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Prologue

Denver, Colorado

 

Curtis Scrimm, lead guitarist of Viciöus, strode into the hotel ballroom and spread his arms wide, reveling in the cheers of men and squeals of adoration from multitudes of gorgeous young women. He loved playing Denver shows. The high elevation gave the stage lights an extra shining quality, and the fans were extra exuberant.

He grinned at his bandmates as they spread out through the room to enjoy the after-party. They’d been gods on that stage, and now it was time to celebrate and soak up even more adoration. That blonde by the bar looked willing to show some appreciation. Or that redhead by the table of appetizers…

But first, he needed a little bit of a pick-up. Curt rubbed his nose. They’d played an extra-long set tonight, after spending countless hours on the road yesterday and then staying up late at Klement’s place, hanging out with Bleeding Vengeance, their opening band. Problem was, Curt had done his last line of coke before the show. But at a party like this, he had no doubt he’d be able to replenish his stash. His best friend, Lefty Swanson, the lead guitarist of Bleeding Vengeance, could find an eight ball anywhere. So Curt would search him out, then they’d find some hot chicks and have themselves a party before it was time to get back on the road.

Scanning the room, Curt saw the other three guys of Bleeding Vengeance standing next to Kinley Black, the guitar tech for himself and Quinn, his band’s lead singer. Kinley was also a host of a metal fan site, and it looked like Bleeding Vengeance was giving her an interview. It also appeared that Cliff, Bleeding Vengeance’s lead singer, was trying to interest her in more than an interview, given how close he leaned toward her—and from the sight of Quinn’s murderous glare, there was no mistaking that Quinn had it bad for the new roadie, especially with all of his posturing to keep her away from other men on the road. Curt would bet his last line that Quinn was fucking Kinley…if he had a line.

He shrugged. The relationship made no difference to him as long as Kinley did her job and kept his amps plugged in and his guitar tuned. He didn’t get it, himself. The chick was okay-looking, but she was a little too butch in her manner. Perfect to hang out with as one of the guys, but he preferred a woman in his bed.

Of course, Kin had plenty of talent with a guitar. So much that he’d been compelled to teach her some of his riffs. She was a sharp learner, a thousand times better than their last guitar tech, but Quinn would have his hands full with her. Of that, Curt had no doubt. That’s why Curt kept his own sexual encounters limited to a different chick at every stop. There was no shortage of women on tour, each eager to bed down with a legend—a refreshing change from his high school days when he’d been a zitty, braces-face dweeb that girls never paid any attention to.

Of course, right now, Curt needed a line more than sex.

As if summoned by his wish, Lefty appeared. “I scored two eight balls from this chick backstage. She practically gave them to me, man.” He waggled his eyebrows. “As well as a whole lot more. So I still have some cash left over when we need to re-up.”

Curt paused despite the tingling in the back of his throat that was in anticipation of the coke. “I heard Klement say you hocked your Gibson. You didn’t have to do that. I could have covered this round.”

 “Don’t worry about it, man,” Lefty said with an indifferent smile. “I’ll get it back when we get our cut from the tour. Done it before.”

“Okay,” Curt said, a queasy feeling settling in his stomach. Hocking your gear was a no-no. And Lefty had done it twice?

A pair of gorgeous babes headed toward them, clearly in the mood to do anything he and Lefty wanted, so after signing autographs he and Lefty led the girls up to Lefty’s suite, a night of fun guaranteed.

God, Curt loved being a rock star. From loser to god. The American dream.

Until the next morning, when he awoke to see his best friend lying dead beside him.

 


Chapter One

Two years later

 

Most. Awkward. Thanksgiving dinner. Ever.

Curtis never should have come back to his childhood home in Minnesota. He closed his eyes as the sound of knives and forks clinking against Mom’s best china grew deafening. When he opened them, Mom met his gaze, her eyes tremulous and hopeful as if she wanted to ask something but was afraid his answer would ruin the so-called cheer.

Dad alternated between glaring at him like he was an insect crawling on the turkey and flat out ignoring his presence. His brother and sister carried on conversations with their spouses, pretending he wasn’t there. His aunts and uncles darted nervous glances at him like they either expected him to start snorting lines on the table or go on a murder spree. It was hard to tell which they found more disturbing: the fact that he had spent several years as the lead guitarist for a famous thrash metal band, or that he’d just been released from a rehab clinic.

The rehab clinic? Really? Curt sighed. Why couldn’t they understand it was the reason he sat with them now? That reconnecting with his family was a crucial step in the recovery process? His drug counselor had warned him that this part would be difficult, but Curt was starting to think that not only would such a thing be impossible, it was also something he really had no interest in doing. They were all a judgmental bunch of hypocrites.

As if to prove his point, his dad, a former army sergeant, glared at him over the plate of stuffing. “You finally gonna cut that hair and get a real job, boy?”

Boy. Curt ground his teeth and resisted the urge to argue for the tenth time that at twenty-eight years old he was a man. It would be useless. No matter how successful he and Viciöus grew, Dad always saw his music career as the hobby of a child. It didn’t help that, after realizing how badly he’d fucked everything up with his coke addiction, Curt now found a kernel of truth in the sentiment. If he’d been a grownup, he would have spent his earnings on things like insurance, a retirement account, and a mortgage. Not drugs.

Still, the thought of packing away his guitar, putting on a suit, and locking himself in a cubicle in some nine-to-five prison held no appeal. Music was the only thing Curt was good at, the only thing that made him feel complete—at least until he’d started doing coke.

On cue, an icy-hot sensation trickled down the back of his throat. Another craving, though thankfully not as intense as they used to be.

“Curtis?” Mom’s voice broke through his inner turmoil. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Would you please pass me the mashed potatoes?”

As she handed him the bowl, Curt cast a glare at his dad. “I made six figures every year with Viciöus, Dad. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but my career choice isn’t one of them.”

“But your career”—Dad said the word with a sneer—“is what got you into drugs in the first place.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Curt snapped. “The rest of the band was clean. Getting hooked on coke was my fault.” And so was getting Lefty hooked on coke. Holding himself accountable for his addiction had never been any trouble for Curt during drug counseling. It was all the stuff afterward that was hard.

Before he said anything he’d regret, Curt stuffed a spoonful of mashed potatoes in his mouth. Regret at subjecting himself and his family to this awkward reunion made his stomach curdle. He should have taken up either Quinn or Tony on their offers to have dinner with their families, but something had held him back. Maybe it was the fact that both of those guys had everything so together. That made him feel like a worthless piece of shit.

Funny, how it had never bothered him before. He’d pitied Tony for being tied down with a wife while he and the rest of the band could take their pick of groupies, and he had been perfectly content for Quinn to make all the decisions while he just played his guitar, did coke, and got laid. Or maybe his reluctance to see them now was just a natural embarrassment at all of his past fuckups. There were plenty of other issues that boiled under the surface, lurking with such bitter pressure that Curt couldn’t yet bring voice to them.

The potatoes turned into a thick, sticky lump in his mouth. Curt choked them down, his eyes starting to water. “May I be excused? I need to get up early to catch my flight back to Seattle.” 

Never mind that he had only just now decided to leave. He needed to get out of here.

Mom dropped her fork with a clatter and gave him a wounded look. “But you just got here!”

Dad remained silent, but the apparent relief in his eyes made Curt realize he’d made the right decision. Though, the fact that his brother and sister didn’t object made a twinge of hurt squeeze his chest. Especially his brother, whom he knew had gotten himself into trouble with meth back in high school. His sister was no angel either.

Curt remained firm about cutting his visit short. “I know, but I have a lot to do before I can get my life back on track.”

“Are you coming home for Christmas?” Mom asked, ignoring Dad’s glare.

“Why should I bother?” Curt rose from the table, his knuckles almost as white as the tablecloth. “So you can look at me with scorn and knock me down with your judgments when I’m just getting back up?”

“Curt!” Mom gasped.

“Forget it. I followed my rehab step in seeing my family. Now I can check it off my list. I don’t need to deal with your hypocrisy anymore. Besides, I hate Christmas.”

His father rose, face red and jowls quivering. “Now, Son—”

As if the universe decided to bail him out, Curt’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket. It was Quinn. He couldn’t leave the lead singer of Viciöus and the de facto leader of his band waiting, right? Not if he wanted to get back into the thick of it.

He did, didn’t he?

“I gotta take this. It’s business.”

Striding out of the dining room as quickly as possible without breaking into a run, Curt swiped his finger across the screen of his phone to answer. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Happy Thanksgiving,” Quinn said in that talking-to-a-guy-on-a-ledge voice he’d used with Curt since Lefty died.

“You too,” Curt replied reflexively, heading down the hall and up the stairs.

“You don’t sound too good. You okay?”

Concern with a touch of suspicion radiated from Quinn’s voice, and Curt cringed at the unspoken question. What he really meant was, “Did you have another relapse?” But the singer was too tactful to ask directly.

 “I’m fine,” he grunted. “I just finished having Thanksgiving dinner with my folks. It was…less than cheerful.”

“Ah.” Understanding rang in Quinn’s voice. He’d met Curt’s family more than once. “I told you to come have dinner with us. My mom said you were welcome.”

“I know, man.” Curt sighed as he reached his old bedroom and closed the door behind him. “But my counselor thought it would be good for me.”

Saying the excuse out loud made it seem even lamer. He’d been the family outcast even before he became a junkie. Why should things change now?

“What are you doing for Christmas?” Quinn prodded.

Curt eyed a wrinkled brochure lying on the bed. He spoke before his friend could issue a new invitation, especially for that obnoxious holiday. “I have plans.”

“Okay…,” Quinn said slowly. “Why do I get the feeling you’re avoiding us? Are you not coming back to Viciöus?”

A note of challenge crept into Curt’s voice. A note of the fear he’d been avoiding admitting to himself after all that had happened. After the past two years of being away from it all. “Do you really want me to?”

Silence thundered through the phone. Quinn finally spoke. “You were there first.”

“No, I wasn’t.” Curt rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to ignore an impending headache. “You had Jamie before me.”

Quinn snorted. “Jamie barely counts. He was only with us for the first album, which most people aren’t even aware of. You were there since ‘Bayonet,’ the one that made people notice us. Viciöus wouldn’t exist anymore if it weren’t for your riffs.”

The sincerity in Quinn’s voice rushed over Curt in a scalding wave. He was glad, but why did the guy have to be so loyal? “So, what are you going to do? Kick Kinley out of the band? I mean, not only has she made an incredible contribution to Viciöus, she’s your wife for Christ’s sake!”

Though, Curt hadn’t made it to the wedding.

“She knows her spot was supposed to be temporary,” Quinn replied. “She was there, remember? When you asked her to step in until you were well.”

Curt nodded, though Quinn couldn’t see him. Kinley had started out as their roadie and then later been promoted to guitar tech after they found out she could shred like a pro. She’d been promoted even further after Curt went away. At his own suggestion.

“Look,” he finally said. “When I woke up that awful morning, with my best friend dead beside me, only two coherent thoughts remained in my fucked-up head. First…” He lifted one finger. “It easily could have been me. Second, it was all my fault.”

“Curt—,” Quinn began, but Curt cut him off.

“I couldn’t bear facing you guys, my fans, and especially the members of Bleeding Vengeance after that.”

He’d known that morning he would drop out of the tour. Of course, despite his words, getting clean wasn’t his first priority. Getting away from everyone before he could endanger them was.

“And there,” Curt continued, “we had a capable guitarist on hand like it was meant to be. And it was. She’s too damn good to be a temp for anyone.”

Not for a second did he regret asking Kinley to take his place, though he was still embarrassed at crying in her arms like a little boy solely because she was the closest thing he had to a mother at that moment. After that, he’d found it hard to look Kinley in the eye when she and Quinn had visited him at the clinic. But whenever he watched the YouTube footage of her onstage, standing where he should be, Curt felt a sort of bittersweet pride. She belonged there, just like he wasn’t sure he did anymore. He believed in fate; he just didn’t believe it always had something good in store for him.

A disturbing thought surfaced. What if Quinn and Kinley were having relationship problems?

“Does she want to leave the band?”

“No!” Quinn nearly shouted. “But she needs to know where she stands and figure out what she’s going to do when you come back. Whether we’ll have three guitarists, or I quit playing rhythm, or if she’s going to join another band.”

The tone of Quinn’s last words made it clear that he didn’t want Kinley in another band. To be honest, Curt didn’t either. He kinda saw Kin as his protégée. He’d never known a guitar tech to pick up his technique so quickly. And to have her join another band felt like sending her to play on the enemy’s team. But three guitars seemed kind of corny and having Quinn give up playing rhythm didn’t feel right either.

“I don’t know, man…” Curt slumped on the bed, glaring at the redecorated walls of his old bedroom. All of his old band posters had been torn away, and the walls were now painted an insipid powder blue. His family had wasted no time in erasing every trace of his personality. They’d probably tossed the horror movies he’d left behind as well.

“Do you want to leave us?” Quinn demanded. “If you do, I need to know soon. Our fans need to know soon. It’s been two years, which is long enough. Whether you’re staying or going, I’ll support you either way.”

“I’m…honestly not sure what’s right.” Finally, the truth was spoken aloud, but it didn’t make Curt feel any more liberated. “I still have some thinking to do.”

Quinn sighed. “Can you make your decision by New Year’s? We’ll make an announcement at the Headbangers’ Bash.”

Dread crawled up Curt’s spine. The Headbangers’ Bash was an annual private party for everyone who was anyone in the metal world. So not only would musicians he looked up to be there and possibly eye him with condemnation after all that had happened, but he’d also have to face Bleeding Vengeance again. His former friends. The band whose lead guitarist he’d killed.

Of course, if he went back to Viciöus, he’d have to face them a lot because the two bands often toured together and Quinn and the bass player were best friends. And the Bash was as good a place as any to make his reemergence on the scene. Whether he liked it or not, it was time to figure out what came next.

Despite his churning stomach, he forced himself to sound confident.“I can do that.”

The two of them talked a little more, pretending everything was getting back to normal. They talked about how the band was doing, how Quinn’s wedding had gone, and then about upcoming tours. After they got off the phone, Curt set his cell on the dresser, gave a sigh of relief, and picked up the brochure he’d been fascinated with ever since he found it in the rec room at the rehab clinic. It seemed particularly appealing now. Above a picture of an elaborate modern cabin nestled in a snowy mountain valley, the caption read:

Visit Yellowstone Winter Lodges.

Even though he’d memorized the descriptions of all the place had to offer, Curt read through each again. There were a ton of resort-level activities to be had at the main lodges—shopping, spas, park tours, and the like—but it was the cabins that appealed to him. They had no vehicle access aside from snowcoaches and snowmobiles; no cell service, televisions, or radios. Utter and complete isolation.

Perfect.

After this time at home and the incessant quacking television, crowded group sessions, and constant checkups with his counselor, sponsor, and other people at the rehab clinic, all Curt wanted for the Christmas season was to be alone.

 


Chapter Two

New York City

 

Dezra Hopkins, stage name Desdemona, ladled a generous helping of gravy onto a plate of mashed potatoes. The homeless man who held it gave her a toothy smile before moving on to the next volunteer who was serving the turkey.

Five years. That’s how long it had been since she was on the other side of this line, kicked out of her foster parents’ house, migrating between various friends’ couches, and sometimes sleeping in her car. Today, even though she had plenty of money from her royalties—or at least enough for the time being—the memory of how angry, scared, and hopeless she’d been in those days brought a fierce and sudden dryness to her throat.

Another craving for booze.

Closing her eyes, Dezra took a deep breath through her nose before looking at the cheery wreaths, paper Santas, and silver garland decorating the soup kitchen in which she stood. She then concentrated on one of her happier memories from her soup kitchen days.

Christmas.

Her adopted parents had been devout Jehovah’s Witnesses, so her childhood had offered no celebrations of birthdays, no Easter, no Halloween, no Hannukah, and no Christmas. Sure, she’d seen some decorations at school and ridden with her friends through the local neighborhoods to see all the lights, and every once in a while, a friend had sneaked her a present, but it hadn’t seemed real without being fully involved. It hadn’t been real until she first came into this very shelter and sat down to a Christmas dinner and then received a new sweater from one of the donated gifts under the tree. On that day, Dezra had fully felt like she was part of the holiday. Even though her life was in shambles, as she’d held that new sweater, sipped her cocoa, and sang along to the carols, Dezra had felt a warm glow of hope and fellowship with others. She’d loved Christmas ever since.

The sentiment hadn’t gone over well when she joined Scalpel, a death metal band. Death metal was her other true love. When she roared like a demonic beast, she felt powerful, indestructible: the antithesis of that light fragility she experienced with choir singing.

Death metal techniques were challenging puzzles. Triumph like no other had radiated through Dezra when she mastered the Chop, the Squeal, the Djent, the Chain Gun, and the Ear Rape. Her bass guitar instructor at her parents’ church had no clue about those techniques. The morbid lyrics and imagery of death metal called out to her sense of rebellion and disdain for conformity, but most of all, the way she’d been welcomed and embraced in the death metal community was what had made Dezra certain that this was the world for her.

The only area where she didn’t fit in was with her enthusiasm for the holidays. Her death metal compatriots scorned Christmas almost more than any other aspect of American culture, probably because spewing hate for religious themes was almost as constant in death metal as it was in black metal, the genre’s darker cousin. But Scalpel’s mockery hadn’t stopped Dezzie from decorating her apartment and singing carols when she was alone. In fact, the thought of being stuck in the rehab clinic during Christmas had motivated her to push harder on her path to recovery.

Recovery. Part of that was making amends.

Though her band had said they forgave her and would continue to pay royalties on the albums she’d recorded with them, it was clear she would not be welcomed back. So, if Dezzie wanted to keep her career in music, she’d have to find a new band, which was easier said than done. The death metal community was very tight-knit, and it seemed every band was already full. To make things worse, everyone in the business had either heard of or seen the footage of the humiliating fuckup that got her thrown out of Scalpel in the first place, so other bands would be naturally hesitant to take a risk on her anyway.

Of course, some would reject her because she was a woman, half Black, or both. Though, not as many as she’d first expected. For all of death metal’s scary reputation, the sect seemed to have less racism than some of the more mainstream subgenres of the metal world.

There was definitely hope. Her saving grace was her voice. Regardless of her past, Desdemona’s deep and throaty roar was highly praised in the metal community. She was counting on that voice to get her back into the business.

Dezzie couldn’t imagine a life without singing. She couldn’t imagine a life without furious guitar riffs and cheering crowds. Music was the most important thing to her, even though her alcoholism had made her forget it. No matter what, she had to do what she could to keep things moving forward. If worse came to worst, she’d start scouring the clubs and hook up with some talented beginners.

Of course, she wasn’t ready to try that route. Not yet. It wasn’t that she had a problem with starting back at the bottom. She just didn’t know if she would be able to enter one of those old school clubs, like Duff’s or The Lucky Thirteen, and not be tempted to drink. One of these days, she would be ready to face that challenge, but not just yet.

Another craving hammered her. A glass of wine would be so good right now. Hell, a whole bottle. Throughout her entire adult life, no one had really loved her, but wine sure had made her believe it did for the longest time. And maybe…

No, she wouldn’t give in. Wine lied. Dezra shook her head, denying its cajoling. She’d focus strictly on the present until the need for alcohol faded completely away.

Amends. She was making amends. So, since she didn’t have any family to reconcile with for drinking—not really since her adopted parents had disowned her when she was seventeen—Dezra had decided to pay it forward and volunteer at this soup kitchen and other homeless shelters between steps to find a new band. The experience had already been more rewarding than she anticipated, helping those who’d first helped her. She’d even decorated the dining hall and helped cook this massive Thanksgiving feast for the homeless, as well as donated hats and blankets she’d knitted while in rehab. Keeping her hands busy helped suppress the cravings.

An alarmingly young teen boy grinned at her as she scooped out potatoes. “Hey, you’re Desdemona, aren’t you?”

“I am.” She smiled back, warm hope banishing her craving for a drink. Someone recognized me! Surely that meant something. But her pleasure was dampened by seeing a kid homeless at such a young age. He couldn’t be older than fifteen.

“Is it true that you left Scalpel?” he asked.

Dezra nodded. “Yeah. I had a drinking problem. But I’m getting better. I’m four months sober.”

The kid’s eyes widened, probably at her candid response. Then he asked, “Will you go back to singing with another band?”

“That’s the plan,” she said. To avoid going into just how difficult that would be, she changed the subject. “I know I shouldn’t pry, but you look young to be on the streets.”

The boy shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. “My parents threw me out for being gay. But my aunt’s going to take me in. I’m catching a bus later, but I only had enough for the ticket, and it doesn’t leave until tomorrow, and I’m hungry, so…”

He trailed off, but Dezra sighed in relief. She was glad the kid would have somewhere to stay. She’d been about to offer up the couch in her apartment, but with her plan to leave in a couple of weeks, it would have been a pretty temporary solution.

The person behind the kid made an impatient grunt, and the boy scuttled forward with a sheepish smile. Dezra served the rest of the line before getting her own plate and going to sit and enjoy it.

Snow flurries fell lightly outside the windows, emphasizing the surprisingly cozy, if sparse interior of the soup kitchen. Conversations flew around her, many expressing thankfulness and hope, though a few glum souls could not be cheered. Picking listlessly at their turkey, two men and one woman whispered worriedly about what they’d do if they didn’t find jobs, or at least decent shelter, before the full brunt of winter set in. Dezra knew that terror all too well. Once more, she thanked the powers that be that she’d been kicked out of her adopted family’s home during spring and gotten on her feet before winter. She’d never forget that time of fearful uncertainty.

If she didn’t find another band in the next six months, she could end up back there.

Her mind chose that moment for a guilt-trip attempt about her extravagant purchase that morning, but Dezzie shoved it away. For one thing, she’d budgeted. She’d move out of her apartment in two weeks, keeping most of her stuff in storage until she found more affordable accommodations. Furthermore, her last royalty check was larger than expected, and she’d even discovered her bank account was plumper than originally calculated because someone had anonymously paid a third of her rehab costs. She suspected it was one of her bandmates, but none of them would ever cop to it. Either way, she now had money for half a year’s expenses.

So, there was no reason to feel guilty about treating herself to something nice. Christmas was coming up, and this was the reward she’d promised herself if she could make it out of rehab. Which she had done.

Two weeks. That’s what she’d have. Two weeks away from everything. She’d booked a winter cabin in Yellowstone, and she would spend the time sledding, sipping cocoa, looking at wildlife, and learning to snowshoe. She’d buy herself a small turkey and all the fixin’s and make a feast. She even planned on getting a tree and decorating her cabin, as the manager had told her they had a small tree farm at the edge of the park for that very purpose. Sure, she didn’t have any family or friends to share the holiday with, but Dezra wouldn’t let that stop her.

She was going to have the best Christmas ever.

 


Chapter Three

 

Curt sucked in another breath of clear winter air and looked down the hill at the bison milling around the valley. He wished he could get closer but knew better than to ignore the signs that warned people to keep their distance. Such cautions abounded in this place, where wolves had been reintroduced, where countless other beautiful, dangerous animals naturally roamed, and where the land itself could be as formidable as it was picturesque. But the outdoors sure beat the hell out of the lodge, with its overpriced shops, tourist attraction hawkers, and the constant milling of rich ski junkies.

Instead of moving forward, Curt zoomed in the lens of his new camera until it looked like he was standing right next to the bison and snapped a few photos. Maybe next time, he would get a wolf or bobcat. He was getting to be a pretty decent photographer, and he had even set up a little darkroom in his cabin since getting here four days ago. He liked doing the manual development of film more than just playing with digital images. And who knew, maybe he could fall back on that as a career if he couldn’t get his groove back with his guitar-playing. Maybe it was fate that had led him to buy the camera, tripod, and all the various accouterments.

No. He shook his head. Music was still his passion. The sheer bliss of playing the perfect riff still beckoned him like a drug—a healthy drug. The problem was, he just couldn’t get there anymore. He couldn’t get excited about the usual riffs and melodies that he’d made a major part of Viciöus. He couldn’t even muster a thrill when he tried playing songs by the classic bands who’d originally inspired him. Not even a hint of a thrill. Which was yet another reason he remained hesitant to rejoin Viciöus: If he couldn’t get his groove back, his performances would be joyless and lackluster. He didn’t want that, and neither would listeners. And the band didn’t deserve it. Not when they now had Kinley’s vibrant contributions.

There had to be something he could do to recover his enthusiasm. He’d been brainstorming since arriving here. Maybe there was something different—some style, some technique—he could learn that would transform his playing into something fresh. Something fun. The usual serious Viciöus stuff seemed as barren as an arctic landscape.

Or, maybe it was just his cravings for coke. They might be killing his hunger for music like they’d killed his desire for women.

He hadn’t been with a woman since Lefty died. The lack of intimacy wasn’t that big of a deal, Curt supposed, since he’d never really had any. His relationships had never lasted longer than a tour stop, and he wasn’t looking for anyone to yammer at him about his feelings now. Still, it was unnerving: this loss of desire, this sense of emptiness. Eventually, that had to fade away, right?

His nose itched as if in refutation.

The sky was darkening, so Curt packed up his camera, put his helmet on, and climbed back on his rental snowmobile. It was time to get back to his cabin. No way in hell was he experienced enough with these things to drive one at night. But damn, they were fun. Maybe after he got his shit together, he’d take a cue from Quinn and move out of Seattle to somewhere that actually snowed enough for him to have an excuse to drive one semi-regularly.

He tore off down the hill at breakneck speed, exhilaration flooding his being, banishing his coke cravings and worries about what he was going to do about the future. Pulling right up to the front of his cabin, he leaped off and chained the vehicle to one of the rails on the wooden deck, then paused as he heard a rumbling.

Had he left the engine running…? No. It was a different timbre, and it was coming from the cabin next door to the one he’d rented. More of a growling sound.

Was it an animal? There were wolves, cougars, bobcats, lynx, and bears around here, but would any of them come so close? Would they actually find a way into one of these locked cabins?

Grabbing his bag at an angle where he could swing it, Curt slowly walked toward the noise. As he approached the cabin, he realized that there was something familiar about the sound, which continued, something that, despite its sinister depth, evoked a sense of cheer.

Another step and Curt realized the growling was human. It was “Deck the Halls” sung in a death metal style.

Curt blinked in surprise. The last thing he’d expected was to find another metalhead up here. He focused on the chaotic singing with a frown, trying to place it as he made his way up the cabin steps. He knew that voice, and…had heard it back in the rehab clinic!

But that was impossible. What would she be doing here?

Without thinking further, Curt reached out and rapped his knuckles on the door. The growling stopped, and the sound of footsteps padded close before the door opened to reveal a decadently beautiful woman with sinfully black hair and creamy, light brown skin.

“Dezra,” Curt whispered.

It was her.

Their encounters at Willowbridge had been brief but memorable. Of all the people he’d met at the clinic, this little death metal singer had been the one he’d connected to most. There was just something about her. Maybe it was that, if he’d been thinking of sex at all since Lefty’s death, she would have made him think of it. A lot. Or maybe it was just that she was cool as fuck.

Her large dark eyes widened in recognition. “Curt!” For a moment, she smiled, but then her lush lips curved downward. “Did you follow me here?”

The suspicion in her voice, tinged with a touch of fear, made him step backward and hold up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “No! I found the brochure for this place in the rec room back at Willowbridge and thought it looked like a nice place to spend Christmas. I just wanted some peace and quiet, I swear!”

Dezra regarded him with narrowed eyes, freezing him in place as she seemed to dissect his soul. At last, her shoulders relaxed, and a dry chuckle tumbled from her throat. “I was wondering what happened to that brochure. I had to go online to finish checking the place out before I made my reservations.”

Curt couldn’t hide his incredulity. “That brochure was yours?”

She nodded.

Curt shook his head, both pleased and a little off-balance, as her presence made him think of Willowbridge. It hadn’t been a super high-class place like the Betty Ford Clinic, all Lifestyles of the Rich and Detoxing, but it wasn’t an institutional prison either. The staff was compassionate, the food not bad, and the counselors were focused more on actually helping people fight their addictions than converting them to an AA-style religion.

The group sessions were still tedious, of course. Curt had already been in and out of Willowbridge for over a year, recovering from his third relapse, and newcomers had ceased to interest him. Then Dezra appeared.

Her folding chair had been scooted slightly back from the circle as if she wanted nothing to do with anyone. But Curt’s least favorite counselor ignored that. He’d called on her to answer the question they’d all taken turns answering that morning.

“Dezra, before alcohol took control of your life, what was your favorite thing to do?”

She’d stood, offering a straight and balanced stance that conveyed power, and Curt hadn’t been able to stop his eyes from devouring her smooth skin, liquid onyx eyes, and hair done up in countless ebony braids. And her lace corset top, black pants with multitudes of buckles and zippers, and leather combat boots screamed heavy metal. He wasn’t sure what kind.

Strange. People of color were even rarer in metal than women—a fact that mystified Curt, since, as far as he understood, Black people had invented rock and roll.

“I like to sing.”

The woman’s voice had refocused his attention. There was a smoky undertone to it and a reluctance that stirred Curt’s belly with a poignant tug. If he’d encountered her back in his days with Viciöus he’d be doing everything in his power to get into those snug-fitting pants. Or, then again, maybe not. Something about her radiated a quiet dignity, something that warned him to keep his hands off unless his attentions were noble.

He’d shaken his head, trying to clear away the strange thoughts. Since when had he thought about women and nobility in the same breath?

“That’s very nice,” the counselor gushed. Curt had hated that guy and his annoying saccharine voice that always spoke like to a kindergartener. “Would you sing for us?”

Dezra looked down at the toes of her combat boots. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Don’t be shy. We’d love to hear a song, wouldn’t we?” The counselor’s gaze had prodded the circle, the members of which nodded in reluctant agreement because everyone was impatient to be done with the session. It wouldn’t matter to them if the woman brayed like a donkey.

“All right,” Dezra said. “If you insist.”

She had stepped forward then, an impish glint in her brown eyes that made Curt lean forward with interest….

Her lush lips parted, and a deep, guttural roar poured forth, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. Blistering lyrics of death and destruction echoed through the room as the counselor’s face turned white as Swiss cheese.

“Ripping flesh, blood geyser, atrophy of the soul…”

Everyone else in the circle drew back in horror, except for Curt, and silence filled the room as Dezra finished. The other patients stared slack-jawed as if she’d slapped them. Curt had felt a giddy grin spread across his face, and he’d stood and applauded. Dezra met his gaze, and a spark arced between them.

Of course, it hadn’t gone anywhere. Even if Curt hadn’t been numb to desire, there was no way he would embark on what those in rehab called “the thirteenth step,” which was getting involved with a fellow addict. He’d heard enough horror stories to know better. Besides, he’d never been in a real relationship before, and now was no time to start. He’d even briefly imagined what his father would say at seeing him in an interracial relationship. Though nothing overtly racist had ever been said, Curt’s dad was so whitebread that Curt figured he had to lean that way.

The counselor had recovered first, clapping with shaky hands. “That was…ah, very unique.”

Dezra and Curt had grinned at each other from across the therapy circle, and another spark had arced between them.

Another spark that went nowhere.

They hadn’t run into each other very often after that, actually. Curt was too out of it with withdrawals, or shut away in his room, not wanting to do anything with anyone. But there had been a couple occasions when Curt played his guitar in the rec room and Dezra plopped down beside him with her bass, playing along to whatever melody his fingers conjured, a beautiful yet voiceless shadow harmonizing with his songs.

At first, he’d been nervous. He’d wondered if she was joining him to flirt, which was more than he could handle, but her silence had negated that suspicion quickly. They’d never talked during those mini jam sessions, so Curt decided that she just wasn’t interested in him in that way. Maybe she only went for guys of her heritage, or maybe she… Against his better wisdom, he had found himself wondering who she was and how she’d come to be there. Eventually, during their extremely brief conversations after jamming, he’d learned that she was in rehab for a drinking problem, that she was the ex-lead singer and bassist for Scalpel, a renowned death metal band, and that she was as much if not a bigger deal than he was, at least in death metal circles.

That was another reason to keep their interaction limited to occasional guitar practice. Because, not only were they fellow addicts in a rehab clinic, they were also colleagues in the real world. The opportunities for disaster and awkwardness were multiplied.

But that was then. This was now. He was standing in the snowy wilderness on the porch of a rustic cabin, and once again life had thrown them together. He was here because of a pamphlet she’d left in the rec room.

A hot, heavy feeling bloomed in his chest. This was such a crazy coincidence, like in those silly rom-coms that his sister adored. The thought invoked mingled tendrils of hope and trepidation that crept around his belly like vines, but Curt shook off the feeling with bitter regret. He was still unready to begin anything serious. So this was just his past insisting upon haunting him.

“Um…” Dezra frowned and shifted her door slightly. “Do you wanna come in so I don’t let the heat out?”

Heat flooded Curt’s face. How long had he been standing there, staring at her like a dope while all of the warm air rushed out of her cabin?

“Yeah. Sorry.”

He followed her inside and froze in surprise. The interior of her cabin was almost a carbon copy of his, with its rustic pine walls, cozy living room set with a checkered sofa, fur rugs, and roaring fireplace However, unlike Curt’s cabin, Dezra’s looked like Santa’s workshop had exploded. Wreaths, nutcrackers, garland, and other Christmas decorations covered nearly every surface. A lifetime of his mom’s kitschy efforts couldn’t compete. Even the guitar amp in the corner of the living room was decked out with a big red bow.

“Whoa,” he breathed.

Dezra crossed her arms over her chest, looking endearingly shy and defensive in her Krampus sweater. At least he approved of that. A Christmas-themed horror monster was more up his alley than the rest of this stuff.

“I like Christmas, okay?” she said.

“No, it’s fine.” He held up his hands in surrender, hoping none of his reflexive disdain for the holiday showed, knowing his personal baggage wasn’t her fault. “It looks…great in here. Really festive. I just have lights in my windows, and that’s it because I’m more of a Halloween guy. And because they came with the cabin.”

She grinned. “Oh, I love Halloween too. Which did you like best when you were a kid? Dressing up or trick-or-treating?”

“Dressing up,” Curt answered. “I mean, candy’s great, but I always loved being someone or something else for a night.”

“That’s how I always felt about it,” Dezra said. She paused. “Well, I would have felt that way. My parents never let me go trick-or-treating.”

“Really?” Curt couldn’t hide his shock. Her parents had stopped her from going out on Halloween? That sounded like they were even bigger dicks than his own. But he didn’t want to vocalize that sentiment, so he turned and let his gaze rove the winter wonderland she’d arranged.

“Are they joining you?” he asked after a moment, then clarified. “For the holiday.” Christmas was eight days away.

Dezra blushed, her skin tinting like cinnamon. “No. It’s just me.”

She gave him an arch look as if daring him to laugh at her for going through all this trouble just for herself, but Curt nodded. Solitude had been his goal, so he had no right to judge anyone for taking the same route. Hell, maybe she was estranged from her fun-hating family like he was avoiding his own. He pictured her parents in his mind, dour Baptists or something, fully outraged that their daughter was playing metal instead of singing gospel. Was that better or worse than his own folks, who’d been disapproving of him going into any kind of music? A sense of bitter alienation washed over him again.

“I’m spending Christmas solo too,” he finally said.

Yet, why did it seem so wrong to him that Dezra was? With her decorations, snug sweater, and gleeful singing, it was kinda sad to see her alone.

Still, it was none of his business.




Chapter Four

 

Dezra stared at Curtis, shaking her head in wonder that he was up here because of a brochure she’d left behind.

From his own admission, he wasn’t nearly as excited for Christmas as she was. Maybe he liked the snow, though. That could have brought him up here. He’d reached the cabin on a sleek black snowmobile she’d seen through the window. It looked like a lot of fun, like a motorcycle on skis. Closing her eyes, Dezra pictured riding behind him, her breasts pressed to his back, her arms around his narrow waist, her thighs clasping him tight as their hair blew backward in the wind, mingling together and—

What? How had that happened? She tried to force away that delicious mental image. How her old bandmates would laugh if they knew she was making eyes at a thrash metal guitarist.

“Pussies,” Igor would have spat, never mind the fact that she’d spotted Slayer and Pantera albums in his collection. He scorned everything that wasn’t death metal or black metal. To him—her former guitarist, whose real name was Bob—all other metal was inferior and weak.

Dezra’s gaze flicked over to Curt, studying his square jaw, luscious mane of dark blond hair, and those impressively broad shoulders. He looked anything but weak. In fact, he looked like a Norse god.

More electric heat trilled between her thighs, followed by guilt and fear. Aside from her occasional anxiety that a white man might be turned off by the color of her skin—as a few actually had—or worse, that she’d be fetishized, practicality had to make a stand. It would be disastrous to get involved with someone from the rehab clinic. On top of that, Igor was surely right about the fact that death metal and thrash didn’t mix. Like purple and mauve: similar colors, but not good blending.

Curt shook himself, as if cold and a question tumbled from Dezra’s lips despite her better judgment.

“Would you like some cocoa?”

Oh. Why that? She’d meant hot chocolate, not herself in some cheesy, flirty line. She’d been making some for herself just as he arrived. So, why that husky tone?

Curtis didn’t seem to catch her mistake. He smiled, white teeth flashing, dimples appearing in his hollowed cheeks. “That would be awesome. Thanks.”

He removed his wet boots on the mat without being asked. Dezra smiled at the courtesy and made her way to the cabin’s luxurious kitchen, admiring the rental’s marble counters as she grabbed the steaming kettle off the stove. She glanced back at Curt, and as she mixed cocoa in two mugs decorated with dancing snowmen, Igor’s words made less sense. Metalheads should stick together, no matter the type. That’s why she’d jammed with Curtis at the clinic whenever the opportunity presented itself. His music had beat the hell out of that pop musician who kept asking her to give him a “Michael Jackson bass riff”—whatever that meant. And Curt had clapped for her after she’d scared the shit out of everyone by singing in that therapy circle.

And, honestly, she liked his music. After she’d discovered who he was, she’d downloaded the last Viciöus album that Curt was part of. And damn, he had some killer riffs. Some of them even possessed the intricacy and speed of death metal. She would kill to have a guitarist with his talent if she ended up taking the plunge and trying to start her own band.

So, Curt was one of her people. Only metalheads were capable of understanding the joy and beauty of the genre’s chaotic riffs, the rage and passion in the vocals, the heavy, rapid-fire drums. And he liked Halloween, so he wasn’t completely dead on holiday spirit. And he was pretty damn hot.

“Do you like horror movies?” she asked.

His face lit up, surprising her. “They’re my favorite kind. The gorier, the better.”

Damn. This guy had a lot going for him.

“Me too,” she said. Before she’d discovered metal, a good horror flick provided a great outlet for her anger at the world. Though, she’d had to hide that from her parents too. Thank god she was out from under their thumb.

After spraying the cocoa with as much whipped cream as possible, she handed Curt his mug and sat on the couch. They talked for a few minutes about their favorite films, her heart doing a giddy leap every time she discovered they liked the same ones. The first and third Exorcist, Trick R’ Treat, Rose Red, and Ginger Snaps.

“Do you want to jam sometime?”

Her question was abrupt, but Dezra couldn’t help it. Being with a fellow musician made her fingers itch to make a melody—and to see what riffs she could get out of him.

Shadows engulfed Curtis’s brown eyes. “Sure,” he said listlessly, scooping up a spoonful of whipped cream.

Okay? She hadn’t expected that reaction. “You don’t seem that enthused. Did you not like playing with me at Willowbridge?”

He held up both hands, a drop of hot cocoa sloshing onto his leg. “No!” he protested, wincing. “I’ve just lost my groove a little.”

Taking a lick of her own whipped cream, Dezra felt curiosity and concern rise to center stage. “What do you mean?”

Something frightened and helpless slid across Curt’s eyes, and he shrugged. “Lately, I just don’t have the feeling, you know?”

Ah. The feeling. That sense that with a guitar in her hand she was invincible, the wonder of exquisite melodies pouring from her fingers. She nodded, her chest tight with worry. “You’re not quitting music, are you?”

“No. The desire’s still there, but I just can’t seem to get back into the right headspace with my playing.” He heaved another sigh that made her want to take him in her arms. “Being sober is good and all. I’m feeling so many things that I was numb to before. The wind in my hair when I’m riding the snowmobile, the sound of my footsteps in the snow, the satisfaction when I take a good picture. But when I play…it just feels robotic, like something’s missing.”

“Oh, shit.” She didn’t know what else to say. Her bass and singing were her constant anchors. They’d only helped her further in her struggles. She’d written over a dozen songs in the rehab clinic to distract her from her cravings, and they felt like they might be really good.

She suddenly had another thought. “What are you going to do about your band?”

His bandmates had visited him at the clinic far more often than hers, but it occurred to her that he’d never talked about getting back together with them. And then there was the somewhat controversial news about his stand-in…

He ran a hand through his dark blond hair and took a sip of cocoa. “I don’t know. I don’t want to oust Kinley. I’m flat out scared of facing the guys in Bleeding Vengeance again…and I have no idea why I’m telling you all this.”

Dezra chuckled. “I put a truth serum in the cocoa. Just kidding,” she added quickly when his eyebrow rose. “People say I’m a good listener. Anyway, you really don’t want to give that girl the boot? Wasn’t she just a guitar tech?” Though, from what she’d heard of the new album, Kinley Black didn’t sound like one. That chick could shred. Dezra wanted to denounce her as a no-talent placeholder and not as good as Curt but couldn’t.

“Actually, she was a grunt roadie at first.” His lips twitched with humor. “And it’s all my fault she’s in Viciöus.”

“Well, yeah. You asked her to stand in for you while you were in rehab.”

Everyone in the industry had heard the story. Curt himself had let someone from Rolling Stone visit him at the clinic and interview him so he could assure the fandom that it was his decision and quell some of the outrage. Dezra had watched from the doorway of the lounge, trying to tell herself she was interested in what an interview with a high-end publication was like, but honestly, she’d been fascinated with Curt’s placid humility about the whole situation.

“No, I mean it’s my fault she was hired as a roadie,” Curt countered. “She was just coming backstage to interview Quinn, and then Harry, our former security guy, was perving on her.” Shame reddened his cheeks and his eyes shifted to the floor. “I was lit up like the Fourth of July and said if Kin could kick his ass she could have his job.”

Dezra’s jaw dropped. “You didn’t.” That story hadn’t been in Rolling Stone, and he hadn’t breathed a word of it to the interviewer or in the therapy circles.

He laughed. “I did. And damned if she didn’t do just that. Quinn was furious, but our manager fired Harry and convinced Quinn to take her on. She busted her ass working for us, too. Best fucking roadie we ever had. Then we found out she could play, and Quinn demoted our shitty guitar tech and promoted her, and the rest is history.”

Dezra’s eyes widened at the admiration in his tone. “You really like her. I see your quandary.” 

Dezra would probably be in the same boat. She liked what she’d heard and learned of Kinley, especially that the girl also managed one of the only mainstream metal fan sites that gave Scalpel and other bands like Dezra’s the time of day. She’d even placed Dezra in her top ten list of best female metal vocalists.

Curt nodded. “Yeah. But if it was just a matter of me not wanting to displace a guitarist I respect, Quinn and I might figure out some compromise. He already told me some of his ideas.” His broad shoulders slumped. “But if I can’t get my mojo or whatever back, nothing will work. And all the stuff Viciöus focuses on—serious themes and songs about current events—seems like more of a downer now. I want to do something different. More fun. You know?”

He fell silent for a while, shuffling his wool sock-covered feet on the carpet and drinking his cocoa. Then his gaze fixed on hers so intently that it snatched her breath.

“What about you? Are you going back to Scalpel?”

Dezra shook her head. “Nope. After what I did on stage at our last show, they won’t take the risk.”

Curtis leaned forward. “What did you do? If you don’t mind me asking. I missed the session when you had to tell your shame story.”

“I never told it.” Dezra scooted back on the couch, considering changing the subject. But something in Curt’s eyes warned her that if she wouldn’t be open with him, she could forget about learning anything meaningful about him. The tips of her ears burned in embarrassment as she blurted, “I puked on stage.”

Curt raised a brow and shrugged. “So? A lot of musicians have. Granted, it’s not as common as it was thirty years ago, but it’s still not unheard of. Was it worse because you’re a chick?”

“That too, I imagine. Not ladylike.” The humiliation scorched deeper. “But mostly because I wasn’t able to sing afterward.”

“Oh.” A slight flush crept into his cheeks. He tried to conceal a sudden awkwardness with another sip of cocoa. “That is a different story. Still, most guys get a second chance.”

Dezra uttered a dry laugh. “Keyword: most guys. I’m Desdemona. I’m supposed to be sexy and scary. Though at first, my upchucking was fine, because my puke was red from drinking Merlot, so everyone thought it was a raunchy stage effect. After all, I’ve sprayed people with fake blood plenty of times before, just not out of my mouth.” Her smile died away. “But when I kept dry heaving and couldn’t stand up to reach the microphone, the cheers turned to laughter and then boos when I had to be carried away. My bandmates took good care of me, getting me sobered up and helping me get checked into the clinic, but they will never get over that humiliation.”

“Oh.” Curt’s frown reflected sympathy rather than scorn. “Well, it could have been worse.”

Dezra nodded, though it didn’t feel like it could have been worse. Of course, Curt was definitely one to know. Everyone had heard of that fateful morning when Curt woke up next to the body of his best friend. The guitarist of Bleeding Vengeance had apparently died of an overdose right beside him.

She shivered, unable to comprehend what such an experience would do to a person. To avoid that morbid topic, she returned to the subject of her future. “Anyway, I’m applying for different bands, but not having much luck there. So, I might end up starting from scratch and forming my own.”

Her own band. And here, Curtis Scrimm sat before her, wanting to do something new. A different sort of temptation coiled through her, but giving in to that could be more dangerous than simply flirting with him.

Curt nodded. “It’d be more of a pain in the ass at first, but it might be better that way. You know, you’d get to establish the rules and the direction of your work instead of being stuck on the track of whatever band you joined. You’d get to forge your own path.” Something potent and alive gleamed in his eyes, something that was even a bit contagious. “Yes, I’ll jam with you tomorrow. Are you writing any songs?”

Dezra nodded, her temptations growing. “I wrote seven at the clinic. Not enough for a whole album, but getting there. I even put together some rough drumbeats and piano melodies on an app on my tablet. They’re rough, but at least it’s something.”

“I’d be happy to help you,” Curt offered. “Maybe it’ll help me get my mojo back.”

The fervent longing in his eyes made her heart clench, and she replied softly, nearly breathless. “Maybe.”

They’d played well together at the clinic. What could they accomplish here in this cabin?

He rose from the couch and strode to the kitchen, rinsing out his cup without being asked. Heading to the foyer, he put his boots back on, making Dezra blink at such an abrupt departure. “I gotta go for now. Want me to come by around noon tomorrow? Maybe afterward we can grab some lunch and take a ride on my snowmobile.”

“Sounds great!” Dezra’s voice came out squeakier than intended. His offer of lunch and a snowmobile ride had come out casually, like a remark on the weather, but the invitation was for the closest thing to a date that she’d had in a long time. There were definite downsides to the professional reputation she’d crafted as a stone-cold businesswoman. That left zero room for pleasure.

He left the cabin, and the room seemed to cool by a few degrees more than was warranted by the short breeze from outside. Dezra’s stomach fluttered like a middle schooler’s. 

Cursing herself for such an unprofessional reaction, Dezra set to arranging her miniature ceramic Christmas village. She hadn’t been in a real relationship since before her band’s first record contract. Soon after that, her boyfriend dumped her, complaining that she cared more about her career than him. She supposed he was right. Since then she’d had a couple one-night-stands—she had needs after all—but she’d usually been too drunk to remember much. Even if she hadn’t been, there wouldn’t have been much of a connection. She would have been sure to maintain her distance. Had to live up to her stage persona.

Her old boyfriend had hated metal. But Curt loved it…

Her heart gave another patter at the memory of his offer to help with her songs. But, ugh. This was the worst possible time to have feelings for someone. Especially him. Colleague, fellow addict, a man who’d never seemed to show any interest in her. There were so many reasons why falling for him would be a bad idea.

 

 

 




Chapter Five

 

The next day, Curt pulled his snowmobile up to Dezra’s cabin. Though driving a hundred feet seemed silly, it sure as hell beat lugging his guitar case and portable amp. A strange excitement bubbled in his belly, though he couldn’t tell whether it was at the prospect of seeing her again or if his passion for playing was finally reemerging.

Or maybe his sex drive.

Both were possible. He’d lain awake all night, remembering how gorgeous she looked. Of course, she’d been glorious at the clinic as well, with that smooth dark skin and lush body, curved in all the right places. But now, with the shadows under her eyes erased and the feverish haze of addiction replaced by the fiery desire to create, Dezra was a goddess.

Marveling at the changes in her, Curt wondered how sobriety had altered him. Standing in front of the mirror in his boxers before bed, he’d noted his waxy pallor had diminished, and his body had filled out so that his ribs and hip bones no longer protruded. Why in the world chicks had jumped on him after gigs when he looked like a sickly wretch, Curt would never know. Still, something was missing, and he finally felt a thread of hope about getting it back.

Perhaps it had been the compassion and quiet understanding in Dezra’s eyes as he finally managed to vocalize his troubles. God, she was such a good listener. And they had so much in common. They both loved metal, and shared many of the same favorite horror films. They’d both made it through the hell of addiction too, and the prison of rehab, and they both were estranged from their families. Their only differences seemed to be their metal subgenres and their skin colors, neither of which was a big deal to him…

And that she was clearly gung-ho about Christmas. There was a brand-new wreath on her door.

He supposed that wasn’t a big deal, either.

As Curt knocked, he smiled. Despite his usual disdain for the holiday, Dezra’s enthusiasm was kinda cute. It didn’t hurt anyone, certainly. And if he could get more hot chocolate out of her, he was all for it.

She opened the door, and the smell of fresh cookies wafted out, making him salivate.

“Hey,” she said, regarding him with a brilliant smile. Yesterday, her black curly hair had been a voluminous halo around her fine-boned face. Today, she wore it in hundreds of tiny braids adorned with silver beads. Curt didn’t know which style he liked best. “Come on in. I baked some cookies. Some of them look like hell, but at least they’re edible.”

“They smell delicious,” he said, hauling his guitar and amp inside. “Where do I set up?”

“Over in that corner for now.” She pointed to where her own amp, bass, and microphone were plugged in.

Okay, Curt thought as he removed his guitar from its case. Here was another difference between them: Dezra clearly had her shit together. She was already striking out down a path, music-wise, while Curt was still floundering. Admiration filled him, and he was glad he’d agreed to jam with her. Maybe some of her sense of direction would rub off.

 Once he had his gear hooked up, he turned to see Dezra walking toward him with a plate of cookies. She looked so adorable in her flour-coated Morbid Angel T-shirt and little drops of frosting on her black pants. She handed him a cup of her divine cocoa and a cookie that looked like a snowman despite a crooked hat and smeared carrot nose, and Curt immediately bit the head off.

“Delicious,” he said after chewing. And it really was. Only his grandma made cookies this good.

Dezra laughed. “Not as impressive as Ozzy biting the head off a bat, but still brutal. As it is, I’m going to have to eat all the Santa ones. They’re just red and white blobs.”

“But tasty blobs.” Curt gave her a reassuring smile and finished his snowman. When they finished their cocoa, he was eager to start making music for the first time in ages. Settling his guitar strap over his shoulder, he pulled a pick from his pocket. “Are you ready?”

She nodded and grabbed her bass, instantly transforming from an adorably clumsy baker into a formidable temptress.

“Did you have a song in mind,” she asked, “or should I just start a bass line and see where that takes us?”

“I opt for the journey, see what we can come up with,” he answered. It had always seemed to work out back at Willowbridge. So well that he wished he’d written down some of the melodies they’d strung.

In tandem, their fingers struck their guitars, faltering after clashing chords but only for a moment before the sounds of their instruments fused into something increasingly coordinated and powerful. Dezra’s bass throbbed a low but intoxicating rhythm, inspiring scorching-fast tremolo pickwork from Curt as some invisible weight lifted from his shoulders. His fingers danced across the fretboard, moving very differently than in his usual riffs with Viciöus. Faster, more ferocious.

Sweat beaded on Curt’s brow, more from exhilaration than exertion. Though a few sections were jerky and disjointed, he and Dezra were managing something like a real song. But after about twenty minutes of playing, he stopped with an apology.

“Sorry, my fingers are sore. Been out of practice too long. Is there a chance I could get more of that cocoa?”

Dezra chuckled and placed her bass back on its stand. “Of course.”

She headed to the kitchen. As she walked, Curt couldn’t stop staring at her luscious, curved ass and wondering how she would feel in his arms. Tearing his gaze away, he sat on the couch, willing his mind to more a professional place. They played well together. It was wonderful to feel the music moving through him again, even as out of shape as he was.

“Your riffs were amazing,” Dezra said, plopping onto the couch next to him and handing him his second cup. “Great death-metal flavor, especially with that tremolo picking and chain gun technique. Did you do that for me?”

Curt blinked. Death metal? “No. It’s just what came out. You really think it sounded like death metal?”

Dezra nodded. “And good death metal at that.” Her eyes shone like polished onyx, and her tongue darted out to lick her lower lip. “Could I use what you did in a song? I’d give you credit.”

“Of course,” he said, licking whipped cream from his lips. How could he say no?

Her smile brightened the room. “Really, that was incredible work.” She set her cup on the coffee table. “Have you ever considered switching genres?”

“No…,” he said and took another gulp of that sublime cocoa. “I’d never thought of it before.”

She leaned forward, so close that he could smell the flowery shampoo she must have used. “Do you like death metal?”

He swallowed, mouth dry. “I don’t think I’ve heard enough of it to make a fair judgment. Cradle of Filth has some of the best instrumentals I’ve ever heard, but the guy’s voice gets on my nerves after a while. Not like yours, which is a force to be reckoned with.”

Dezra’s blush at his compliment made it hard to finish answering her question, but he finally managed.

“I think I like most of what I’ve heard—as long as the band didn’t spend too much time ranting about religion. Too much of that, and it sounds more like an attention-seeking gimmick than anything fun.”

“I agree,” Dezra said. “I’ve covered religion with Scalpel, but it’s never been my entire focus. Too much, and it gets redundant. And I totally agree with you about needing the music to be fun. Seriously, if you’re not having fun, what’s the point?”

Curt nodded, hoping he didn’t look as dumbstruck as he felt. He hadn’t gelled like this with another musician in ages. They talked for a while about different bands they admired, Dezra throwing out some names he knew like Cannibal Corpse, Morbid Angel, and Death as well as plenty he’d never heard of, like Rotting Christ, Carcass, and Deicide.

“I could loan you a few albums if you’d like. To see if it’s a direction you’d be interested in.” Dezra’s lips quirked in a mirthful smile. “Then again, maybe death metal wouldn’t work for you, what with your blond hair and all. Though, it would be a shame if you dyed that gorgeous mane black.”

Curt feigned a heartbroken pout, trying to ignore the coil of pleasure at her implied compliment. Did that mean she liked his hair? 

“It works for Swisgaar on Metalocalypse,” he pointed out. “I’d just need more leather, chains, and makeup.” Death metal artists did the goth thing, which was delightfully theatrical. In thrash metal, one just wore jeans and T-shirts. He’d appreciated the simplicity before, but now it seemed dull.

He chuckled, unable to believe they’d hopped to clothes and makeup.

Dezra’s eyes widened. “You like Metalocalypse? I bought the last two seasons that I missed in rehab. Maybe we could have a marathon. I packed a big monitor to hook up to my laptop. It’s almost as big as a TV.”

Rising from the couch, she beckoned for him to follow. Her candy cane–striped nails wrapped around her microphone stand, and she tilted it toward him.

“Give me a roar.”

His face heated. He didn’t even sing backup for Viciöus. Yet, a sliver of temptation illuminated his consciousness. Belting out a death metal roar did sound like it would be fun.

Ears burning with stage fright, he approached the mic, sucked in a breath, and did his best impression of Nathan Explosion. It felt wonderful. Sure, you could growl and sometimes scream in thrash metal, but a true bestial roar was almost unheard of.

Dezra clapped. “That was pretty good! I’m tempted to steal you for my band.”

He raised an eyebrow. “So, you set yourself on that course? Starting a new band?”

“Yeah.” Excitement lit her face even as her eyes widened, and then her voice became more confident. “Yeah! I don’t think I want to try to worm my way into an established band anymore, conforming to their ways and their brand, like you said. I want to make my own.”

“That sounds like it would be awesome,” Curt said. He himself had never been in a new band starting out, and the idea of forging a new path, of being part of making the rules suddenly looked very appealing.

“I wasn’t kidding about stealing you.” Dezra’s liquid dark eyes were large and solemn. “Having a guitarist of your caliber would be a dream come true.”

“I’ll think about it,” Curt said, and he meant it, though he tamped down a pang of regret that her interest in him seemed professional. Still, he’d already toyed with the idea of joining another band, and here was an opportunity landing in his lap. And oh, how he’d love to have the lovely Desdemona in his lap.

To resist the urge to scoop her up and have just that, he rose from the couch. He’d best leave while he could still behave. At least he knew his desire was making a comeback.

“I need to get some photos I took developed in my darkroom. Why don’t you grab some albums for me to check out, and I can come by tomorrow? We can jam and watch some Metalocalypse. I haven’t seen the last seasons either.”

She held out her hand for a high five. “Perfect. Could you come by a little after one? I’m going to go snowshoeing for a tree tomorrow morning. They have this awesome little tree farm on the edge of the park where you’re allowed to cut your own.”

Curt blinked. She wanted to hack down a tree and drag it on snowshoes? “Damn, you really are going all out with this Christmas thing.”

She nodded. “I like the whole spirit of giving and goodwill toward everyone and all that. It gives me hope. That, and I think the traditions are fun. Getting my own tree will be a new experience.”

He chuckled at her enthusiasm. “If you never have, it will be. But I can tell you it’s more of a pain in the ass in the end. That’s why my folks eventually gave up and bought their trees from lots.” He paused. “If you’re determined to cut down a tree, I could just take you on my snowmobile. It would be safer and quicker. I heard it’s going to snow again tomorrow, and there are wolves and bears and shit out there.”

“It’s only a mile walk. I’ll be fine.” She grinned. “Thanks for offering, but I really like the snowshoes. They’re a new experience, too. If you want to come along, I’m heading out at eight.”

So early? Curt inwardly cringed. He was not a morning person. “I’ll try, but if I’m not there, just go without me, okay?”

“Okay.”

She went into her bedroom and emerged with a stack of CDs. After he took them, she moved forward as if to reach out for him, then stopped, arms dropped at her sides. She said, “Either way, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Curt ignored her words and took the implied invitation. He pulled her into his arms for a hug, and she fit against him like the missing piece of a cosmic puzzle, filling him with heat and some undefined other power. His hands splayed against her back, the warmth of her body seeping into his palms. Only with extreme effort did he withdraw before the embrace grew inappropriate.

Returning to his cabin, Curt started a fire and set to developing the photos of the bison he’d taken yesterday. The process went quicker than he’d expected, and he suddenly felt silly for dashing away from Dezra’s cabin like a bashful teenager fleeing the homecoming queen. With a self-recriminating sigh, he reached for a book atop the stack of paperback westerns he’d brought along. How the guys in Viciöus had laughed when they learned about his guilty pleasure, but he couldn’t help it. As inaccurate as the books often were, Curt loved tales of heroes shooting dastardly villains and saving the day. That was so much simpler and happier than real life.

He found himself wondering about Dezra. Would she laugh if she knew he liked pulp cowboy novels? His gaze shifted to the stack of CDs she’d loaned him. It was cool that she still had them and didn’t just rely on getting her music from the cloud. Setting down a Zane Gray novel, he instead unpacked his headphones and ancient portable CD player.

Though some of the vocals annoyed him—those bands lacking the passion and vibrato of Desdemona’s roar—Curt found himself in awe of several ingenious uses of melodic minors and a fresh, yet classical use of the tri-tone. The so-called devil’s note was once the hallmark of all metal, but over the years, it had become sadly underutilized.

Tapping his foot to the drum beats, he found his fingers itching to try chords of his own. But he kept listening for hours, an aural binge, which he hadn’t indulged in since checking out Dezra’s albums back in rehab. By the time he finally turned off the little stereo, it was well after midnight.

He tried to sleep but couldn’t. Thoughts of turning his back on Viciöus and thrash metal to start a band with Dezra poked and prodded him relentlessly.

On the surface, the idea was perfect. With his attraction to her, basing the next phase of his career on this could mean disaster. But that didn’t stop him from anticipating seeing her tomorrow.

 


Chapter Six

 

Curt hadn’t come. Dezra fought back the tightness in her chest as she strapped on her snowshoes, and a fresh pang of disappointment washed over her. He’d said he wasn’t a morning person and to go without her if he didn’t show. Even so, she’d waited until eight-thirty, two portable canteens of cocoa blended with coffee at the ready. She’d really wanted to share this with him.

Heaving a sigh, she wrapped gloved fingers around the rope of her sled and started off into the woods. According to the map of the park, the Christmas tree nursery was a mile to the southwest. Carefully shuffling one foot in front of the other, she hummed, “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” as she walked and marveled at the miracle of doing so on top of the snow. A white fox darted in front of her, and she wished she had a camera to capture the wildlife. Then again, she was a shitty photographer, so maybe it was best she didn’t.

As she walked, her mind wouldn’t stop reliving the moment Curt hugged her yesterday. Damn, but he’d felt so good, so solid. And he’d smelled wonderful, like a clean mountain breeze. Lord help her, she was attracted to that man. With his burnished gold hair, easy smile, and that clearly toned body under his clothes, she wanted to stroke and lick him until he called her name. It was the first guy she’d wanted so badly since—

“Look, I’m really flattered, but…”

The memory hit her like a truck, seemingly out of nowhere. She’d been back in high school. She’d finally worked up the courage to hint to a boy that she was interested, and his words had made her feel like dropping through the floor as he rubbed the back of his neck and shuffled in front of his locker.

“I don’t date…um…”

Dezra’s eyes had widened. “You don’t date Black girls?” she’d asked incredulously.

His cheeks colored as he shrugged. “I mean, no offense, but my parents, you know?”

“But I’m half White!” she’d shrieked behind burning tears, hating herself for such a pathetic, self-recriminating argument. And the other kids walking by heard. Some had backed away awkwardly, others snickered.

“Mongrel,” Nick Tyson, one of the school’s biggest bullies, muttered as he passed.

Quivering in fury and humiliation, Dezra had given her former crush the finger and stormed off. She’d spent that afternoon in her room, alternating between bouts of tears and a red haze of fury at the idiotic nature of bigotry. She’d also had her first glass of red wine, stolen from her adopted mother’s not-so-secret stash.

It hadn’t been the first time she was subjected to bigotry, of course. Some kids in Sunday school had given her sideways glances when the teacher read the story of Ham, and of course, some girls at school had refused to sit with her at lunch. But for her main crush, a boy she’d believed was a kind and decent person, to reject her for her skin color felt like a punch in the gut. Would it be the same way with Curt?

As she pulled her sled toward the little Christmas tree farm, Dezra worried. He didn’t seem like that kind of guy, but neither had her long-ago crush. And she and Curt were older than she’d been in high school. It could be worse now. Curt could be the kind of guy who thought girls like her were good enough to fuck but not good enough to bring home to Mom.

She shook her head. What was this about, anyway? Why was she thinking about his mom? Did she want to jump his bones or start a band with him? She had to pick one or the other, because doing both could create a multitude of disasters.

Curt had actually sounded interested in the prospect of joining her on the dark side in a death metal venture. That made this decision easy, right? Having him in a band would be the bigger win. She wasn’t about to screw things up by trying to seduce him. She would just have to keep her hands and flirtations to herself and her eyes on the prize.

Dezra reached the little tree farm and bit back a cry of delight. A row of perfectly straight pines was just waiting to be taken home and decorated.

The man in a little cabin nearby came outside, helped her select one, and taught her how to cut it down. He even helped her tie it to the sled after she paid him. How could her adopted parents have denied her such a simple joy?

Humming Christmas carols, dragging her tree, Dezra tramped back toward her cabin as fast as her snowshoes would allow. She wanted to make it back before Curt had eaten lunch. She would offer up some soup and sandwiches to eat while they watched Metalocalypse. Of course, she’d need time to shower first. Beneath her coat and long johns, she was sweating like a pig.

Excitement bubbled through her at the prospect of seeing him again and of them making music together. The snow fell thicker and faster, increasing her urgency to get back. Oh yes, a hot shower would be bliss.

Suddenly, a deer darted past a short distance in front of her, making her swerve to get out of the way. A grayish blur followed, and Dezra’s breath froze. Oh shit, was that a wolf? If so, the rest of the pack might not be far behind. And that deer had run down the path back toward her cabin.

Stepping around a huge tree, she altered her course slightly so she wouldn’t be in the path of any potential wolf pack. Still, she kept facing in the direction of her cabin, humming carols to hold back her fear. Curt had been right. Walking had been a bad idea. She’d smiled when the tour guide talked about the wolves flourishing in Yellowstone on her first day here. She wasn’t smiling now.

Another tree blocked her way. Christmas carols gave way to curses as she walked around it and tried to find the right path home. The sled skimmed the top of the snow behind her, heavier than she’d expected. The temperature seemed to drop at least ten degrees. She tugged on her sled, which was caught on a bush protruding from the snow. Finally, she got the sled free and wiped the sweat from her brow, before it froze on her forehead.

Plodding along, Dezra wished she’d taken Curt up on his offer of the snowmobile. This damn sled could be towed, and she’d now have a hot guy to snuggle up to instead of aching calves from working the snowshoes.

She kept walking. Several minutes later, however, worry settled in her gut. Shouldn’t she be seeing the cabins by now? There was nothing but trees and snow-covered brush.

“It’s just because this sled is slowing me down,” she muttered. But after another ten minutes, she wasn’t so sure.

Her heart rate kicked up a notch. Could she be lost?

“Oh shit,” she whispered, trudging along. “Oh shit, oh shit.”

Taking deep breaths, Dezra kept walking. Her ears stung painfully from the cold, even under her hat, but surely she’d reach the cabins soon, or at least some other guest out and about and enjoying nature. Maybe even a ranger.

She didn’t know how long she walked, placing one snowshoe in front of the other, tugging the sled yard by yard. Exhaustion settled on her like a lead weight, increasing her encumbrance with every step. Her calves burned with exertion even as the rest of her body shivered with cold. Snowflakes melted on her eyelashes, blurring her vision further. She couldn’t feel her nose, and her fingers tingled inside her mittens with impending numbness. Her mind swam with dizziness.

Then it happened. Unable to take another step, Dezra plunked down on the sled, not even caring about the pine boughs of the tree poking her in the backside. She just needed to rest a bit. Just a few minutes.

Snowflakes swirled around her as her eyelids drifted closed.

 


Chapter Seven

 

Curt cursed as he looked at the clock. He’d forgotten to set the alarm, and it was a quarter to eleven. Dezra was probably already back with her tree.

Quickly he showered and dressed, wondering how he could apologize and make it up to her. Loading his snowmobile, he sped over to her cabin, ready to offer to take her to the main lodge for a fancy dinner and of course help her get her tree trimmed and set up right. But once he reached her cabin, he saw that it was dark. Snowflakes fell all around him from a foreboding, iron-gray sky.

Worry gnawed his gut. She should have been back by now.

Having no clue where the tree farm was, Curt carefully walked the perimeter of Dezra’s cabin. At last, he found the tracks of her snowshoes, though they were slowly being lost in a thickening blanket of white. He’d need to move fast.

Firing up his snowmobile, Curt raced alongside the tracks until he reached his destination: the little tree farm. The man there said that Dezra had left over two hours ago. 

“I told her she was a damn fool for coming out on those snowshoes. Temperature’s dropping like a mother,” the man said. “I hope you find her soon. She headed off that way.”

Unfortunately, the man just pointed back to the direction Curt had come. Curt thanked him anyway and found a faint trail headed back. The deeper tracks of the burdened sled would help, but time was not on his side. He prayed this was the right trail.

He had to move more slowly on the trip back, but it was a good thing. Because he was careful, he saw the place where she’d diverted—near a slew of animal tracks. Curt’s heart seized beneath his ribcage. Christ, were those wolf prints? He thought back to the beautiful wolf pictures in the park brochure, but the memory was now sinister. Suddenly, this rustic vacation in the snowy wilderness didn’t seem so glamorous.

Pulse pounding, he followed the grooves Dezra’s sled had left behind, going steadily further off course from the cabins. And the trail grew fainter by the minute.

Muttering a wordless prayer under his breath, Curt fought between pushing his snowmobile to the limit and maintaining a pace slow enough to still see Dezra’s tracks. Darkness pressed around him from the shadows of the trees and the stormy sky, and Curt flicked on the vehicle’s headlights, eyes straining to keep the trail. He couldn’t believe she’d walked so far off course pulling a heavy sled. He wasn’t even sure how far he’d gone by now. And if the light didn’t hold out…

A dark shape caught his eye. Speeding forward, Curt let out a whoop of joy as he saw the snow-covered boughs of a small tree lying upon a sled.

His jubilation blew away like a dandelion puff. Where was Dezra? Had the tree gotten too heavy and she’d left it to press onward? Without the deep grooves of the sled, her snowshoe tracks would be damn near invisible.

Then he noticed a lump at the base of the Christmas tree. A lump that looked like it had giant tennis rackets attached. Dezra lay atop the little pine, huddled in a ball amongst the branches.

Curt halted his snowmobile and cut the engine. “Dezra!” he shouted.

No answer.

He charged forward through the snow—it was surprisingly deep—and seized her shoulders.

“Dezra!”

A groan emerged through lips that were getting a purplish tinge. 

“Go ’way. I’m trying to sleep.”

Oh shit. Curt didn’t know much about life in the great outdoors, but he did know that drowsiness was a sure sign of hypothermia. The subject had been featured as a plot point in a few of his favorite novels.

“Sorry, Dezzie,” he grumbled as he gathered her in his arms, cursing under his breath as he realized that her clothes were soaked to her skin. “I need to get you home.”

“Tree,” she murmured feebly.

“Don’t worry about your goddamned tree,” he growled. “I’ll get the thing.”

As quickly as possible with gloved hands, he tied the rope of her sled to the little tow knob on the back of his snowmobile. Then, settling Dezra in his lap, he drove as fast as he could back toward their cabins, often having to slow down and adjust his steering to compensate for the extra weight. The sled bounced dangerously behind him, but the tree remained in place, securely tied down.

It was Dezra he worried about. Every moment was torture. She slumped against him like a rag doll, barely breathing.

When he finally reached the cabins, he realized that he didn’t have a key to hers. So he went to his. Parking his snowmobile out front, he didn’t waste time chaining it up. Hefting Dezra in his arms, he carried her up the stairs and adjusted his grip to unlock the door. He set her on the couch only long enough to put another two logs on the fire before lifting her again and carrying her to the bedroom.

By then, some life had returned to her. Small whimpers and moans emerged from her lips, though her eyes refused to open.

Curt didn’t know much about dealing with someone who’d been overexposed to the cold, except that she had to get out of those wet clothes. At least he had experience undressing unconscious chicks. A couple times he’d pulled puke-stained garments off groupies who’d drunk too much, tucking them in his bunk for them to sleep it off. Then he’d spent those nights making sure they remained turned on their sides while his bandmates had their fun with the groupies who could hold their liquor.

He laid Dezra on his bed and set to unzipping and tugging off her coat, frowning as he noticed that her shirt was drenched as well. And her pants? Forget about it. They were soaked through.

Muttering an apology with every garment he removed, Curt did his best to keep his eyes averted from her smooth, bare skin. He left her bra and underwear on because he couldn’t bear to violate her privacy that far.

Stripped down, Dezra’s shivering increased until her teeth chattered. But shivering was good, right? Curt reached for the bedside phone to call the main lodge and see if they had a medic on hand.

The line was dead.

The wind whistled outside, and he cursed. It must be the storm. And his cell had never gotten service up here, to begin with. Something he’d thought a benefit could now prove fatal.

“C-cold…,” Dezra whispered from the bed.

“Dezzie?” Curt said, placing a hand on her forehead. She shook like a leaf, and her skin was cool and clammy to the touch.

“C-cold…,” she repeated.

One thing he knew for sure was that he had to get her warmed up as quick as possible. But how did he do that? In the books he read, the cowboys rubbed their damsels’ bodies down with whiskey. This usually resulted in a bout of torrid lovemaking, but sex was the last thing on Curt’s mind.

He quickly built a fire in the bedroom hearth. Leaving the door open in case Dezra called for help, he raided the cabin’s insanely expensive minibar and returned with several little bottles of whiskey. Pouring small amounts into his palm, he rubbed her chilled skin and tried his best to both keep his eyes off her body and the alcohol from slopping onto the sheets.

It seemed to be working, though he wasn’t sure if it was the whiskey that really made the blood rise to the surface of her skin, if any booze would work, or if it was just the friction of his hands. Regardless, Dezra’s shivering subsided a bit, and color seemed to be returning to her ashen skin.

He stared at her, conflicted. He didn’t want to rub her breasts and buttocks if he could avoid it, but he’d hated how damp and cold her bra felt. After a bit of thinking, he grabbed a hand towel from the bathroom and worked it beneath, managing to pull the towel through the cups so it could soak up the moisture. He settled another towel under her butt for the same purpose and went back to rubbing down her legs.

Moving to her shoulder, he leaned forward to study her face.

“Feeling better?” he whispered.

“Sleepy,” she groaned.

Her breathing seemed normal now, and her pulse had felt strong when he rubbed her neck, so maybe this was all she needed. Curt pulled the blanket up to cover her.

“I’ll be right here if you need me.”

Dezra mumbled something incoherent, and he couldn’t help himself. He kissed her on the forehead.

After stoking the fire, Curt went into the kitchen and found a can of soup for when she woke. He was hungry, too. He also filled the kettle to put on for hot water for tea. Then he returned to the bedroom and settled on top of the bedcovers, curled against Dezra to transfer body heat. He would have gotten under the blankets and held her close, but he didn’t want her to freak out.

The wind howled louder outside the window, and snow fell in a blinding haze. Curt shivered. This was a full-on blizzard. If he hadn’t gone after her, Dezra would have been trapped in it.

Grabbing a paperback from the bedside table, he tried to concentrate on reading instead of remembering how soft her skin felt.

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

Warmth surrounded Dezra in a hazy cocoon. Warmth and…the scent of booze. Strong and pungent, it tickled the back of her throat in a crazy taunt.

Her eyes snapped open. She was lying in a bed that looked like the one in her cabin but was definitely different. The sheets were blue instead of the forest green of her bed. A warm weight pressed against her side, a hard, masculine weight that smelled all too familiar—and she had no clothes on.

Heart pounding, she slowly turned to see Curt on the bed next to her, flipping through a paperback western. Oh fuck. She’d had a relapse. She’d heard countless tales of this at the rehab clinic, and now it had happened to her. For some reason, when she’d made it back to the cabins, she’d met up with Curt, gotten drunk off her ass, fucked him, and completely blacked out. Something she hadn’t done since her early drinking days. Something she’d sworn to herself she’d never do again.

Shame and regret burned in her gut. She couldn’t even remember if she’d enjoyed it. Hell, she couldn’t even remember who’d made the first move. Here she’d gone and broken all sorts of promises to herself, and she couldn’t remember a damn thing.

Suddenly, a different horrifying thought slapped her in the face. She’d been drunk. Oh, God. Had this even been consensual?

Dezra tried to bite back a whimper, but the small, helpless noise escaped nonetheless.

“Hey.” Curt turned. “How are you feeling?”

His gentle, solicitous tone slightly eased her fear. This did not sound like the voice of a date rapist. Of course, monsters could be charming, but Curtis Scrimm sounded genuinely worried.

Of course, whether what they’d done was consensual or not, that didn’t change the fact that after nearly five months sober, she’d fallen off the wagon, and probably ruined any chance of a professional relationship between them.

“I…um.” She got out of the bed quickly, before shame devoured her and she started crying. The need for another drink tore at her throat, making shivers break out all over her body. It was too much. Unable to face Curt for a second longer, she ran into the bathroom and locked the door.

She heard him shouting and knocking, but it seemed the sounds came from far away. Blood roared in Dezra’s ears as the alcohol craving ripped through her, more intense than anything. Wrapping her arms around her legs, Dezra rocked back and forth, willing her addiction to subside. The fact that this booze craving took first priority over dealing with the fact that she’d slept with Curt only increased her self disgust.

“Dezra!” Curt pounded on the door. “Please come out. You have hypothermia, and I need to double-check your fingers and toes for frostbite. You need to warm up.”

His words barely registered. She closed her eyes and took ten deep breaths before answering. 

“Just a minute.” Slowly scrambling to her feet, Dezra reached to cover her breasts and blinked in confusion. For some reason, there was a towel stuffed down the front of her bra. Had she and Curt gotten too rough? Was she bleeding?

She opened the door a crack and poked her head out. “This was fun,” she lied, “but I gotta go. I need to have some time alone and sober up,” she added weakly. “Could you bring me my clothes?”

“Fun?” Curt’s eyes widened in disbelief, then he blushed and averted his gaze as she moved closer to the crack in the bathroom door. “And what do you mean, sober up? You didn’t drink anything. Did you even hear a word I said?”

Dezra snorted. “I smell like I took a bath in a bottle of whiskey and woke up practically naked in your bed. You don’t need to lie to make me feel better.”

“I’m not lying,” he said, still staring pointedly away from her.

Dezra blinked, his words registering. Then an image. Why had he been lying on top of the covers? Fully clothed. Maybe they hadn’t done anything after all. Had she passed out before they did the deed, or had he turned her down because she was drunk? Her head still felt pretty muzzy. 

Curt gave her a sideways glance and sighed. “I found you unconscious in the woods on top of your Christmas tree. I think you were in the early stages of hypothermia, so I brought you back here, rubbed you down with whiskey, and tucked you in bed.” His brown eyes narrowed. “Speaking of, get back in here. You need to stay warm.” He pointed to the mattress. “Get back in bed. I’ll run you a hot bath if you’re up to it, or I’ll heat up some soup.”

A wave of dizziness buckled Dezra’s knees. She clung to the bathroom doorframe, head spinning. She hadn’t drunk anything after all? But she’d almost died. The memory of trudging through the snow wracked her body with fresh shivers, and her legs turned to rubber.

Curt rushed into the bathroom and seized her upper arms, pulling her upright before she collapsed. “Come on, let’s get you back in bed.”

His hands were so warm she wanted to purr. Clinging to his solid body, Dezra allowed Curt to help her back into the bedroom, leaning heavily on him so she wouldn’t fall. She hadn’t drunk anything. She was still clean and sober. And Curt had saved her life.

Sighing with relief, she slipped back into his bed, pulling the covers up to her chin before yanking the towel out of her bra. “Why’d you rub me down with whiskey? And what’s up with the towel?”

“The whiskey trick is something I read about. It’s supposed to make blood rise to the surface of your skin. That might be bullshit, but I had to do something. And it seems to have worked.” His blush deepened. “The towels were because I didn’t think it would be appropriate to strip you completely naked, but, ah, your bra and underwear were damp and chilly. So I thought the towels would help dry you off.”

He paused and looked out the window. “The snow’s really coming down out there. If I hadn’t found you when I did, you might have been buried in that blizzard and…”

Dezra didn’t need him to voice the truth. She could have died.

He moved close, clearly upset. He even looked embarrassed at having seen her in her undies, so she reached out from beneath the blankets and patted his shoulder. 

“You saved my life. Thank you so much. I’m sorry I freaked out. I thought I’d had a relapse and…” She trailed off, too embarrassed to say that she’d thought they fucked, and far too humiliated to admit that she was still tempted to lick the booze from her skin.

“Oh shit!” Curt scooted off the bed. “I didn’t even think of that!”

Dezra chuckled. “Yeah. I guess it helps that I never liked whiskey. Still, I will gladly take you up on that bath. And the soup.”

He took care of the arrangements, and as she sank into the blissfully hot water in the tub, Dezra marveled at how heroic Curt had been. It wasn’t just that he’d thought enough about her to go looking and saved her life; it was how wondrously considerate he’d been afterward. She didn’t know if whiskey actually did help warm someone up, but his quick thinking about getting her out of her wet clothes and rubbing her down had undoubtedly saved her from hypothermia. And his consideration in how he’d accomplished that task blew Dezra’s mind. There were almost no men she’d ever met who were as gentlemanly.

And Curt had gone above and beyond. Refusing to remove her underwear, instead taking the time to use towels to attempt to stave off the dampness…. He’d even placed himself on top of the covers to avoid any inappropriate contact! And the way he’d blushed when she’d gotten out of the bed… Was this guy really the famous rock star she’d met in rehab who’d woken up next to his coked-out best friend?

Perversely, his dedication to propriety made her want to do inappropriate things with him.

A knock from outside the bathroom door interrupted her reverie, and Curt’s voice rumbled through. “I put one of my shirts and a pair of sweats outside, and I’ll be in the dining room getting your soup ready. Did you want tea or coffee?”

“Tea sounds wonderful,” she called. Then she sank into the delightfully warm water.

When she got out of the tub, Dezra found the shirt Curt had left for her. She couldn’t resist sniffing and humming appreciation at his scent.

As he’d promised, a bowl of soup, a cup of steaming tea, and also a plate of sandwiches waited for her at the dining room table. She and Curt ate in silence, Dezra too hungry to process her jumbled thoughts, Curt perhaps being considerate and letting her pull herself back together. But as she sipped her tea, a thought brought her out of the peaceful haze.

“Oh shit. My tree!”

“Don’t worry,” Curt said. “I towed it behind my snowmobile.”

Relief flooded her. Then more embarrassment. “I’d better get it home.”

“No way,” Curt said. “You aren’t going anywhere. That blizzard outside is nuts, making a hundred feet seem like a hundred miles. And after your exposure, you shouldn’t be going anywhere for a while. You’re staying the night here, and I’m sleeping on the couch. I can run over to your cabin and grab some stuff for you, though.”

“Okay.”

But she didn’t want him to sleep on the couch. The prospect of spending the night with him made girlish butterflies flutter in her belly.

Yet what she wanted was a bad idea. Wasn’t it?

“If you want to grab my laptop and extra monitor,” she suggested, “we can do that Metalocalypse marathon.”

Curt nodded, and hours later, they were still bundled up in blankets on the couch, watching the cartoon and laughing like hyenas. They’d watched all twelve episodes of the final season and mourned the fact that there weren’t more.

Even with the heat of the fire and being under the covers, Dezra still broke out in occasional shivers. “Do you really think I had hypothermia?” she asked suddenly.

“Have.” The humor vanished from Curt’s face, and he regarded her with a stern frown. “You were unconscious for over an hour, and your lips were turning blue. And you’re still having chills. Don’t think I didn’t notice. You should have let me take you to that tree farm.”

“I know. I was stupid,” Dezra said, still reeling with embarrassment. “But it’s not like you haven’t done some stupid shit in your life either. I mean, look where we met.”

Curt’s shoulders slumped, and pain slashed across his face like a bolt of lightning.

Guilt twisted Dezra’s gut. She’d almost gotten her fool self killed, and here she was lashing out at her savior? She reached out and placed her hand over his. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“No, it’s fine.” He took her hand and laced their fingers. “And you’re right. Although I never got so fucked up that I couldn’t play a set like you did, and I never hocked my gear for drugs like a lot of musician addicts. No, I did something much worse.”

“What?” she whispered, seeing how his eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“I killed my best friend.”

Dezra’s blood went cold. Did he mean he was a murderer? No. That was impossible. So…Lefty Swanson, from Bleeding Vengeance? Was it that? Did Curt really blame himself for the other guitarist overdosing? If so, no wonder he was reluctant to rejoin his own band and said he didn’t want to face the guys in Bleeding Vengeance again.

“No,” she said firmly. “Lefty? That wasn’t your fault. Did you stab him, shoot him, or even have the slightest wish for him to die?”

Curt shook his head, his mouth twisting in a frown. “No, but I was the one who got him into coke.”

“Nonsense.” Dezra squeezed his hand tight. “You each had a choice. You’ve had a choice every time you decided to do it, and that time…well, he took too much. It was an accident, though. And you didn’t force him. You didn’t want him to die.”

“I never wanted him to die.” Curt took a shuddering breath and swiped the back of his hand over his eyes. “The counselor at the clinic tried to tell me the same thing, but for some reason, you saying it makes me feel better. Is that weird?”

“Not at all.” Dezra patted his leg with her other hand. “I’m in the business, I know how things are. That counselor may have a psych degree, but he doesn’t have my perspective.” The reasoning was solid, even though some selfish part of her wished her assurances meant more to him because she meant more.

“That makes sense.” Curt met her gaze, and for a moment, he looked like he was going to say something else, but then he shook his head. “Anyway, it’s late. We should probably crash.”

“Curt?” she asked softly as another chill made her whole body tremble. “Would you share the bed with me? I mean, not in that way. I don’t think I’m up to that tonight, but just to keep me warm?”

He remained silent so long that Dezra thought of retracting her question. It was extremely forward of her. And what was up with her implying she would be up to it another time? Why couldn’t she stay professional around this man? This luscious, gorgeous, heroic man.

She clamped an invisible fist over the wistful thought. This coke addict, she reminded herself. This colleague in the industry, who might be the key to her recovering a career. This white man, who might not have any interest in doing anything intimate with her because she was of mixed race.

“Of course I can,” he said. Then, still gripping her hand, he helped her to her feet.

They went into the bedroom. Curt tucked her into the bed before he went to the bathroom to change, and when he returned, she couldn’t help her disappointment that he’d kept his shirt on and wore sweats. That was definitely a sign he wasn’t into her.

Yet, once he got under the covers, his arm snaked around her waist and pulled her close. Maybe he did like her.

Or maybe he was just trying to keep her warm.

Either way, with him curled up against her, the heat of his body seeping into her back, Dezra was in paradise. She closed her eyes to enjoy the sheer bliss of it. She’d never gotten lucky enough to be with a man who cuddled.

“Curt?” she whispered.

“Hmmm?” he grumbled against her neck.

“Do you want to have Christmas dinner with me?”

“That sounds wonderful,” he said sleepily.

He didn’t exactly sound chock full of holiday spirit, but she’d needed to do something to pay him back for his kindness. About Christmas…? She would do what she could to inspire him.

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

The next day Curt found himself outside of Dezra’s cabin, and her lack of holiday experience became clear when they found her tree was too tall to fit in her living room. He couldn’t help but laugh at her falling for the classic mistake of underestimating the size of a tree, and her stormy face at his laughter only increased the hilarity.

“I’m sorry,” he finally gasped as he got himself under control. “This is your first tree, right? I’m still taking things like this for granted. My mom was a real Christmas nut too.”

“This is my first real one,” Dezra admitted. “I had a little fake one for my apartment as soon as I got a place of my own.” She regarded him with a crooked smile. “Hey, it’s not like I’m the only one. A lot of people in Florida and other southern states don’t know how to chop down or trim pine trees either.”

Curt grinned. “You’re right. I guess I was spoiled.” Scooping the hacksaw from the sled, he pointed to her door with a mittened hand. “Get inside before your chill comes back.”

“Okay.” She regarded him with a shy smile that made his pulse rise. “I’ll get the lights and ornaments ready.”

He cut off just the right amount of the trunk and limbs and dragged it inside to erect. Soon afterward, he found himself digging through the ornaments Dezra uncovered and trying not to look at the sprig of mistletoe hanging nearby and overhead. Had that been there before? Had Dezra hung it, or had it come with the cabin? After spending the night with her in his arms, he couldn’t stop thinking of kissing her. His sex drive was very much back in working order. But for some reason, he also felt incredibly shy around her.

“So, why do you like Christmas so much?” he asked in an effort to focus on proper topics while he adjusted an ornament of an elf. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“My adopted parents were Jehovah’s Witnesses, so I never got to experience it as a kid,” Dezra said. She sifted through the box of ornaments for something new. “Now I’m making up for lost time.”

Curt grinned. “I’ll say.” He looked at her box of ornaments and then at the rest of her decorations. Then the rest of what she’d said sank in. “You were adopted? What was that like?”

“Apparently I was found in a shoebox outside a fire station when I was just a few hours old. Don and Debra couldn’t have children of their own, so they adopted me. I’m still grateful for that.”

“Wow,” Curt said. He couldn’t imagine not knowing who his real parents were.

Dezra shrugged and continued, “I don’t judge my birth mother for doing what she did. I have no idea what she was going through, but I imagine it was a lot for her to have to give me up. And I’m sure she did the right thing. I had a pretty good childhood. I was always well-fed and clothed, and I had opportunities that a lot of kids don’t. Like getting into music. And Dan and Debra were kind and loving—until I got into death metal.”

Curt nodded. “I can imagine, with them being all religious.”

“Yeah. I was suddenly a Satan worshipper who was no longer welcome in their home,” Dezra said.

“Wow,” Curt said again. Then, “Ouch.” His chest ached with sympathy at her having suffered such harsh treatment. The Satan-worship stereotype was thrown around a lot at metalheads, and very rarely was it accurate. Yet there was no pain or anger in Dezra’s large dark eyes. If it had been him, he’d be furious.

“You don’t seem like you’re mad at them.”

“I was, but now I’m not mad anymore, just over it. I think it’s mostly because I was already growing distant from them by then. Their intolerance grated on me. I mean, I didn’t get along with most other Black kids at school and church, mostly because of my taste in clothes and music, or because some were rich snobs and others from a poorer neighborhood while I was in the middle.” A glimmer of bitter anger had appeared in her eyes. “But, anyway, whenever I tried to have a Black or Latino friend over, they’d discourage it.”

Curt blinked in confusion. “But you’re…”

She nodded. “I know. They always stressed the white part, though, since my skin’s lighter than some. They didn’t like my natural hair either, and Debra straightened it when I was young. They really tried to suppress the Black in me. They’d say things like they were afraid other Black kids would be a bad influence like I’d somehow end up smoking crack in the ghetto even though one of my friends was a doctor’s kid and lived in a gated community, and the other was the daughter of a cop.” A painfully heavy sigh lifted her shoulders.“I honestly think the reason they adopted me was so everyone would think they were doing a good deed. Maybe even to hide their racism from God… or maybe just their church friends.”

Dezra chuckled, a rich, velvety sound, but Curt felt ill. “But you said they were good to you.”

Dezra sighed again. “They were—when I was friends with white kids from their church. Actually, it was because of that church that I got music lessons. The teacher was a great guy, and Don and Deb were nice enough to get me lessons. I got skilled enough to play bass for the church band, and I was part of the choir since I was twelve.”

“They liked that?”

Dezra nodded. “Without their support, I would have gone nowhere. If I had a quarter for every kid I met whose parents couldn’t or wouldn’t pay for music lessons, I’d be driving a Maserati.” She chuckled again. “So, whether they like it or not, it’s their fault. If not for them, I wouldn’t have had a career in music.”

Unable to stop himself, Curt closed the space between them. He placed his hands on her shoulders and said, “You may act like all this isn’t a big deal, but it is. I never would have survived such hypocrisy, much less forgiven them for it, and held the confidence to use the tools they gave me to pursue my dreams—and to even thank them for it! I mean, my parents can be uptight snobs, but they never tried to control who my friends are.”

Then again, he realized, he’d grown up in Whitesville, so maybe they would have.

He shook off the uncomfortable thought and caressed Dezra’s cheek, marveling at the softness of the skin. “You’re an incredible woman.”

She was. Warm and compassionate, strong and determined. So easy to talk to, and so beautiful. Maybe the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her luminous eyes looking up at him. A dark rose flush tinted her face, and Curt glanced up at the ceiling and smiled. There was no help for it. He was going there.

“There’s one more thing.”

Curiosity and warmth glimmered in her eyes. “What?”

“You’re standing under the mistletoe.”

His voice came out low and husky. Then, giving her time to pull away—she didn’t—Curt lowered his head and claimed her lips with his.

Dezra moaned and wrapped her arms around him. Her firm breasts pressed against his chest, and he delved his tongue into her mouth, savoring the sweetness. She tasted like almonds and a touch of cinnamon.

He lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he sucked in a breath as she pressed herself against his throbbing erection. He kept kissing her until his knees went weak, her scent and flavor intoxicating him like a drug.

“I want you,” he panted against her neck.

“Me too,” she gasped, reaching under his shirt to rake her nails along his back. “Even if this is probably a bad idea, mixing business and pleasure. I mean, if we’re really going forward with making our own band.”

Curt was taken aback. He gently set Dezra down, though he didn’t relinquish his grip on her. “It’s worked for some of my colleagues. Kat and Quinn got married, and Klement ended up dating Kinley’s best friend Kat, who ended up replacing Lefty.”

Dezra gasped. “Your replacement’s best friend took your best friend’s place?”

“Uh-huh.” Curt couldn’t help himself, he nipped the soft skin between Dezra’s neck and shoulder, eliciting another gasp from her. It was a hell of a lot easier to think about the warm woman in his arms than Klement and Bleeding Vengeance—and more rewarding. “But let’s not get off-topic. I’m just saying we could work. Please, Dezzie, let us try.”

Her hands slid from his back to his stomach, caressing the sensitive skin there. “Okay,” she said, “but you gotta take this shirt off before I go crazy.”

Curt was only happy to oblige, a thrill rushing through him at the way her eyes devoured his chest and abs. He breathed a silent thanks to God that he’d sobered up and gotten back in shape. There was no way she’d have looked at him like this when he was coked out and emaciated.

She leaned close. Her pink tongue darted out and trailed a path of heat down his belly, and plunging his hands into her curly hair he reveled in its softness.

“Should we go into the bedroom?”

She shook her head. “I’ve always wanted to make love in front of a fire.”

Make love? Oh, how he liked those words. And they were so different. So much more potent than the casual screwing he’d done on the road. More…real.

“Me too,” he said, taking her hand and leading her toward the big bear rug on the floor. “Or, rather, I’ll take you anywhere I can have you.”

Slowly he tugged at her shirt, gratified when she helped. His mouth went dry at the sight of that gleaming, coppery skin, and a body that had haunted his dreams that he was now permitted to touch and admire. Lowering his head, Curt nuzzled those perky breasts cradled in a bright crimson bra, and a small chuckle escaped his lips.

“What’s so funny?” Dezra asked.

Curt smiled and hooked a finger under the fabric to slide across one breast. “Even your underwear is festive.”

She laughed, too, and the throaty velvet sound made him shiver. God, he loved that voice.

He flicked his finger across her nipple, and she gasped and leaned into him. Slowly, he reached around and unfastened her bra, and suddenly it was his turn to stand enraptured. Dezra possessed the most glorious pair of breasts he’d ever beheld, and he sank to his knees and worshipped them the way they deserved, caressing them and laving each in turn with his tongue, lightly licking the nipples.

Her low moan was music to his ears. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer, and he kissed his way down her belly, toying with the thin red strips of fabric across her hips until she squirmed in silent entreaty for him to pull them off. Curt was happy to comply, and after he slid the panties down he leaned back on his heels to watch the firelight flicker on her skin and turn her into a goddess, an idol of molten gold.

Dezra saw him staring, and she stiffened and covered herself. “Have you ever been…with someone like me?”

“What? No. No one’s ever been as beautiful or as talented.”

She stared at him, and a pang of sadness speared his heart as he realized she was talking about the color of her skin. He hurried to shake his head. “No, but only for lack of opportunity. There’s just not much diversity in our industry. If I’d met you anytime before this…” His fingers grazed her belly. “I would always be immobilized by your beauty.”

That delightful blush returned, imbuing Dezra’s cheeks with a tint of cinnamon. “I think you’ve been reading too many paperbacks,” she said, but her lips curved into a wicked, sensual smile. “I also think that you’re overdressed.”

Reaching forward, she unfastened his pants, her dark eyes devouring him as she slid them off along with his boxer briefs. His cock hardened further under her admiring gaze, and as her fingers curled around the shaft he couldn’t hold back a gasp of sheer bliss. Her tongue soon trailed a path of heat down his belly, and it took all of his effort to pull gently away. It had been too long since he’d been with someone—especially with someone when he was sober—and he didn’t want this to end too soon.

Besides, there were things he wanted to do with his own tongue.

“Lie back,” he whispered.

She obeyed and sank down against the white fur. As she did, Curt slid his hands up her long legs, gently parting them as he kissed his way up her inner thighs, questing to reach the treasure between.

His tongue swept her soft labia, and Dezra gasped, once more gripping his hair, pulling him closer while he began lightly circling her clit. Her hips wriggled to and fro, her deep and throaty cries making him throb with the need for release. Nonetheless, Curt licked and sucked every little bit of her slick heat, savoring her musky flavor, and primal triumph roared through his being as she cried out beneath him and shuddered against his lips.

He rose up to wipe his mouth, but Dezra pulled him back on top of her, melding her mouth to his in a devouring kiss. The things her tongue did to his made him regret not allowing its use elsewhere, but hopefully, there would be other chances.

“Do you have protection?” she whispered against his lips.

He nodded and scooted back toward his jeans to grab the condom from his wallet. “I just need to make sure it’s not expired.”

Thank the heavens it wasn’t.

After he put it on, Curt paused a moment to appreciate the view of Dezra stretched out naked on the fur. He wished he could capture the glorious sight with his camera so he could keep it with him forever. This was the first woman he’d undressed that he’d had more than one conversation with since high school, the first woman he’d kissed sober in, well, who knew how long. The first woman he’d wanted for everything she was. His chest tightened with the realization that he had to make this as perfect for her as it seemed for him.

Sinking down on his elbows above her, he kissed Dezra until he was dizzy. His hardness pressed against her slick center, her tantalizing heat tempting him to thrust inside. But he had to make this last. This was no coke-dazed, casual hookup. This was making love to a woman, and not just a woman but a death metal goddess. This was Desdemona. This was Dezzie Hopkins, the sweet, Christmas-deprived beauty he’d rescued from herself and her dangerously stubborn mission to get a tree.

This was sweet.

This was meaningful.

This was sacred.

The last word struck him with a sense of alarm. Curt started to draw back, to say something, he didn’t know what, but Dezra shifted beneath him.

“Please.” Her husky whisper against his neck covered him with goosebumps. “If you don’t take me now, I’ll lose my mind.”

Curt sank into her wet warmth, surrendering not just to his body, but also to his heart.

He groaned in ecstasy. “Oh God, you feel so good.”

“Mmmm-hmmm,” she purred.

His arms slid beneath her, pulling her body tighter against him, making his cock slide even deeper inside her. For a moment he just held her in stillness, taking in the heady sensation of their melded bodies, the feeling that he was whole. Then her hips gyrated beneath him, sending a flare of white-hot pleasure through his being. He sucked in a breath with a hiss and matched her slow, torturous rhythm.

Time fell away as he moved in her, their bodies one, the pleasure building and building until Dezra, at last, cried out in his arms, her nails raking his back as she shuddered beneath him, her pussy clenching tight around his cock. Sweat beaded on Curt’s forehead as he strained to maintain the motion, to draw out her pleasure as long as possible. He didn’t want her to forget this day. Or him.

When at long last her spasms ebbed away, Curt let himself go. He exploded within her, coming so hard he saw spots. His orgasm seemed to last forever, more powerful than any he remembered, intensifying as Dezra clung to him, rocking underneath him. Finally, he collapsed atop her, panting as he tried to catch his breath.

“Wow,” he gasped. “That was incredible.”

Dezra didn’t say a word, but as she hugged him tight, her body still trembling, Curt held out hope that she felt the same.

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

For the second morning in a row, Dezra awoke in the warm, strong embrace of a gorgeous man. Only this time, the heat was more intense, not only due to the skin-to-skin contact but the memories of their limbs tangled together as he thrust deep inside her.

Only for a few blissful minutes was she able to bask in the afterglow before reality shone its harsh, bleak light on the matter. Sure, Curt might have pointed out examples of colleagues whose relationships were successful, but that was still the exception rather than the rule. Who knew how long those relationships would work out? And things would be even more challenging for her and Curt, what with them both being recovering addicts while trying to establish their working style.

And, did Curt really want to start a band with her? What if he’d only acted like it so that he could sleep with her? Could she really trust what seemed like a bond that had sprung up between them? Had that ever worked out in the past?

Her cacophony of worrisome thoughts brought another craving for a drink, but Dezra closed her eyes and took deep breaths until the craving subsided. Like one glass of wine could make all of her problems vanish. Then she reluctantly disengaged herself from Curt’s embrace. The only way to keep the cravings away was to stay busy.

Curt mumbled what sounded like a protest before he rolled over, holding tight to the blankets, looking painfully adorable in his sleep. Dezra grinned. He wasn’t kidding when he said he wasn’t a morning person.

Leaving him in bed, she got a pot of coffee brewing and finished decorating the tree. She then got the turkey out of the freezer and put it in the fridge to start thawing. Only three more days until Christmas. She couldn’t stuff a rock-hard bird.

Curt wandered into the kitchen sometime later, rubbing his sleepy eyes. Dezra surprised him with a breakfast of toasted bagels, an omelette, and a steaming cup of coffee.

“Wow,” he said with what looked like genuine awe. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a woman cook breakfast for me aside from my mom.”

Pleasure suffused Dezra at his words until she thought of just how big of a deal such a thing might be for him. Were they walking a fine line? Would he change his mind about working with her? What if making love with him last night would mess everything up?

Taking a sip of her coffee, she forced composure. “So, I was thinking we could try to turn that riff you played the other day into a song. I mean, figure out all the instrumentation. If you’re staying. I figure neither of us has anything else to do here.”

Curt raised a brow. “I suppose we could do that.”

Dezra’s heart skipped a beat. What was his issue? Something in his tone was off. Though he polished off his food cheerfully enough.

He stopped her afterward, placing a hand on her shoulder as they headed to where Dezra had set up the instruments. “I wasn’t out of line last night, was I?”

“God, no!” The problem wasn’t that she hadn’t wanted them to make love. He looked so worried that she couldn’t help hugging him. And Lord, he felt so good that she had to pull away before she forgot all about work. “I just thought it would be good to get our project off the ground.”

This time, his smile was easy—and warm. “All right.”

For the rest of the day, they worked on composing the rhythm and bass sections, experimenting on different beats with Dezra’s drum app. Curt was incredible to work with, his wisdom about composition greater than anything she’d ever encountered. Even though he’d never played death metal before, he latched on to the stylistic patterns like he’d been writing it for years. Dezra had to have him. With his well-known name and reputation, and with the incredible riffs he improvised, this new project was guaranteed to succeed. Without him, she wasn’t so sure. But once Curt made it clear that he wasn’t returning to Viciöus, other bands would probably be beating down his door with invitations to join them. Dezra needed to secure her claim.

Unease coiled in her belly. She really shouldn’t have slept with him. Not with the potential of founding a hit band on the line. But the deed was done. Now all she could do was try and mitigate the damage.

“So…” She forced a casual tone as they packed up their instruments for a break. “What do you think we should call ourselves?”

Curt frowned. “You’re the death metal expert. You should name the band.”

“Nah, you’re in this, so you have equal say,” Dezra insisted. “Besides, thrash and death metal band names aren’t too different. We just skew a little more morbid.”

“Okay.” Curt perched on the arm of the couch, stroking his chin in deep thought. “What’s the scariest horror movie you’ve ever seen?”

“Pet Sematary,” Dezra said. “The idea that your loved ones can come back from the dead all evil and shit…?” She shivered.

“Oooh, good choice. That one scared the hell out of me when I was little. Especially that freaky ghost who was supposed to be one of the good guys.”

“Pascow.” Dezra shuddered again. “Remember when he stood behind the mom and said something about how he haunted the dad because he’d been near him when his soul discorporated? I always thought he wasn’t such a good guy. His help led her to her death.”

“‘Discorporated.’” Curt nodded. “Now that’s a good name.”

Dezra closed her eyes and turned the word over in her mind. It sounded way more ominous than Scalpel. “It really is, isn’t it?”

Excitement flowed through her pores, making her want to jump up and down. He was in. They were really doing this.

“We’ll need to find a rhythm guitarist, a fast drummer, and a keyboardist if we’re going melodic. Do you think we should go melodic?”

“Whoa.” Curt rose from the couch and took her in his arms. “Slow down. We’re still on vacation. We don’t need to get everything sorted out yet. Why don’t we go to the lodge for an early dinner? I’m hungry from skipping lunch, and I want to try their famous elk steaks.”

“Okay.” She took a deep breath and tried to tamp down her enthusiasm for their fledgling band. Maybe this wasn’t a done deal. She’d scare him off if she got too intense. Plus, he was right that they had time, and dinner sounded great.

They put on their coats, boots, and gloves before heading outside to Curt’s snowmobile. Snow swirled in the air in light flurries, the last remnants of the other night’s blizzard. Wrapping her arms around his waist, Dezra rested her cheek against his broad back as he fired up the vehicle. He felt so damn good she never wanted to let him go. He made her hope again—about everything.

The snowmobile accelerated, and she and Curt shot up and down the gentle hills like a rocket, making Dezra whoop with joy. Here, in this winter wonderland, on the back of a snowmobile with her sexy guitarist, she had never been happier. But, once they arrived at the lodge and were seated in the restaurant, disaster struck. Dezra couldn’t stop noticing how the other guests around her were laughing and drinking. The wine glasses on their table glinted in the candlelight, and their server rubbed it in.

“Would you like to try our house wine? It’s a sweet Riesling with hints of green apple.”

Oh, Lord. Riesling was her favorite.

Mouth dry with thirst, Dezra swallowed and shook her head. “No thank you. May I have a Sprite instead?”

“Root beer for me,” Curt said, grinning at her. To the waiter, he said, “We don’t drink.”

He sounded so calm and offhand. She felt like crawling out of her skin. God help her, she wanted a drink. Her throat burned with the need, just one to calm her nerves, to help her sort out her conflicted desires like making music and making love.

When the Sprite arrived, it did nothing to slake her thirst.

“You okay?” Curt asked.

Biting her lip, Dezra nodded, then hid her face behind her menu. “Just thinking about what I can get you for Christmas. I’d expected to be alone, so I don’t know what the gift shops at the lodge have that would suit you.”

Yes. Think about Christmas. Anything but alcohol.

“You don’t have to get me anything,” he said, looking surprised. He seemed so humble and shy. She wanted to lean over the table and kiss him again.

“Of course I do!” she insisted, focusing on the deep brown of his eyes and not the clinking glasses from the table behind her. “It’s the holiday spirit.”

A mischievous grin lit up his face. “Fine. Then I’ll have to get you a present as well.”

“O-kay,” Dezra agreed.

Then she realized just how intimate it would be, exchanging gifts with him on Christmas morning like they were a couple.

Were they a couple? She’d slept with him, and the last few days really made her feel like they were connected. But…

The server came by and took their orders.

The couple to their left laughed loudly, pouring each other fresh glasses of wine. It looked so sweet that Dezra licked her lips, and the action brought a new wave of unease, this time about her own issues. She was still an alcoholic. How could Curt thrive with a burden like that? What if it was her weakness that screwed up their band? Was she being unfair to him when she wasn’t out of the water with her addiction? Despair washed over her, increasing her burning need for a drink, and when their steaks were delivered, Dezra had to force the meal down, hands shaking with the urge to go to the next table and seize that bottle.

She answered Curt’s small talk as best as she could, guilt intertwining with her ravening craving for a drink. When the server offered dessert, she shook her head, desperate to get out of the lodge and away from the temptation. Curt seemed uninterested in dessert as well.

Outside, Dezra turned her face up to the cold night air, the snowflakes soothing her burning cheeks. Curt slid his arms around her waist to hug her from behind.

“Do you want to go back to your place or mine?”

“I want to go back to my cabin”—she sucked in a breath—“and be alone for a while if you don’t mind.”

She felt him stiffen against her back. “Did I do something wrong?”

Her throat tightened, and she shook her head. “No. I just need to think about some stuff. You know, about how to handle things with our band.”

Like how in the hell she would be able to go out in public ever again. Would these damn cravings ever leave her?
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They headed home in silence. Curt dropped Dezra off at her cabin, slightly gratified when she hugged him tight and pulled him down for a kiss that stole his senses. So, at least she didn’t regret having sex with him. But her slumped shoulders and air of dejection as she walked settled a hard stone in his belly. Something was clearly wrong.

Worry gnawed his gut as he drove the snowmobile back to his cabin. She’d been cheerful and intent upon planning their band, then suddenly in the lodge, she was like a trapped animal looking for an escape. Did she not want to be seen in public with him? What possible reason could there be for that? Then an even more disturbing thought pierced his mind: Had Dezra only slept with him to get him to agree to form a band?

To his surprise, the idea bothered him not because she’d be using him, though that hurt too. It was the possibility that she didn’t return his feelings.

Last night had meant something, hadn’t it? Not just last night, but their whole interaction, both here and back at the clinic. He believed in fate, and to find her here in this secluded winter wilderness, to have saved her from death, and then experienced such mind-blowing sex… That was like a neon sign shouting DESTINY.

Wasn’t it?

As he got off his snowmobile, he considered firing it back up to go to Dezra’s cabin and tell her he would have joined her band either way; she didn’t need to sleep with him for that. But that seemed pretty offensive if he was misreading her recent actions. More than anything, he wished he could know the truth because he wanted to tell Dezra everything in his heart.

He trudged up the steps and entered his cabin, slumping against the door. Not for the first time, he cursed his inadequacy. He sucked at putting his feelings into words, which was why Quinn and Tony had handled the lyrics to their songs. He definitely didn’t want to spook Dezra. Despite having been in rehab together, they had only really known each other for a few days. They were moving really fast. His heart didn’t mind that one bit, but Dezra would likely freak out if she knew the depths of his feelings.

Yet, how could he not fall for her? Dezra was the kindest, most patient woman he’d ever met. Despite her tragic backstory and all she’d endured being raised by bigoted, repressive parents, she’d found forgiveness in her heart for them, even gratitude. If she could harbor that much kindness for those who wronged her, Curt marveled to imagine how she treated those who were good to her.

And they were both recovering addicts. That helped fuel a kinship with her more intense than any before he’d ever experienced.

Not wanting to take time to build a fire, Curt cranked up the thermostat in his cabin to eighty; after spending so long at Dezra’s, it was freezing in here. Then, still on a mission to warm up, he put a kettle of water on the stove to make some Iron Goddess tea. Someone in rehab swore by it to ease addiction. Curt didn’t know if the tea actually helped, but since drinking it, his cravings had gone down. Plus, the stuff was actually tasty and soothing.

Once he had a hot mug in his hand, he sat down to brainstorm what he’d do about his feelings for Dezra. All he got were scribbles on a piece of paper.

After his second cup, he had an idea. Telling her everything he felt might be too soon, but he could certainly show her the beginnings of his affection. Of course, he’d have to get up early in the morning to accomplish it.

Curt shuddered. He hated getting up in the morning.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Dezra rolled out of bed with a groan at nine a.m. and frowned at the clock. She normally didn’t sleep this late, but last night had been agony. For several hours after Curt dropped her off, she’d huddled on her bed in the fetal position, shaking with the intensity of her alcohol craving. She hadn’t had an episode that bad in a while.

So, last night had proved that she wasn’t ready to be around alcohol yet.

Damn it. How would she handle getting back in the business? She could decline attending parties, but what about the tour bus? And what about the various clubs they played, and backstage? Could she insist on only hiring teetotalers? As it was, she’d already planned on making sure whatever drummer, rhythm guitarist, and keyboard player she hired didn’t do any hard drugs so that Curt wouldn’t be tempted. Knocking drinking off the list would severely narrow her options.

Closing her eyes, Dezra counted to ten before padding to the kitchen to put on the coffee. Somehow, someway, she would make this work. Maybe for now, though, she could just get ready for Christmas.

Seeing her gorgeously decorated tree in the living room made excitement flutter in her belly. And it wasn’t just that she’d be doing the full holiday tradition this year; it was that she’d also be sharing a meal and gifts with the sexiest, kindest man she’d ever met. A man who’d kissed her under the mistletoe and made love to her on a fur rug before the fire. There would be the perfect Christmas dinner, which she’d planned, but there would also be presents under the tree to exchange with Curt.

Curt.

Dezra’s cheeks heated. She’d only spent a few days with him, yet already her heart swelled to bursting whenever she thought of him. The magnitude of her feelings scared the crap out of her. Maybe that was why she’d needed a drink so bad last night. It was so strange to feel so much. And there was such potential to screw things up.

Ugh. Speaking of screwing things up, she owed him an explanation for her abrupt need to be alone after dinner. Would he understand? On the one hand, Curt probably had cravings of his own. On the other, he seemed to be totally in control of his addiction. Then again, it wasn’t as if cocaine was accessible from almost every public place in the world. Still, maybe he’d understand if she had the courage to explain what she was going through. That she was still so weak.

Finishing her coffee, Dezra nibbled on a bagel before heading outside and strapping on her snowshoes. Facing Curt could wait. For now, she needed to head to the shops at the lodge and get some presents to put under the tree.
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