an arm over his shoulders, and knuckled his head lightly. “It’s not weak,” he said. “Mom would skin me if I didn’t take care of you.”

      “She always did think you were the badass.”

      Bruce grinned. “She was right.”

      Neither of them talked about Bruce’s addiction being at its worst during the year it took her to die, or how easily he might have followed her during the time right after.

      “God, I miss her.” They said it at the same time, looked at each other, and laughed softly.

      “Well that sucks.”

      Coby shrugged and straightened out of Bruce’s brotherly embrace. “A bit, yeah. She’d know what to do.”

      “WWMD.”

      Coby chuckled. “What Mom would do is root the creep out, march him by the ear down to the police station, and toss him in a cell.”

      “And probably swallow the key.”

      Coby laughed again. “Can you imagine Dad? He’d just shake his head and wait out in the car with his coffee and crosswords.”

      That made Bruce snort. “Yeah.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes until a knock on the door broke the reverie.

      Bruce frowned and pointed to the door leading to Coby’s closed-off space at the far end of the trailer.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Coby admonished. “Gregor’s not letting anyone near this trailer who doesn’t belong.” He got up and opened the door. He didn’t recognize the man under the brim of a baseball cap and sporting a heavy blond mustache. “Oh shit!” He stumbled back, partly under his own power and partly under Bruce’s hand hauling him away by one arm.

      “McBride!” Bruce’s thunderous yell rang in Coby’s ears.

      But Gregor was already there to thrust the stranger back and bull his way up onto the step in front of the brothers. Ivan was close on his heels, but he stopped outside the door.

      The intruder started backward and flung up his burden. “Flowers for Mr. Kennedy!” He practically whimpered as he held the long box in front of himself like a shield. “I’m just the delivery guy, I swear! Just the delivery guy!”

      Gregor snatched the box from him, while he glared at Ivan who had the man by the arm. “Where the hell were you?”

      Ivan pointed to a spot not ten feet away from the trailer door. “Not eavesdropping,” he growled. “Being polite. Not watching you pee.”

      Gregor grunted at him.

      “Come,” Ivan barked at the delivery guy, escorting him smartly off around the end of the trailer. “Deliveries go through management. Who do you work for?” His voice trailed off as they disappeared and was lost completely when Gregor slammed the door shut.

      “Fucking hell!” He tossed the box on the dining table. It was generic white, but the ribbon was a sparkling turquoise with an odd, almost fish-scale shimmer to it. “I take one minute to go for a fucking piss.”

      Coby stared at the box, his eyes growing wide and stinging. Bruce pushed it with a finger. “Shouldn’t you be checking if there’s a bomb in there or something?”

      Gregor growled. “It’s not any heavier than a dozen roses should be.” He pulled the bow loose and tore the lid off. The card right on top was too obvious to ignore. He snatched it up to read aloud.

      
        
        …. And the beat goes on….

      

      

      “What the hell does that mean?” Gregor asked.

      Bruce picked up a rose. The bloom dropped to one side, attached to its stem by the merest thread of fiber that fractured under the blossom’s weight. The petals made the faintest snapping sound as it plopped against the hard plastic tabletop. All the roses were similarly cut.

      Unbidden, a deeply vivid splash of ungodly crimson spread from the center of Coby’s being, taking any semblance of comforting music and twisting the chords out of tune. He winced.

      “That’s it,” Gregor snarled. “We have to call this.”

      “No,” Coby said quietly, fighting the tide of unsettling sound in his head. Right now he needed to see, not through the constant barrage of sound and his own weird writhing colour scheme of the world, but through plain, ordinary eyes. He needed to function as a normal human being for five minutes and make this decision based on facts and common sense. Not fancy. Not the twisted way his mind sometimes dealt with things.

      “It’s too late.” He doggedly pulled in a shallow breath, forcing his lungs to work and the panic not to drown him.

      “This is a threat, Cobe,” Bruce said. And thank God, because the sound of his voice splashed a cool fog of calm over him. The ugly colours receded. The strident music went silent.

      “We don’t know that.” He felt more than he heard Bruce’s disbelief and looked over. “I’ll stay back, like you said. But it’s the last show, home crowd. I’m not bailing on thousands because of one crackpot.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Listen to them.” Coby motioned to the stage through the trailer wall. Onstage, the opening band had begun their first set, and the crowd already sounded restless. But he heard the sound as exactly what it was: an upstart country band with a lot of potential and the chance to win over a skeptical crowd. The music was clear and just plain music, with no interference from his warped mind. “They’re tolerating this opening band. If we don’t go on, it’s going to ruin them. I’ve seen it happen. A local band opens for a hit, and it makes their career. But I’ve seen what happens when the big guns fail the local guys. Crowds blame them, and that isn’t fair. It could just as easily destroy their chance as make it.” He looked to Bruce for support, and got a grudging nod of agreement.

      “He’s right. We really can’t call this off at this late date.” He pointed a finger at Gregor. “You stay close and make sure.”

      Gregor nodded. “You know I will.”

      Bruce’s jaw clenched, as did his fist as he dropped his arm back to his side. “Okay. We have to get ready, Cobe.” He fit the lid back on the box, retied the gaudy ribbon, and carried it to the door. “Hey!” He called out, and a moment later, Kip appeared. “Trash this.”

      “No.” Gregor held up a hand. “We need to call the police.”

      “There’s no time now,” Coby said quietly. “We have to get ready.”

      Gregor turned to Kip. “Keep that somewhere safe. We’ll call after the show. I don’t want anyone touching it.”

      Kip’s eyes widened slightly, but he nodded. “Sure.” He all but grabbed the box and hurried off.

      “This is crazy.” Coby fretted and paced.

      “Stop.” Bruce’s hand on him startled him into stillness. He realized it wasn’t Bruce, and that had been the shock. He was so used to Bruce’s tactile efforts to calm him, it had twisted his perspective to know Bruce was out of reach and to still feel the calming touch.

      He faced Gregor. “What?”

      “You’re going to do this.”

      Coby nodded.

      “Then do it. Commit. Go out there and do your thing. I’ll take care of you.”

      A shiver ran down Coby’s spine and his knees shook a little.

      “Okay?” Gregor asked.

      Coby swallowed and stared into the pretty brown eyes, tinged with worry, edged with lines of stress, and saw something in there. It called to the quavering part of him that usually sought out Bruce’s steadiness. “Yeah,” he whispered, taking a small step closer to his bodyguard.

      Gregor’s hand on his arm warmed and tightened. “Okay, then.” He smiled, and a bit of the stress eased from his face. He straightened and moved closer. “Okay. We can do this. You have to trust me.”

      “I do.”

      Gregor’s smile was like a tsunami of relief washing over Coby, and Coby smiled back.

      The pad of Gregor’s palm fit perfectly in the crook of Coby’s elbow, firm and masculine. He absorbed the feel of it, and the quavering calmed, stilled, and for what felt like the first time all afternoon, Coby managed a breath that filled his lungs. “Okay,” he said, barely above a whisper. “Okay.”

      “Good….” The pause caught Coby’s attention and he held his breath. “Good.” Gregor squeezed and then let him go.

      And Coby could breathe again. Normally. Like he hadn’t been fighting the tide of panic all afternoon.

      “Fucking thank God,” Bruce said softly. “C’mon, Cobe. Let’s get you to makeup.”

      “And you,” Coby replied, flicking the ends of Bruce’s hair sticking from a bright yellow clip. “You can’t go on stage like that.”

      Bruce grinned at him. “Says who?”
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