
  
    [image: Last Hope]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Last Hope]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Carter Hills Band Universe

      

      
        What the reviews say

      

      
        Trigger Warnings

      

      
        Become a VIP

      

      
        Quote

      

      
        Our Love Story

      

    

    
      
        1. Riley

      

      
        2. Devon

      

      
        3. Riley

      

      
        4. Devon

      

      
        5. Devon

      

      
        6. Riley

      

      
        7. Riley

      

      
        8. Devon

      

      
        9. Riley

      

      
        10. Riley

      

      
        11. Devon

      

      
        12. Riley

      

      
        13. Devon

      

      
        14. Riley

      

      
        15. Devon

      

      
        16. Riley

      

      
        17. Devon

      

      
        18. Riley

      

      
        19. Devon

      

      
        20. Riley

      

      
        21. Devon

      

      
        22. Riley

      

      
        23. Devon

      

      
        24. Devon

      

      
        25. Devon

      

      
        26. Riley

      

      
        27. Devon

      

      
        28. Riley

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Want more emotional love stories?

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By The Author

      

      
        Midnight Sparks cover

      

      
        Midnight Sparks

      

    

    
      
        Fallen Legend cover

      

      
        Fallen Legend

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Last Hope

        Emmanuelle Snow

      

      

      

      Copyright © 2022 by Emmanuelle SNOW

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. No part of this book may be used to train, educate or otherwise inform any Artificial Intelligence including but not limited to those operating as large language models for any reason without prior written consent from the copyright holder.

      First edition - February 2022 (v_1) (2025 update)

      ISBN eBook: 978-1-990429-28-6

      ISBN paperback: 978-1-990429-73-6

      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      The publisher and author acknowledge the trademark status and trademark ownership of all trademarks, service marks, and word marks mentioned in this book.

      

      Editor: Shalini G.

      Cover: SMART Lily publishing inc.

      Published by SMART Lily Publishing inc.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Emmanuelle Snow

        emmanuellesnow.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CARTER HILLS BAND UNIVERSE

          

          (SUGGESTED READING ORDER)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carter Hills Band series

        False Promises

      

        

      
        Heart Song Duet

        Blindsided

        Forevermore

      

        

      
        Whiskey Melody series

        Sweet Agony

      

        

      
        Second Tear Duet

        Cruel Destiny

        Beautiful Salvation

      

        

      
        Breathless Duet

        Wild Encounter

        Brittle Scars

      

        

      
        Upon A Star series

        Last Hope

        Midnight Sparks

      

        

      
        Love Song For Two series

        Lonesome Heart Duet

        Fallen Legend

        Rising Star

      

        

      
        Two of Us Duet

        Snowbound

      

        

      
        Wicked Love

      

        

      
        All titles available at

        emmanuellesnow.com

      

        

      
        *For the best experience, read in the order as shown above

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT THE REVIEWS SAY

          

        

      

    

    
      - “This book was not only about the darkness but it was about pure love, hope, spice, family, and friendships on point with just the right amount without overpowering the storyline at all. In fact, it just made it better.” Melissa (OhMyWordMelly)

      

      - “Gritty and thrilling, this is by far Emmanuelle Snow’s best book so far! It encompasses a complex and emotional love story, rooted in tragedy and hope! Goodreads review

      

      - “Another great read! I read this book in one day, could not put down.” Goodreads review

      

      - “Devon and Riley’s story is a beautiful one with a lot of emotions. The subject matter is intense but it is handled very gently. “ Goodreads review

      

       -“I loved everything about Riley and Devon. Well it was hard to read about the abuse she endured but I loved Riley because he never gave up hope in finding her.” Tanja (OMGreads blog)

      

      - “This is a beautiful story about healing, trust, and safety.  I was captivated from the beginning.  Riley and Devon meet at a party and had an instant connection.  I knew immediately that their story was one I didn’t want to put down.” ReadaholicDeb

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Disclaimer

      
        
        My books are realistic and emotional love stories.

      

        

      
        I’m an advocate for mental health, and some topics could be sensitive for certain readers since they are portrayed as close to real life as possible.

      

        

      
        I’ve listed the potential trigger warnings for each title on my website.

      

        

      
        Be advised that those trigger warnings could potentially be spoiler alerts for the storylines.

      

        

      
        Those sensitive topics have been written with the utmost care and respect. Please reach out if you have questions or comments. 

      

        

      
        All books contain sexuality, mature content, and language not intended for people under 18 years of age.

        For other readers’ sake, please avoid spoilers in your reviews.

      

        

      
        Thank you and have a wonderful day!

      

        

      
        Emmanuelle

      

      

      
        
        emmanuellesnow.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To my husband,

      Because there’s no one else like you.

      Together, we always achieve greatness.

      And you keep me safe.

      I love you.

      

      To Shalini

      Even when darkness creeps in,

      there is always hope for better days.
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        “You never know how strong you are

        until being strong is the only choice you have.”

        – unknown
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          THE SONG

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Ooooh, you caught my eyes that night

        Wearing a dress that made you look divine

        Soon (too soon) you vanished into the night

        And I searched for you every day for months

        I believed for a while you were a fragment of my imagination

        A woman I’d created from my deepest dreams

        A woman I’d created from my heart earnest wishes

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

      

        

      
        I never imagined you’d walk back into my life

        One year was way too long not to have you by my side

        I never imagined you’d be on my front porch that night

        Asking for nothing, but giving everything

        One year was way too long not to have you by my side

        Now that you’re here, I’m holding on to you till the end of time

        Now that you’re here, I’m telling you I want you to be mine

      

        

      
        Ooooh, you caught my eyes with only a smile

        Making me a better man just with a sight

        I could feel you in the night, when I lay alone in the dark

        And I wished for you in my dreams for months

        I believed, for a moment, I made you up

        A love I’d never known was possible

        A love I’d never known could be so strong

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Ooooh, now that you’re here, I’m holding on to you

        Loving you with every fiber of my heart

        This thing we share is stronger than any word could express

        I know deep inside we were meant to be from that first night

        That you and I were what love at first sight is all about

        A story worthy only of fairy tales

        The princess and the knight

        The ones that you wished for when you were little

        (When you were a little girl)

        The ones that gave you hope to fight and survive

        (I’ll forever be thankful you came to me that night)

        The ones love songs are made of

        (Now you get to sing your own)

        The ones that’ll travel through time

        (Because everyone deserves to believe in happy endings)

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Love, my heart wouldn’t be full without you

        Love, you are my dreams come true

        Love, I’ll love you with everything that I am

      

        

      
        Ooooh, I love

        Ooooh, I love you forever

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Music and lyrics by Carter Hills and Riley Burns
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            RILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Our eyes met. Something passed between us. Attraction. Recognition. Yearning. Maybe a mix of all three. And much more. I brought the tumbler to my lips, relishing the burning sensation of the whiskey as it slid down my throat.

      A gear shifted inside me.

      My heart did one of its moves. The one where it got all bothered and excited.

      I fastened my grip around the glass in my hand.

      The woman pushed her long, curled blonde hair over one shoulder, giving me a perfect view of her lickable, slim neck. Lickable? Was that even a word? I pushed the thought away. I was a man on a mission.

      The vampiric side of me—the one I hadn’t known existed until now—emerged in full force.

      I blinked.

      The temptation to bite the soft flesh of her neck multiplied by the second.

      The woman smiled, and all my restraints broke loose. They caught fire and burned to ashes in the dark night.

      I gave her a subtle nod as I continued staring, hoping for a slight hint of encouragement from her.

      Her red-painted lips pursed as she mouthed Hey in my direction.

      Smoothing my palm over my trousers, I made a beeline for her, my steps light and focused, not allowing the sea of people to break our eye contact. The air around us heated up. We were outdoors, but it felt as if someone had cranked up the thermostat. Slowly, I raked my fingers through my brown hair, gelled to perfection tonight, doing my best not to mess it up. From an outsider’s point of view, I bet I looked in control—the opposite of how I really felt. No one in the business needed to know how unruly my heart was behaving. Or the tremble that had started in my fingers. The flickers of excitement that burned in my core.

      A server passed by, and I discarded my tumbler before grabbing two champagne flutes from his tray.

      In two long strides, I reached the woman in the red lace dress. Her smile reached her eyes when I offered her the sparkling alcohol. “To a great night and even greater company,” I said as we clinked our glasses. “I’m Riley.” I held out my hand for her to shake. Our palms met, and a jolt of heat surged through me, setting my insides ablaze in a way no woman ever had. Her touch alone threatened to make me combust.

      “I’m Devon.”

      I lifted our joined hands to my lips and kissed the back of hers.

      Her soft chuckle resonated through me. “I can already tell you’re a gentleman.”

      “My mama taught me well. So, what brings you here, Devon? I’ve never seen you at one of these country music parties before.”

      “Oh, you go to these a lot? This is my first time. It’s quite intimidating. A friend of mine invited me, but she’s running late.”

      I followed her gaze across the rooftop bar. Country music singers, songwriters, and musicians counted for more than half of the patrons here, and together, they’d won enough awards to fill an entire room. Woven through them were music producers, managers, movie stars, and their dates. Yeah, to someone unfamiliar, the crowd could easily appear impressive.

      My man, Carter Hills, waved at me when my eyes drifted to him. I raised my glass in his direction. He was not only one of the biggest artists here tonight, but also one of my protégés and closest friends. Over the years, we rose to the top of this industry together, our friendship growing stronger with each album. We had each other’s backs. Always.

      “All these people, they aren’t as intimidating as they look once you get to know them. Most of them are pretty great actually. Down to earth, and genuinely nice. Don’t let their success make you nervous. Looking great is part of their job description. But there’s much more to them. Well, to some of them at least.”

      The woman snickered and clutched my elbow, balancing her weight on her four-inch nude stilettos. “You seem like the kind of man who knows a lot about the country music scene, am I right?”

      I took another sip of my drink and shrugged, my eyes trained on her face, enjoying the tilt of her red lips. “You could say that. I’ve been around these folks my entire life, but an active part of their world for almost a decade.”

      Devon’s gray-blue eyes flared. “You’re a country singer? Ohmygod, I’m sorry if I didn’t recognize you.” A flush crept along her neck and cheeks. The same neck I was still dying to feast on.

      “Nah. I’m not. Believe me, you don’t want to hear me sing. It may burst your eardrums. No kidding.”

      She grinned at me, and my heart swelled in my chest. “Who are you then? What’s your superpower?”

      “I’m a manager.” I pointed to Carter, now deep in a conversation with Rita L. Sterling, a music producer. “I manage this fellow’s career, amongst others.”

      Devon moved closer and lowered her voice to a whisper as if she feared someone would hear her. Not a chance with the chatter and music surrounding us. “Is that Carter Hills? I’m sorry. I’m not a groupie, I swear, but I thought I recognized him earlier when I walked in.”

      “Yeah, that’s him. I can introduce you later.”

      She shook her head, the blush on her cheeks darkening. “No, you don’t have to. I-I’m nobody here. I’m not part of this world. This night is surreal, I⁠—”

      A waitress bumped into my side and lost her footing, sending an entire tray of red wine glasses crashing all over me.

      Time seemed to slow. I blinked as my clothes absorbed every drop.

      “Oh, shit. I’m…I’m so sorry. It’s…oh gosh, it’s my first night here. I’m so, so sorry. I-I messed up. Wh-what can I do?” she asked, her eyes glistening with tears as she righted the now-empty wine glasses on the splattered tray. “Ohmygod. I ruined your shirt, sir. This is…this is so unprofessional. I’ll get fired over this. Wait here, I-I’ll be right back. I will…I’ll get my purse. Dry-cleaning is on me.”

      I wrapped my hand around her wrist before she could run away and leveled my eyes with hers. “Stop. Breathe. It’s just a shirt. I own a dozen more just like it. You won’t get fired because nobody will say anything to your boss. I might even have been the one who bumped into you. I should’ve stood on the side of the deck. See? I’m standing in the way.”

      The waitress raised her watery eyes, studying me as if there was a but about to come out of my lips. There wasn’t.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Daph..Daphne.”

      “Well, Daphne. Breathe in. Breathe out. It’ll help to calm your nerves.”

      She filled her lungs with a deep inhale.

      “Yeah, like this.” Her shoulders dropped. “See? Much better. Listen, now you go back there,” I pointed to the bar, “fill this tray up, smile, and get on with your night. Don’t let this little incident affect you. You’re doing a great job.”

      She blinked and swallowed hard, a quiver of a smile trembling over her lips. “How-how can you tell? You don’t even know me, sir.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’d recognize a hard worker anywhere. I have a flair for finding good people. It’s my superpower.” I fished a business card out of the inner pocket of my now damp jacket. “If waitressing doesn’t work out or you’re ever looking out for a job, gimme a call. I might be able to put in a good word for you. Don’t worry. The sun always comes out after the storm.”

      “Wow…huh…thank you. I… This… That’s the nicest thing someone has ever said to me.” She clutched my business card, pressed it against her chest as if I’d just promised her the world. With a shy smile, she turned and walked away, chin raised and back straight.

      Warmth filled me. Daphne would be okay. She just needed a pep talk. And I happened to be good at those too. Perhaps I possessed more than just one superpower after all.

      Devon leaned closer, and her eyes widened in stunned disbelief. Her perfume wrapped around me, tipping my senses into a dizzy haze. She smelled like spring and rain. Fresh and flowery. I burned the fragrance to my memory. Even my heart seemed to enjoy it as it expanded in my chest and drummed faster.

      “Wow. That was… That was amazing. Most people would have screamed at the poor girl or threatened to get her fired. Instead, you boosted her self-confidence. That’s very noble of you. You are a good man, Riley.”

      I looked down and pinched the fabric of my stained shirt to unglue it from my chest. “Thank you. It was just a clumsy mishap. Now, would you excuse me for a minute? I need to freshen up.” I grimaced as she grinned at me, the gleam in her eyes captivating me.

      Her smile grew wider, and she gave a gentle nod. “Go ahead. I can’t wait to see how you manage to come back still dressed in these clothes. This should be interesting.” She wrinkled her nose at my drenched state and said, “Yeah, very interesting.”

      I smiled. Like a fool. There was no way I could hold it back. Falling under this woman’s charm felt like breathing. Easy. Natural. And imperative. “Wait and see. I may surprise you. I always find ways to turn impossible situations around.”

      Devon chuckled. “I’m sure you do. While you are in there cleaning up, I’ll order us more drinks. Whiskey?”

      “On the rocks,” I said, holding back a grin. Did Devon notice what I was drinking earlier? If so, it made her even more attractive. I dreaded walking away from her, not ready to escape the magnetism that had settled between us. “I’ll be quick.”

      We eye-fucked each other for a few seconds, my pulse spiking at the way her eyes brought her whole face to life.

      Full lashes, high cheekbones, straight nose, heart-shaped lips. She was every shade of beautiful. With just one glance in my direction, this woman had captured my heart the moment I first saw her. It made no sense, but I wasn’t about to overthink it.

      So far, our encounter was the highlight of my night—of my day, maybe even my week.

      With a sigh, I broke eye contact.

      In a hurry to get back to her, I weaved through the bar crowd, my jacket now open, my soaked shirt sticking to my abs, and the front of my trousers molded to my thighs. Nothing about being wet and dressed up felt good. I was pretty sure even my socks were damp. I frowned at my predicament, wondering how I was supposed to get through the night in clothes soaked with red wine. It wasn’t as if I had a change of clothes in my car or something. It wasn’t as if I could just run home and change, even though I lived less than ten miles away. Tonight, I had no intention of letting Devon out of my sight, even for just a few minutes.

      In the men’s room, I peeled off my once-white shirt, gave it a disapproving look, and dropped it in the trash. A complete loss. I couldn’t save it even if my life depended on it. After dabbing my trousers with paper towels, I turned the undershirt around and tucked it into my pants. I used more paper towels to soak up the excess wine from my jacket and put it back on. The look wasn’t perfect, but in the dark bar, nobody would look too closely to notice.

      I eyed myself in the mirror one last time, fixed my hair and the lapel of my jacket, and with determination in each step, made my way back into the night, looking for the woman in the red dress.
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            DEVON

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nicole, where are you?” I asked myself in a whisper, a frown pinching my brows. I looked around for the umpteenth time, hoping to catch a sight of her in the crowd. Surrounded by strangers, I suddenly wished we’d come together. I wanted to leave, but since these were the moments of freedom I’d been longing for, I stayed and decided to give her another thirty minutes.

      People here dressed in gorgeous dresses and fitting suits. My gaze wandered around the rooftop, taking in the sights, until it landed on him. In that instant, I forgot all about Nicole being late. I forgot this party, the hum of the conversation that surrounded me, the glass I was holding. I even forgot to breathe. Silence permeated me, and all I could hear was the pounding of blood rushing through my veins and my heart thudding against my ribs.

      Just a few yards away, I had a clear view of the man. There was a casual elegance about him. His suit fitted as if it had been tailored for him. Dark brown hair, bright eyes, a square jaw with a hint of stubble, he was my idea of perfection. How could I look anywhere else?

      Energy radiated from him and swirled around me. It ignited every one of my cells. Something about him appealed to my entire being. Nothing rational. But a fascination, a connection. It was there. As if my soul recognized him.

      My eyes zoomed in on the smile grazing his lips as he listened to people talking to him or gestured with his glass of whiskey.

      The world ceased to exist for me. The only sound that reached me was the loud thumping of my heart resonating through my skull. Not from fear. But lust. And something so powerful, it weakened my knees.

      My mouth went dry, and I raised my drink to my lips, savoring the last drops as they eased the aridness in my throat. Fidgeting with the gold chain around my wrist to avoid fanning myself, a tug-of-war stirred inside me. Should I or shouldn’t I?

      If I went to the man, would he acknowledge me? Would it seem gauche to approach him first? Would I seem needy? I was so rusty. Dating was something I no longer allowed myself, and it showed because I had no idea how to act.

      Once more, from the safe distance keeping us apart, I gave the handsome stranger a slow once-over, relishing each of his features. I wanted nothing more than to run my fingers through his hair, to feel the stubble against my skin, and to sense the power of him by my side.

      My skin tingled.

      New sensations invaded my senses.

      My insides heated up when he cocked his head and our eyes locked. Even from where he stood, his magnetism got to me and swept me off my feet. And we hadn’t even exchanged a word yet. Somehow, the way he glanced at me calmed my nerves. It soothed my body and soul. How could someone I’d never met have that much effect on me? It made no sense. But I didn’t want to dissect any of it because I loved how my body reacted to his undivided attention.

      How, with just a look my way, this man could quiet the voices that that had kept me small for so long. The ones whispering that I wasn’t enough, that I didn’t deserve more.

      The man sipped on his drink, and my gaze trained on his sexy throat as he swallowed the amber liquor. Could a throat be sexy? His was. It never occurred to me to think of it that way. But wow. That man. He had a way of messing with my hormones on a stellar level, and a glance was all we’d shared so far.

      Men in suits? Not really my type. Usually. But him…

      Men radiating that kind of confidence? No way. Yet somehow…

      Men who made my skin tingle with a single glance? Never before. But then…

      Until him.

      Never looking away, he ambled in my direction. I might have stopped breathing for a full minute. It’d been a while since I had gone out, but even then, I rarely got on the radar of such a man. His entire demeanor screamed charisma. And power. A contrast to the glint illuminating his irises and the small bend of his lips that gave him a boyish appearance. The mix of both made him look irresistible. Way more than it should.

      I sent him a shaky nod as his focus burned holes in my skin and put my dress on fire, his stare never wavering from me.

      I held my breath. Again. Because how could I fill my lungs with air when it craved his scent?

      The man placed his half-filled glass on the plate and grabbed two champagne flutes from a server, erasing the distance between us as he weaved through the crowd.

      My body temperature increased as the space between us shrunk.

      My knees wobbled when he reached me, but I straightened my back, not wanting to show him how only his presence affected me.

      With a smile, I accepted the champagne he offered.

      “To a great night and even greater company,” he said clinking his glass with mine. “I’m Riley.”

      Even the sound of his voice was divine. Dripping hot honey, I wished I could have it directed toward me all the time.

      Breathing in to calm the butterflies fluttering in my stomach, I met his hand halfway. “I’m Devon.” The contact of our palms shot a bolt of electricity through me. One powerful enough to brand its way through me.

      To escape the heat sizzling between us, I tried to casually squirm my hand from his, not sure how my body could react so strongly to a stranger, but Riley lifted our joined hands and kissed my knuckles.

      Okay, none of this could be real. Who wooed a woman with the gallantry of a gentleman? That was an art long gone—or I believed it had—until now.

      A breathless chuckle left me as I watched him. “I can already tell you’re a gentleman.”

      Riley’s gaze landed on mine, taking away my breath at its intensity. “My mama taught me well. So, what brings you here, Devon? I’ve never seen you at one of these country music parties before.”

      “Oh, you go to these a lot? This is my first time. It’s quite intimidating. A friend of mine invited me, but she’s running late.” I hoped my simple answer could quench his curiosity. Riley didn’t need to know how I scored an invite here. This would ruin the moment we shared.

      The conversation flew easily between us. As if we’d met before. And we rekindled a friendship after spending time apart.

      Riley pointed to a tall man with broad shoulders and a panties-melting grin when he caught us watching him.

      Oh yes. Nicole had said famous people would be here, and I thought I recognized him earlier. But since then, my attention had been so riveted to the man in front of me that I failed to notice anyone else.

      My eyes rounded at the sight of the man standing a bit further from us.

      “Is that Carter Hills? I’m sorry. I’m not a groupie, I swear, but I thought I recognized him earlier when I walked in.”

      “Yeah, that’s him. I can introduce you later.”

      The last thing I needed was for anyone to know I was here. To be recognized. Or spotted. Nicole thought going out with a bunch of strangers surrounded by a high level of security would allow me a night out without having to watch over my shoulder for once. I agreed because I really needed to escape the confines of my apartment. And live a little. And also feel like a twenty-four-year-old for a night.

      Riley watched me, and I felt the warmth pooling in my cheeks. With a headshake, I whispered, “No, you don’t have to. I’m nobody here. I’m not part of this world. This night is surreal, I⁠—”

      A waitress with a tray full of wine glasses bumped into him, cutting short our conversation. For a split second, I relished the interruption. I needed time to think.

      I had no idea how to justify my presence if Riley’s interest in me grew and he asked questions I couldn’t answer.

      My lips pursed, then opened in shock, when in slow motion, the waitress’s tray flipped, and wine-drenched his suit.

      “Oh, shit. I’m…I’m so sorry. It’s…oh gosh, it’s my first night here. I’m so, so sorry. I-I messed up. Wh-what can I do?” the waitress asked, her voice shaky and eyes brimming with tears.

      I watched their exchange as Riley comforted her with his words and even offered her a job if she decided waitressing wasn’t her thing. Everything he said only increased my attraction to him, and I could already tell he was selfless and caring.

      His next words froze me in place, sending an emotional surge through me—one I hadn’t felt in almost a decade. “Don’t worry. The sun always comes out after the storm.”

      I sank deep into my memories, losing myself in the past.

      My mother used to say those same exact words to me a lot growing up. Every time dark shadows hovered over us and I needed a little faith that everything would be all right. A reason to keep going. Only now did I understand. She needed those words even more than I ever had. She held onto them, hoping they’d find their way into her heart and make sense of her world. For her sake. And maybe for mine, too.

      The last time I saw her, she came to my bedroom and hugged me. Every time she and Harry fought, I shrank into myself, trying to be as small as possible. Fear wrapped around me like a blanket, and I always felt completely alone. I think she knew. This time, it hadn’t turned physical, but it still cracked the foundation of the little girl I had been. She had brushed her fingers through my hair, just as she had since I was a small child, murmuring those words over and over as I lost myself in her loving embrace.

      “I love you, baby. And don’t worry. The sun always comes out after the storm. Never forget it.” I didn’t know at the time she was giving me a piece of life advice, as if she knew it would be the last time. Those were her last words to me. And I’d never forgotten them.

      In the past few years, I’d held on to the words but lost the hope they once carried, too busy fighting for my own life, more than once. But hearing them now from Riley’s lips hit me like a freight train. As if my mom were still watching over me, reminding me she was here, in my corner, cheering for me in her own quiet way.

      The waitress left with her chin high and confidence drumming her steps as I stood there speechless, my eyes following her.

      Once she disappeared into the crowd, I leaned closer to Riley. His generosity. His calm. His gentleness. His way of lifting the spirit. None of it went unnoticed. It all spoke of his character. And I really liked what I’d just witnessed.

      “Wow. That was… That was amazing. Most people would have screamed at the poor girl or threatened to get her fired. Instead, you boosted her self-confidence. That’s very noble of you. You are a good man, Riley.”

      He pinched the fabric of his wet shirt. “Thank you. It was just a clumsy mishap. Now, would you excuse me for a minute? I need to freshen up.”

      I smiled at him, because even stained in red wine, that man looked effortlessly handsome. And it appealed to me. Every cell of me.

      With a nod and a smile, I offered to order more drinks. His eyes lit up when I mentioned whiskey.

      Would he notice I had observed what he was drinking before we even met?

      I didn’t want to sound too obvious, but at the same time, I wished he could see I wasn’t indifferent to him. That I saw him. Like he saw me.

      Fire burned between us. Hotter by the minute.

      Our eyes locked. I didn’t want him to walk away. For a reason I couldn’t explain, I felt safe around him. As if no harm could get to me…or find me.

      I grinned like a fool at his retreating back.

      My heart danced in my chest. It felt lighter than it had been in so long. Perhaps I, too, was entitled to greater things in life than what I’d experienced until now.

      The sun always comes out after the storm.

      How could he have known? Unless we were destined to meet tonight. Unless our encounter wasn’t just random, but life sending me a message. Maybe there was something between us…something to share that neither of us yet understood.

      Feeling as if I were floating, gravity unable to hold me down—and as if the sun were finally breaking through after years of stormy skies—I waltzed to the nearest bar.

      A chill crawled down the length of my back, and the air around me grew heavy before I even saw him. Darkness coiled around me like a ribbon of thorns.

      A death grip clutched my elbow from behind, and I yelped in pain.

      All my hopes vanished, replaced by a feeling of dread. And creeping fears.

      “Well, well, well. I never thought I’d find you here. I must say, you impress me, Devon. How you scored an invite to this party is beyond me.” His cruel voice was the very echo of my nightmares. “The fun is over. Time to go back where you are safe. We’re leaving.”

      The air halted on its way to my lungs. Tears prickled the back of my eyes.

      How did he find me? He had no way of knowing I would be here. I’d been careful. I had made sure to take a cab and to leave no clues in my apartment about where I was headed. Unless…Nicole. Did he get to her? Or follow me? No. The couldn’t be. These people weren’t his usual crowd. How on earth had he landed an invite? Still, when it came to him, nothing seemed impossible.

      All night, I’d been careful not to draw any attention to myself. But somehow, I’d failed. My night of freedom was about to backfire. Again. And the consequences would be catastrophic…for me. Soon, my body would bear the marks of the price I paid for a few stolen hours of respite.

      A giant stone blocked my airways. Every fiber of my being was aware this wouldn’t end well and the pain would be more than just physical.

      As discreetly as possible, I scanned the bar, hoping I’d see Riley on his way back. Or anyone who could help me. In vain. I was invisible here. I didn’t belong in this world. Nobody even knew my full name. Not even the man I ached to see again.

      I tripped on my heels as Robbie led me away, his iron grip on my elbow never loosening.

      Steel bands coiled around my stomach. I blinked to keep the tears building in the corners of my eyes at bay.

      I refused to show any sign of weakness in front of him. Never. This was one of the few things I still had control over.

      Acting like a caring husband who was helping his drunk wife find her balance, Robbie circled my waist with a firm grip, holding me flush against his body, rigid with anger. His fingers bit into the soft flesh of my side, certain to leave bruises.

      The sun always comes out after the storm.

      Maybe my mother was wrong all along. There were only storms. No sunshine.
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      Returning to the party in my damp suit, I scanned the crowd for the woman in the red dress.

      My eyes traveled around the place, but Devon was nowhere to be seen.

      Perhaps her friend had arrived, and she went to greet her.

      I closed my eyes and racked my brain. Minutes ago, she had told me she’d get us more drinks. My gaze wandered to the bar section of the rooftop, and I sidestepped to get a better view. No sign of her there either.

      Perhaps she had to use the ladies’ room. I was in no rush. There was nowhere I’d rather be, so I’d wait for her to return.

      Aisha Jones waved at me from a distance and mouthed I’ll call you tomorrow in my direction. I gave her a thumbs-up, and a large smile broke free on her face. The kid was doing great. She was the latest artist I’d signed under my management, and I knew from the start that both of us would do incredible things together. The girl had been in the music industry since she was a kid and was fearless. She possessed a rare talent.

      Call it some big brother’s instinct, but I wanted to watch over her now that she’d embarked on a solo career and help take her to the top.

      We broke eye contact as Carter walked to me and swung an arm across my shoulders. From his six-foot-five height, he towered over me by half a foot.

      “Hey man,” he said, sliding another tumbler of whiskey into my hand.

      With a nod, I raised it to thank him.

      “I thought your woman would be here tonight?” I asked, tipping an eyebrow.

      Carter’s eyes filled with tenderness. And love. They always did every time someone mentioned his wife, the woman who’d vacationed in the cabin next to his one winter and broke the walls around his icy heart, replacing it with warmth. “She wanted to come but is in bed with a bad case of flu.” He took a sip of his water—Carter Hills drank no alcohol. Never. “Who was the woman in the red dress you were talking to earlier? She had sparks in her eyes when she looked at you. And so did you. Even from where I was standing, I could tell. I know firsthand you’re a difficult man to impress, Riley Burns. I know that from spending years by your side on and off tour. So, tell me, are you two together?”

      “Nah, I just met her. Her name’s Devon. She’s sweet and gorgeous. She has a little something I can’t resist. I don’t think she knows how beautiful and enticing she is.” I scanned all around us, trying to spot her in the crowd. No sign of her. Did she leave? No. Impossible. We hit it off. Easy conversation. Lots of smiles and eye contact. Yeah, she’d be back.

      Carter emptied his glass in one gulp. “I need to go. I told my wife I’d make it home before midnight. She’s probably asleep by now, but I want to be with her anyway.”
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