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      Lord January is at the top of the charts, only comes out at night, and is usually covered in blood. Say what you will, but the man knows how to put on a great show. But when the Vampire King is let out of rehab, the last thing he expects is someone forcing him to eat real food, hang out in the sun, and generally be a human being

      Rye Sommers, the best bodyguard in the business, has been hired to babysit a rock star whose biggest threat surprisingly isn't all the hard drugs, desperate groupies, and crazy fans—it's  Lord January himself. But the closer Rye gets, the more LJ turns into sweet, gentle, caring Jeff Smart. He may still be the super-skinny, pierced and inked genius Lord January, but he is slowly shaking his death wish as he sheds the loneliness and exhaustion his stage persona saddled him with.

      But as Rye falls in love with the real Jeff, he finds himself in over his head. He knows he can keep Lord January away from the drugs and the groupies, but saving Jeff might force Jeff to choose between his career as Lord January and his very life.
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      Rye sat on the little chair in the waiting room, feeling like some sort of oversized gorilla.

      There’d been three other bodyguards waiting when he’d arrived, but two had gone in and come back out in short order. The last guy ahead of him had lasted a minute or two longer. A tired-looking blonde had poked her head out as well, telling him she needed a couple minutes.

      He glanced at his watch. He was between jobs and didn’t have anywhere to be, so it wasn’t like he minded waiting. This chair, though, was a little on the uncomfortable side. He shifted, the whole thing creaking ominously. It was small, and he was worried it wasn’t going to hold his weight.

      You could say a lot of things about him—he was a solid guy, trustworthy, surefooted, and reliable. One thing you couldn’t say? He was small.

      He debated getting up and standing over by the window or something, but he didn’t want Donna Heard to think he was antsy or getting cold feet. Reg Storm, who’d given him the heads-up on the job after he’d finished a stint keeping the rock star safe from a stalker, had told him Donna was a real stickler.

      A ballbuster, even.

      And obsessed with keeping her pseudovampire, crazy-assed-fans-sending-blood-in-the-mail singer alive.

      It was a good thing he liked a challenge and didn’t judge.

      He shifted, and the chair creaked alarmingly again. Okay, he was standing. Looking like he was restless had to be better than breaking the damn chair.

      The door opened about the same time his ass left the chair. “Sorry for the delay. I had a phone call. Please, come in.”

      “No worries. I’m sure you’re very busy.” He held out his hand. “I’m Rye Sommers.”

      “Donna Heard. Pleased.” The office was classy, furnished with heavy, overstuffed furniture, way more solid than the stuff in the waiting area. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” He sat, nothing creaking or shifting in warning. Oh thank God. That was just… ridiculous.

      “Sorry about the tiny chairs out there. You’re… a big guy.”

      That had him chuckling. “You did nearly have firewood there. Big is what you need, though, right?” Little guys weren’t bodyguards.

      “Absolutely. And LJ is… challenging.” She leaned back, steepled her fingers, and was completely in control.

      “Challenging? I’m good with challenges. Can you be more specific?” He knew LJ stood for Lord January. Lord. January. He’d seen pictures of the guy too. Skinny, tattoos, piercings, and makeup. Lots of makeup.

      “First, tell me about you. About your specialties.”

      “I’ve been bodyguarding for six years. I’ve never lost a client. I specialize in twenty-four/seven care.”

      “And you’re comfortable with travel? This is a long-term position.”

      Long term was good. It would be nice to have something a little more permanent. He was tired of bouncing from job to job.

      “I don’t even have a goldfish for someone to feed while I’m away.”

      “I’ve checked your references. You come highly recommended. LJ needs round-the-clock attention. And I want you working solo. The last thing he needs is two or three strangers coming into his life full-time. As you can imagine, his persona is… not conducive to normal life.”

      “I googled him. I imagine not everything I read was true, but it seems very, uh, colorful.”

      The man was apparently in rehab. Of course he also apparently ate live rats every Friday night before having a massive orgy.

      “Colorful is one word for it.” Donna rolled her eyes. “He’s been in rehab—willingly, I might add—and from all reports, he’s done well. The doctors say he’s stronger than he was when he went in. He’s gained thirty-five pounds. He’s clean. It’ll take seven seconds on the road with all those assholes for it to be ripped apart.”

      “So you want me to run interference with the groupies, the band, anyone who tries to get him hooked again?”

      “I need someone to keep him safe, fed, clean. Keep the pushers away from him, as best you can. Temptations are everywhere, and LJ is… easily tempted. He gets bored, stressed, worried. You have eight weeks before he goes on the road, then a thirty-week world tour.”

      “How far do I go to keep him clean?”

      “His heart stopped twice the night before we admitted him. Twice.” Suddenly Donna seemed like an avenging fucking angel. “I’ll pull him off the road forever if it saves his life.”

      “So I won’t be fired for sitting on him to keep him from going out and getting a hit?”

      “He can’t fire you. I do ask that we keep this as private as possible. His image is one thing, his real life another. You work for me, personally.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re saying. Do you mean he won’t know you hired me or what for?” Rye wasn’t sure about that. The best way to protect a client was to be up front with them.

      “No, sir. I mean he can’t fire you. He can fuss and bluster, but only I can fire you.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “I take it his public image is to remain….” He waved his hand.

      “January the Vampire Lord.” Her voice was dripping with sarcasm.

      How did something like that start?

      “As long as I don’t have to call him ‘my lord,’ I think this will work.”

      “LJ is fine.”

      “I’m licensed to carry a firearm. Do you want me to?” Some clients felt more comfortable if he was armed; others felt just the opposite.

      She stopped and gave the matter some thought. “Perhaps keep one locked away. He might… I don’t know.”

      Lord January was rich, famous, with millions of screaming fans, yet it sounded like he wasn’t very happy. Hell, her fear of suicide added to the addictions told that story. “You don’t want him to have access. I have a lockbox for it. That way it’ll be fairly easy for me, but only me, to get to.”

      “Yes. Oh yes. Please.” She looked so relieved.

      “How closely do I need to watch him for… self-destructive behavior?”

      “I think the only not-destructive thing he’s ever done is agree to rehab.”

      “So at some point this stopped being an interview and started being a game plan. I take it I have the job?” Thinking back to how quickly the other interviews had ended, he had to wonder if he was the only one who hadn’t run off screaming. January sounded like a handful, and it was a huge responsibility, taking it on without backup.

      “I take it you do.”

      “I gather from what I’ve read that… LJ is still in rehab. I’d like to go through the house before he gets out, make sure any threats have been removed, and become familiar with it. I’ll also need a list of who else has access to LJ, who I can expect to be in his life on a regular basis. I assume you’ve kept a file of threats made on his life.” He went into work mode, running through a checklist in his head.

      “Yes. Yes, he’s out on Friday afternoon.”

      “I can meet him at the door to the rehab center and stay by his side from then on.” He’d spend tomorrow wrapping up any loose ends: shut up his apartment, let his sister and mother know he might be slow to answer communication, all that stuff. That would free him up to do the walk-through of LJ’s place on Thursday.

      “I can get you all the background stuff you need. How much are you asking for your wage?”

      “I realize I’ll be getting room and board, but I’ll be on duty twenty-four/seven, so that also has to be taken into account. A thousand a day.”

      To her credit, she didn’t even blink. “Fine. He uses once, and you’re out. No second chances.”

      “Understood.” He came to his feet and held out his hand. “I’ll keep him safe, Ms. Heard. Even from himself.”

      “That’s your job. Talk to my secretary about the details. She’ll get you what you need.”

      “Will you let LJ know I’m picking him up, or am I meeting him cold?”

      “I’ll let him know. He isn’t good with surprises at the best of times.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you. You won’t be disappointed.” He gave her a tight smile and headed out.

      He was going to have to drop Reg Storm a thank you note for suggesting the job to him and giving him a reference. Looked like this one was going to be a challenge, which was how he liked it.
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      “Do I have to go?” Jeff stood at the door of the room he’d been living in for eight months. Eight months he’d been safe and happy in there. Eight months he’d been able to be just Jeff, instead of Lord January. “Jim, can’t I just stay?”

      “Oh, honey, you know you can’t. You have all the tools to do this. You do.” His sponsor and the man who had become a friend stared at him, smiled.

      “You look like Santa Claus when you do that.”

      “Shut up.”

      They looked at each other, and then they cracked up, leaning together, and if he cried a bit, Jim didn’t say a word.

      “Come on. Donna sent a car for you, to take you home.”

      “She sent a babysitter.”

      He couldn’t even complain—he probably needed one—but couldn’t it be Jim? Couldn’t he stay there where he was safe?

      “You have my number, Jeff. Use it if you need it, okay? I mean that.”

      He nodded, wrapped his hoodie around him, iPod in the pocket, put his sunglasses on, and hunched inside the fabric.

      Jim gave him a short, hard hug, then walked him out the front door. Out into the world.

      He winced away from the sunlight, tugging his hood down farther. “My things?”

      “Already in the car, sir.” A mountain of a man threw him into shadow, and a huge paw was held out. “I’m Rye.”

      “I don’t shake hands. Sorry.” Jesus, Donna had hired a giant. “I’ll call, Jim, okay? Soon?”

      “Anytime, Jeff. I promise.”

      The giant waited until he started down the walk, then paced him. “We’re the dark gray SUV to the right of the gate.”

      “Okay.” He kept his head down, making sure the light and the long-range lenses couldn’t get to him.

      He had to admit, having the Hulk walking next to him gave him some cover to hide behind, made him feel less exposed. Didn’t mean he suddenly wanted the babysitter, mind you.

      The walk down the path seemed to take for-fucking-ever, but at last they were at the car, his minder opening the door for him and bundling him in. The door shut with a very final sounding click, and in seconds they were driving away from the one place he knew was safe.

      Jeff put his earphones in and turned the music up loud, the noise pounding in his head.

      He stayed in his cocoon until the door opened, his new bodyguard’s hand touching his arm. Aside from really tall and really built, the guy had short brown hair, like military cut almost, and a square jaw you’d expect some tough bodyguard to have. His new bodyguard’s eyes were surprisingly blue, like bright and alive. Jeff slid his gaze from the guy to the house.

      Home sweet home. Goodie. He stood, the garage quiet and still. There were two doors down there—one to his rooms, one to the rest of the house where everyone else was. He grabbed his guitar, then headed to the door on the left, heading upstairs without a word.

      Rye—that was what the guy had said his name was, right?—kept up with him, right behind him on the stairs like a shadow.

      “These are my rooms.” He knew Donna would have had them searched, emptied of anything—uppers or downers.

      “I know. Hell, the whole house is yours, LJ.”

      He didn’t bother to argue, but he knew better. The guys in the band came and went, the groupies, people who called themselves friends. Technically his money had paid for the house, but it was a part of Lord January’s image and had very little to do with him.

      Following him right to his bedroom, Rye put his bag from rehab down at the end of his bed.

      “So…. Are you hungry?”

      “No.” He moved to sit in the huge overstuffed chair in the corner. “I think I’m just going to sleep. I’m not sure what Donna wants you to do, but I’m going to just rest for a couple of days. I don’t want company.”

      “I’m not company. I’m your bodyguard. Whither thou goest, there shall I go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” He was never leaving this room.

      Ever.

      And even though he knew that was a lie, it was the one he was sticking with right now.

      “Then neither am I.” Rye, the giant, smiled down at him. “Except maybe to make you a sandwich. Are you sure you’re not hungry?”

      “I’m not hungry. Make yourself at home. I assume someone got you a room?”

      “Somebody who? It’s just you and me.” Rye sat on his bed.

      “There’s staff—a cook, housekeeper, all the people. Someone let you in.”

      “The housekeeper comes in once a week now, and everyone else has been sent away. Ms. Heard didn’t feel you needed the distractions.” Rye dug into his pocket and pulled out a little ring of keys. “I let myself in.”

      “Oh.” Jeff pulled the hoodie down farther, found another playlist on his phone, and put the earphones in, the music battering him, drowning out the world.

      He wanted to go back to rehab.

      He wanted to be safe.

      “I’m going to make a sandwich and bring a chair in to sit with you. I won’t be long.”

      He nodded and waited for Rye to leave. Then he went to the closet, took his shoes off, and grabbed a blanket. His stashbox was in the safe, right there, and he didn’t look at it. He just needed to have it in case.

      He curled up in his chair, hid under his blanket, and went to sleep.

      Once today was over, he could work on tomorrow being over too. One day at a time, and all that bullshit. Still, it was all he had.
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      God, Rye was bored.

      Fucking bored.

      Four days of bodyguarding January, lord of the fucking vampires, and all they’d done was sit in this room. There was only so much Candy Crush a man could play without feeling de-masculinized.

      LJ was still and silent. He’d eaten once in four days, had one huge bottle of water a day, taken a few bathroom breaks, and mostly stayed in that chair, hidden under a blanket.

      It was creepy.

      Hell, the kid was creepy. Big dark eyes, long dark hair, skin pale as milk except where the ink covered him.

      Rye wanted to feed him the world’s biggest ham and cheese sandwich, slather him in suntan lotion, and take him out into the sun. It was hard to believe this kid was the same bad boy rock star he’d seen in the YouTube vids. This guy was tiny and bruised and barely breathing.

      Phone light filtered out from under the blanket, so he knew LJ was awake. That was something.

      “So how about we go for a swim today? You’ve got that great pool out there, just… sitting.”

      “Go ahead. I don’t mind.”

      “No, I’ve already been.” He was up at dawn, working out and doing laps. Keeping fit. “But I’ll go with you.” He stood and went over, tugging the cover off LJ.

      Those huge, near black eyes stared at him, the bruises underneath a deep, dark blue. “Pardon me?”

      “Let’s go swim. Get some fresh air. Frankly, you need it, buddy.” He was allowed to do what he wanted, though. As long as he kept LJ clean.

      Clean had to mean healthy, right? Eating, drinking, showering, moving around. Wasn’t the guy supposed to want to make music or something?

      He held out his hand. If LJ didn’t take it, he was putting the kid over his shoulder and carrying him down.

      “I don’t go outside in the sun.”

      “Maybe you should start. Ten minutes and a sandwich, and I’ll let you come back up here to hide some more.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do. I just have to not use. That’s it.”

      “Actually, no. I’m also supposed to keep you alive. And this isn’t living. So take my hand and come downstairs with me, or I’ll make it happen.”

      “Shoo.” LJ pulled his legs up under his chin, bent back to his phone.

      Well, that made it easier to pick LJ up.

      Bending, Rye slid his arms beneath LJ’s shoulders and knees, then picked him up.

      “What? Put me down! I said no!”

      Christ, the kid couldn’t weigh a buck and a quarter. How much had Ms. Heard said he’d gained in rehab? How much had he lost in the last few days?

      Rye should have done this sooner.

      He ignored LJ, kept carrying him down the stairs.

      As soon as they left his quarters, LJ went stiff, silent. The bigger part of the house had been party central, and Rye had flushed everyone out, had the place cleaned top to bottom, made sure there weren’t drugs or booze anywhere.

      It was quiet, almost echoing, as he moved into the huge great room, with its floor-to-ceiling windows. He kept going, heading for the pool. He knew there were towels out there and had no qualms over what he was about to do.

      The place was a shrine to decadence, to excess, and LJ didn’t look at anything, just hid in his hoodie, his baggy clothes.

      “Pool,” Rye said, as he went out into the huge backyard with its enormous pool set into the place to look like a pond.

      “Very nice. I want to go in.”

      “Exactly, you’re going in. We both are.”

      “No. Inside. I want to go back inside.”

      “No, the pool, a bit of fresh air. If I put you down, will you strip or run?”

      “I don’t want to get wet. I want to go inside. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “You’re not living, LJ. You’re just… fading away, and I gave my word I wouldn’t let you go.” With that, he dumped LJ into the water.

      LJ flailed, fighting with the heavy, too-big clothes for a second before just going limp and sinking to the bottom.

      Jesus Christ.

      Rye took off his shoes and jumped in after LJ.

      Stupid little fuck.

      He grabbed at the hoodie, but LJ slipped away, leaving him holding the fabric. Growling, he let the hoodie go and grabbed for LJ.

      The little bastard was quick, scrambling up the stairs and running for the house.

      After jumping out, Rye gave chase, grabbing LJ just before he got to the door. He pulled the kid up against his body. Skin and bones, that’s what LJ was.

      “Let me go! Let me go! I haven’t done anything bad!” LJ struggled against Rye, fists battering at him.

      This was more life than Rye’d seen out of the kid since he’d picked him up, and he simply held LJ, let the kid work the anger out.

      It didn’t last long—it couldn’t, LJ wasn’t eating—and then the kid just passed out, pale as milk.

      Christ.

      Fucking Christ.

      Rye laid LJ down on a deck chair and grabbed a thick towel from the little cabana. Then he stripped LJ quickly and dried him off.

      LJ finally came back to. “I… I want to go back.”

      “Back where?” Rye looked into that pale, pinched face.

      “I want to go back to the hospital.”

      “You have a life to live.” A tour that started in less than two months.

      “I want to go back.”

      “It doesn’t work that way, LJ. You know that.”

      He wrapped the kid in the towel, but didn’t bring him back upstairs yet. LJ curled into a tiny ball, almost disappearing under the towel. Acting on instinct, Rye grabbed LJ and tugged him against his body.

      “I don’t—” The too-skinny body just shuddered.

      “Shh. Shh. Just warming you up, okay?” He needed to get heat and food and water into LJ, needed to. He gathered LJ up again. “Kitchen. Food. We’ll get something in you.”

      “N-n-not hungry.”

      “Too bad. Your body is starving to death, and if I let you die from malnutrition, your manager is going to hunt me down and carve me up.”

      “Not hungry.”

      Stubborn boy. “I got that. You’re still eating.” Maybe a milkshake. There was ice cream in the freezer, milk in the fridge. Fresh berries. Oh, that would make a great smoothie.

      Once they were in the kitchen, he sat his towel-wrapped burden down.

      LJ looked around the room, wide-eyed. “It’s bigger than I remember.”

      “When was the last time you were in here?” Rye took some bread out to make a couple of sandwiches and buttered them.

      “Long time. I don’t cook.”

      Or eat, apparently. “No? I like it.” Cooking was easy, and then you knew what you were putting in your mouth. He pulled tomatoes, lettuce, and sliced turkey breast out of the fridge, along with the mayo and mustard.

      “I’m going to take a shower. I’m cold.”

      “We can go back upstairs when I’m done with the sandwiches.” Sandwiches were totally portable. And he wanted to keep LJ out of the bedroom he was hiding in as much as possible.

      “This is my house. I don’t need fucking permission to take a shower.”

      Rye put the sandwiches together, not pointing out that LJ hadn’t made a single move to actually get up off the stool he was sitting on.

      Finally, LJ got up and headed for the fridge and got a bottle of water, towel dropping away.

      Pale-as-milk skin broken by dark tattoos Rye wanted a closer look at, and so fucking skinny. Definitely a grown man, though. Wait. “Is that metal in your prick?” It was amazing he hadn’t noticed earlier, but then he’d been trying not to notice anything.

      “Yeah. Double PA, got a dydoe, a frenum, and a hafada. It’s a thing.”

      A fucking sexy thing.

      Rye pushed that thought away, along with the sudden thought that all that pale skin would bruise amazingly.

      “They let you keep ’em during rehab?”

      “They’re not made of uppers. They weren’t concerned about my prick.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. I didn’t know if they wanted you to eschew all the trappings of the lifestyle that you were in while hooked or what.” He put the sandwiches on a couple of plates. “How about we go sit out in the sun while we eat?”

      “I’m a vampire, remember? No sun.”

      Look at them, having a conversation. “We’ll slather you with SPF 1000.”

      “I tell you what, I’ll go shower, dress, and then I’ll meet you outside, okay?”

      “It’s a deal.” It was far more than he’d expected, actually.

      “Cool.” LJ disappeared, sliding out of the room like smoke.

      They’d had an actual conversation; LJ had not only been downstairs, but promised to come back; and there was the potential for getting food into that too-skinny body.

      And all Rye’d had to do was throw the guy into the pool.
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      Jeff took a long shower, luxuriating in spray battering at him from all sides, the scent of his soap—roses and sandalwood. He’d showered in rehab, of course, and it had been luxurious, but this was home. This was his shower.

      He cleaned himself over and over, touching himself, letting himself feel something good.

      Letting himself feel.

      Maybe he could just stay in here. Would the giant allow it?

      Probably not. He needed to call Donna, have her back the big guy off a few notches. Hell, she gave him a day off, right?

      He kept touching himself, tempting fate.

      Finally, though, the promise of music and warm clothes drew him out. He dried off, found a pair of huge sweats and an even bigger shirt, his ubiquitous hoodie, socks, stompy boots, and full makeup.

      Not January’s costume, but some hybrid between Jeff and January.

      To his credit, Rye was sitting out on the deck, looking unconcerned about where he was. And the man was in the shade instead of the sun too.

      Jeff headed out, hiding in his hoodie, burrowing deep in the shadows.

      Rye gave him a smile that made him look really handsome. “Got your armor on, I see.”

      “There are cameras everywhere.”

      “You’ve got a nine-foot privacy fence and nothing behind the house….”

      Jeff shrugged. There were pictures online of everything, even a few of rehab. Those people were clever, crafty.

      “It’s got to be hard, wearing the bad boy facade all the time.” Rye handed over a plate with a sandwich on it.

      “Yeah, it totally sucks having groupies and money.” He winked, putting the sandwich on the table. Honestly, he didn’t care about that. He wanted the music, wanted the lights and the pulse of the crowd. He loved that, being everything Jefferson Smart wasn’t.

      “So why’d you turn to drugs?” Rye handed the plate with the sandwich back.

      “I like them.” It was as simple as that. They were everywhere, they made life faster, made him better, smarter, happier.

      “They’ve got some pretty severe side effects. Not to mention they’re illegal.” Rye smiled, taking out the sting of the words.

      “Yeah. They stopped my heart. It was great.” What did he care about illegal?

      Rye snorted but let the subject drop. “Eat. Take the sandwich apart and have the bits you want if the whole sandwich is too intimidating.”

      He looked at the food. “I need a cigarette.”

      “No, you need food.” Rye had a stubborn set to his jaw.

      “I don’t want to eat.” He’d eaten in rehab, tons of protein shakes at first, then mashed potatoes, scrambled eggs.

      “Too bad. Eat. If you give me a list of the foods you like best, I’ll have Brigitte start stocking the fridge. But you have to eat.”

      “Or what?” He took a deep drink of water, letting it fill him.

      “I’m not going to leave you be until you do.”

      “Okay.” He was exceptional at being lost in his own brain.

      “No, it’s not okay. You are going to die, and then your manager is going to kill me. I’m very fond of living.”

      “Donna is a sweet old lady.” Sort of like Elizabeth Bathory had been at the end….

      That earned him another snort. “Right. Like the sun is a little hot.”

      That actually made him chuckle. “When is she coming to see me?”

      “Have you invited her?”

      “No. I haven’t called anyone.” He grabbed his phone, dialing “Mom.”

      “Jeff? Is that actually you, honey?” Donna’s voice sounded just the same as he remembered.

      “Hey. Where are you?” Why haven’t you come?

      “Working. Are you doing okay?”

      “Like you aren’t getting reports.”

      “All I know is that you’re still alive.” Her voice was dry.

      “I am. Go me.” Suddenly all his adrenaline was gone, and all he wanted in the world was to sleep. “I need to go. I’m tired. Bye.”

      He stood up and headed inside, his feet feeling heavy, like his boots were filled with sand.

      His phone rang, but he ignored it.

      All of a sudden he was off his feet, Rye scooping him up and carrying him.

      “What are you doing?” He couldn’t handle anything else.

      “Carrying you up to your room before you fall down the stairs.”

      He fumbled with his phone, dialing Jim, even as Rye carried him. Please. Please answer.

      “Jim here.”

      “I want to come back.”

      “Oh, honey. You can’t live in stasis. You’re stronger than you think.”

      But he wasn’t.

      “What happened?” Jim asked.

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. I’m so tired.”

      “Have you been eating?”

      Rye set him down on the bed.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You gotta eat, honey. Taking care of yourself is part of the program.”

      “I’m not hungry, though. I’m too tired to eat.”

      “Honey, they’ll have to come in and put in an IV. They won’t bring you back here. They’ll put you in the psych ward.”

      He started to cry, silently, just lost and lonely and old.

      Rye took the phone out of his hand. “Who is this…? Yeah. I’m trying. I don’t want to force-feed him. Yeah, okay. I’ll tell him you said bye.”

      Sitting, Rye pulled him into the strong arms. “Shh. Shh.”

      Jeff sighed softly, tears sliding through his makeup. He cried for a long time before sleep took him again, offering him peace, silence.

      All the while, warm arms held him.
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      Rye held the skinny body long after LJ was asleep. Then he called Brigitte and gave her a grocery list.

      He was glad he’d pulled the phone from LJ when the kid had started crying; the guy, Jim, had a bunch of solutions for getting nutrition into LJ—Jeff, actually. The sponsor had called LJ that. Interesting that someone called Jeff by his given name, because nobody else ever did.

      After hanging up the phone, Rye settled back in his chair and grabbed his tablet.

      A few hours later, Brigitte arrived, and he met her in the kitchen, helping her put away the groceries.

      Once she’d gone, he prepared a chocolate milkshake, added protein powder, and headed back upstairs.

      Jeff was dreaming, writhing on the bed, stretching out, then curling around his belly. He had to be starving to death.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Rye put his hand on Jeff’s shoulder. “Jeff. Time to wake up. I’ve got a chocolate milkshake for you.”

      Those dark eyes flashed open. “A milkshake?”

      Bingo.

      “Yep. A chocolate one.”

      He tried not to notice how huge Jeff’s eyes looked with his makeup smeared around them.

      “Smells good.” Jeff’s hands shook, and Rye held the glass, steadying it so Jeff could take a drink. He wanted to cheer when Jeff took two long swallows. Calories, yay.

      He put his arm around Jeff and kept him sitting up, encouraged him to drink some more.

      “It’s good. Cold.” Jeff wiped his cheek, brushing away more makeup. “I…. Everything’s a little fuzzy.”

      He imagined so. “You’re a little hungry, Jeff.”

      It was hard to reconcile the Jeff before him with Lord January’s bad boy image.

      “Not really. You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”

      “You are, you just don’t realize it.” He put the glass back to Jeff’s lips. Jeff drank again, deep, swallowing hard. There. There. Good man. Rye nodded, encouraged Jeff to lean against him.

      “Sorry. I’m not a snuggler.” But Jeff still pushed close, shivering and cuddling.

      “Okay.” He ran his hand up and down Jeff’s arm, trying to warm him up.

      Jeff drank half the shake before pushing it away. “No more.”

      “You can have the rest later.” It was probably better if Jeff didn’t drink it all at once anyway; that poor stomach would likely just send it all back up. “How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The sad part was that he didn’t think Jeff was lying.

      “You like movies, Jeff?”

      There was a huge TV across from the bed—they could watch something.

      “I do, actually. I watch them a lot.”

      “Then how about we sit and eat. I could even make popcorn.”

      “I…. Okay. Yeah. We could. You know… you know you don’t have to hang out. I know I’m shit company. I’m just so fucking tired. I can’t wake all the way up.”

      It was more words and more information than Jeff had volunteered to date. Rye put it down to getting much needed protein into the guy, and just maybe the care he took of Jeff was starting to sink in.

      “I bet once we get you fed and out in the air a little, you will. I’m going to help.”

      “Okay. What movie?”

      “I’m a closet Keanu Reeves fan.” It wasn’t something Rye shared with very many people.

      “Matrix or Dracula?”

      “Let’s start with the Matrix. There’s three of them.”

      Jeff nodded. “I’m going to wash my face first. I itch.”

      “Sounds good. Are the movies listed alphabetically?”

      “Oh, they’re all loaded onto hard drives so I can take them on the road.” Jeff pulled out a laptop, opened up some software, and showed him a huge long list. “Just click on the one you want.”

      “That’s pretty cool.” He cued up the movie, then zipped downstairs to put a bag of popcorn into the microwave.

      Five minutes later he was back up with a big bowl of popcorn and a couple of bottles of water.

      Jeff was clean-faced, hair loose, wearing soft, loose clothes. The shake was in his hand, another third gone.

      He looked… really good, actually.

      “I brought popcorn.” Rye held out the bowl.

      “Cool. Park yourself wherever.”

      He put the waters on the bedside table and sat on the bed next to Jeff, the bowl of popcorn between them.

      The movie started, the huge TV proving to have a stunning sound system that filled the air. Jeff moved about fifteen minutes into the film, curling around a huge body pillow and lying on his belly.

      “You okay?” Rye asked softly.

      “Hurts to sit for a long time.”

      It didn’t surprise him; there was no padding on the kid. Rye rubbed Jeff’s calf companionably.

      Jeff made it almost through the movie before dozing again, but he woke after only ten or fifteen minutes, going back for the shake when he woke.

      Rye would make another one once the movie was over. God knows, Jeff needed a couple dozen a day.

      Jeff shifted constantly, moving across the bed.

      “Hey. Come here.” He encouraged Jeff to lie against him between his legs, warming Jeff up.

      “Are…. Will this get you in trouble?”

      Rye didn’t bother to answer until he had Jeff propped up, body not making solid contact anywhere. “Making you more comfortable is not going to get me in trouble.”

      It took a few more minutes before Jeff relaxed, let go, staring at the TV.

      There they were.

      Between the relaxation and the milkshake, Rye finally felt like he was doing something for Jeff. When Jeff dozed off again, Rye held on, then started the next movie.
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      Rye was sleeping—sleeping hard—so Jeff headed down to his studio. They’d been in the house for more than a week, and they’d watched a hundred movies together, the music and the visuals easing him almost as much as the way Rye helped make him comfortable.

      Now he wanted to play for a few hours, make some music.

      The studio was quiet, dusty, and he wandered for a few minutes before he pulled out a guitar and started playing. He ran through standards, a little Spanish flamenco, just playing, exploring his fingers again.

      The door suddenly flew open, Rye rushing in. “Oh thank God.” Rye leaned against the doorjamb.

      Jeff looked up, eyebrow arched. “What’s wrong?”

      “I woke up, and you were gone. You never leave your room.”

      “I wanted to work a little.” He’d maybe needed to, even. He felt better today, like a real person, and who knew how long that would last?

      Rye nodded. “That’s great. It is. I just had a moment of panic. You should wake me next time. I won’t mind, I swear.”

      “You looked happy.” And Jeff didn’t know what to do. Most of his security, he’d basically ignored, and his friends…. Well, he didn’t have friends. He could, he supposed, with a phone call. Maybe Jim would come over.

      Maybe.

      If he could stay awake for more than ten minutes at a time.

      Why was it so quiet around here?

      “I must have been having a good dream.” Rye nodded to his guitar. “Do you mind if I sit and listen?”

      “No. Please. I love an audience.”

      Soon he’d have to call others, start jamming. Not yet. Not yet.

      He put his head down and started playing, his fingers moving on their own. Rye was quiet, just letting him play. He played until blood stained the strings, until his body was shuddering with muscle aches and hunger.

      “Okay, Jeff. Let’s get you some food.” Rye took the guitar from his hands.

      “You can’t….” Could he? No one. “That’s my….” Oh. Confused.

      “What are you trying to say?” Rye took his arm and helped him up.

      “I was working. Playing. That’s my guitar.”

      Rye looked at the guitar he was still holding. “I know?”

      “Let me put her away.” He reached out, blood dripping on the floor.

      “Whoa, you’re hurt.” Rye set the guitar down against his chair, then took Jeff’s hands, tsking. “Your poor hands.”

      “It doesn’t hurt. I was…. Did it sound good? It felt good.”

      “It did. Not at all what I expected.”

      Rye led him from the studio up the stairs to the kitchen where he grabbed the first aid kit from the cupboard under the sink.

      “What did you expect?” He looked at Rye curiously.

      “Well, I’ve seen your videos….”

      “That’s my job—the drama and wildness. That’s what they pay to see. I’ll have to go back to that, and soon. Soon there will be people everywhere again.” He knew that the only reason no one was here now was because of Donna.

      Rye shook his head. “I get it on the road, but you don’t have to do that in your home. This is your private space.” Rye bent over Jeff’s fingers, putting antibiotic cream and bandages on the worst of them.

      “Not here. Up in my rooms.”

      “I say the whole house. I can’t keep you safe if the place is full of groupies and hangers-on. You can have friends over, of course.” Rye put away the first aid kit and pulled out the blender, moving around the kitchen with easy familiarity.
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