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Most rock stars would be revolted if a homeless woman fainted in their arms.

Dante Deity is not most rock stars.

 

 

THE ROMANCE WRITER

 

 

Shayna Gray is fleeing her past. Tragedy, infidelity, heartbreak: the midlist romance author has suffered it all. She was strong enough to run, like a spunky heroine from one of her novels, and soon she’ll be flying…just as soon as she can walk again. After walking from Portland to Sacramento, Shayna wakes up in the hospital with famous rock star, Dante Deity offering to take her to his mansion to recuperate.

 

Unlike her abusive ex-husband or her bullying mother, Dante is determined she succeed. As he helps her recover from her grief and get her writing back, a romance worthy of her novels blooms. But Shayna knows that they can’t have a healthy loving relationship until she learns to stand on her own.

 

 

AND THE ROCK GOD

 

 

Dante Deity is revered by everyone in the world of heavy metal, and he’s respected by everyone else. Rich and handsome, he has a voice like velvet-wrapped lightning. He juggles numerous philanthropic ventures while cranking out hits. When he’s on tour, music is his life. When he’s taking a break, he’s thinking about his next tour—or working on a project that helps him forget he’s alone. When an unconscious woman falls into his arms, Dante embarks on the biggest project of his life. Saving a damsel in distress quickly becomes a secondary mission when he realizes that his heart is on the line.

 


PRAISE FOR ROCK GOD

 

“ROCK GOD has a hero who is every bit the romantic and chivalrous modern-day minstrel the heroine believes him to be.”—Fresh Fiction

 

 

“If you like a story full of drama, angst, sweetness, passion and inspiration with some metal musicians you have come to the right place for Rock God will give it to you and so much more.” —Arlena’s Book Reviews

 

 

“This story had the perfect balance of sexy, sweetness and romance. The romance felt so real that I could see myself falling for a guy like Dante, regardless of his occupation.” — Jo Reads

 

 

“This book is amazing. Well-written with great character development. If you love heavy metal or stories about heavy metal bands, you are gonna love this one. Well worth reading and one I highly recommend to all.” —All Things Book Review

 

 

“Hearts of Metal is a rock series that is not to be missed.”—Kara’s Books

 

 

“[Dante]is the ultimate book boyfriend being so hot, caring, talented, and the list goes on and on. Shayna has been through so much pain internally and externally. The romance between Dante and Shayna is perfectly paced and I was completely enchanted with them. —Behind Closed Doors Book Reviews

 

 

“WITH VENGEANCE explores the importance of building trust within relationships…. Brooklyn Ann paints a believable picture of Kat’s PTSD. She also gives enough background for her characters that they read like real people. It is nice to read a book where characters have histories and hobbies as it makes them more realistic… The novel grabs you from the first line and doesn’t let you go. A stay up all night read.”

—The Romance Reviews
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Every happily ever after is for you.
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Author’s Note

This is actually the first Hearts of Metal book I wrote, even though it ended up being the third in the series. The inspiration for Rock God was my obsession with Ronnie James Dio.

 

If you’ve never heard of him, Dio was one of the forefathers of heavy metal. His music career spanned over fifty-two years, longer than Elvis. His voice is renowned for its power and beauty. And he was very handsome.

 

According to countless interviews and fan accounts worldwide, Dio was an incredibly nice guy. He once spent 3 hours out in the rain signing autographs and always treated his fans with utmost consideration. He never hesitated to give hugs or interviews or pose for pictures. He didn't do drugs and, since his marriage to Wendy Dio in 1975, he never whored around like many of his counterparts. Instead, he loved to read, loved animals and collected frog figurines and antique furniture.

 

Dio was perfect romance hero material. So I created Dante Deity. As for the heroine, she was inspired by a lot of Stephen King’s heroines, and I give homage to his novella, The Long Walk. And although Shayna Gray is a romance author, she has more in common with my mom than with me. My sister died of SIDS when she was two months old, and Mom never got over the pain. She joined my sister a year before Dio went to the great gig in the sky.

 

I miss them a lot.

 


Chapter One

 

Dante Deity shook his head when the next girl in line begged him to sign her breasts. “I’m sorry, I don’t do that for legal reasons.” For one thing, for all he knew, she could be a minor. For another, a few years back, a woman had attempted to slap a paternity suit on him for doing less. Favoring the young lady with his most charming smile, Dante softened the blow. “But I can sign your shirt if you’d like. This marker’s permanent.”

The girl beamed. “Okay.”

As he signed her right sleeve, Julian, his bassist, leaned over and muttered, “Can we go after this one?”

Dante shook his head. “Not until we get everyone. You know the rules. We’re not too good to give our fans due credit for being the reason we’re here. They paid good money to see us.” Just as he’d paid good money to see his idols in his youth.

Turning to the next fan, he gave the guy a firm handshake and thanked him for coming to the show before signing his record. He highly approved of the fact that vinyl was making a comeback.

He glanced over at Alex, his guitarist, and Dom, his keyboard player. The two embraced his autograph policy because they’d been so often overlooked in their previous bands—especially Dom, who was so quiet. Alex was still new and regarded Dante with a combination of fear and hero worship. He’d get over it, but in the meantime, it came in handy because Dante didn’t have to waste time explaining why he wanted anything done a certain way. Zander, his drummer, could go either way about sticking around for every autograph. Tonight he looked impatient, but that was likely more because this was their last show of the tour, and he was eager to get back home. He and Dante both lived here in Sacramento, and the tour wrap party was at Zander’s house.

Niteblade, their opening band, headed out. Dante was pleased that they’d stuck around so long. Ash, the lead singer, bade them farewell, eyes wide with awe as he shook Dante’s hand. Dante shook his head, amused. Sure, he was one of the top-selling metal artists and had been in the scene for two decades, but he’d never be the top dog as long as bands like Iron Maiden were still touring.

As Dante signed various shirts, CD album sleeves, and posters, he mentally ticked off his to-do list. First, they’d have a two-week break before the guys came to his place to start writing new material. Then they’d fly up to Coeur d’Alene for Viciöus’s lead singer, Quinn Mayne’s wedding to his guitarist. Dante and his ex-wife Collette had agreed to sing their infamous duet there. It was one of the bride’s favorite songs.

A nauseating mix of emotions rose up in Dante—remorse at his failure of a marriage, and anger at Colette for retreating from the public two years after their divorce—but he tamped it down and moved to the next item on his list: More songwriting in July. Then it would be off to the recording studio in August, and they’d be back on tour next spring.

Next spring? That was too big of a gap. Which was why Dante was coordinating another benefit tour. This time, he’d give the proceeds to the Stand Up and Shout Cancer Fund.

A new fan interrupted his inner checklist, sliding a picture of a cat in front of him. He knew that cat.

“I adopted Havoc from your program!” the fan gushed. “You are such a saint for saving cats from the shelter and fostering them! Are you ever going to do the same with dogs?”

Dante shook his head. “I’m not able to give dogs the care they need, so instead, I donate to other foster programs.” With the need to train canines, walk them, and take them outside to poop, he couldn’t get anything done. The worst thing cats did was walk on his keyboard when he was trying to answer emails.

“Havoc was fun,” he recalled as he signed the picture. “I hope you’re keeping the catnip locked up.”

Dante chuckled, remembering the time when the determined feline got the nip out of the cupboard and spread it all around the kitchen, dining room, and living room. Oh shit! he almost said aloud. The memory had prodded a realization that he’d missed something on his list. He’d forgotten to call the shelter to arrange to pick up more cats. He’d have to do so first thing in the morning.

The autograph session finally finished, and Dante and the band headed out to the wrap party. His bandmates, all younger than him, chattered eagerly about the babes that awaited. Dante yawned. As he was pushing forty, he found himself less and less enthused by this aspect of the rockstar lifestyle. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy sex, though it had indeed been a while; it was that he didn’t do casual sex. And having a girlfriend—or God forbid, another wife—was more trouble than it was worth. He was too much of a workaholic.

Also, so he’d been told, he was too emotionally distant to be in a relationship.

He was fine with that. He had his projects to occupy him.

Dante and his band were nearing the tour bus when he heard a scream. The terror and desperation of the voice made his hackles rise. Whoever had made the sound was close. Really close.

His bandmates and the security guards paused then quickened their steps toward the bus. Dante shook his head. That just wouldn’t do.

He headed around the corner of the building.

“What’re you doing, man?” one of the security guards demanded.

“Hey, the bus is the other way,” Zander, his drummer, called out.

Dante ignored them and came upon a sight right out of an action movie. Two hulking men were advancing upon what at first looked like a little girl, but as she scrambled to her feet and wiped the blood from her chin, rage glinting in her dark eyes, Dante saw that she was a full-grown woman.

Fury welled up in Dante’s chest. Whatever was happening here, it definitely wasn’t cool.

“Hey, assholes!” he yelled. “Leave her alone!”

The girl’s attackers glared at him, and Dante suddenly felt silly. This wasn’t an action movie. He wasn’t a superhero or a martial arts expert. As a lead singer, he didn’t even have a guitar to hit them with. His microphone stand might come in handy, but it was in the truck with the rest of the gear.

At least his interruption had helped. While the men were gaping at him, the woman took advantage of their distraction. Dark eyes blazing, she swung her backpack and struck the closest guy upside the head. There was a loud clunk, and the guy went down. Whatever was in there must be hard.

Dante started forward again, and the other attacker’s eyes widened before he fled. A surge of triumph washed over Dante, but then he saw that the security guards and his band had come onto the scene behind him.

“If they’d been armed, I’d have sued for hazard pay,” one of them growled.

Julian grunted. “Get over yourself. This is your job.”

At the sight of the approaching muscle, the other mugger got to his feet and ran away. The woman limped toward Dante and the others, panting with exhaustion, her chin bleeding.

“Thanks for saving me,” she gasped.

“No problem,” Alex replied as if he were responsible.

Dante rolled his eyes at his guitarist and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder, ignoring the reek of dirt and old sweat emanating from her. Clearly, she hadn’t had a bath in some time. “Are you alright?”

She looked up at him with rich brown eyes shadowed with dark circles of pain and fatigue…and something else: drowning grief that seemed to spear his soul.

“I’m fine,” she said in a hollow voice.

She didn’t look fine. Her cheeks were ashen, and her large dark eyes were glazed and heavy-lidded with blatant exhaustion. Not drugs, though. He’d seen enough of that to recognize the symptoms. No, this looked more like he might after a week in the studio, with constant work and no sleep. What had she done to put herself in that state?

As Dante scrutinized her, the woman babbled on. “Did you guys enjoy the concert? I could hear it from out here. The band sounded great.”

She thought they were just concertgoers. Dante exchanged amused looks with his bandmates.

“It was a good show,” he agreed, hiding a smile. “Hey, do you need a—?”

“Could you tell me where the nearest homeless shelter is?” she interrupted. “It’s raining and…” Her eyes rolled up into her head, and she collapsed. He just barely caught her.

“Oh, that’s just great,” Zander groaned. “She’s a bum. Put her down, Dante, before you catch something.”

“Fuck you,” he replied to the drummer, lifting her fully into his arms. For some reason, she didn’t strike him as a bum, despite her grimy hair and filthy clothes… Something about her cried out that recent circumstances had put her in this state. And even if she was transient, she needed help. “I was gonna offer her a ride anyway. The least we can do is take her to a shelter. Can one of you guys grab her backpack?”

Once he had her settled upon a plush bench seat on the bus, Dante tried to wake her up, but she just mumbled, and her head lolled to the side. He quickly realized that a shelter wasn’t the best option. Her forehead burned with fever, and her shoes, or what was left of them, were stained with fresh blood. He removed them as gently as possible, which was difficult, as her feet were swollen. The remains of her bloody socks came off easier, revealing broken, bleeding blisters. He cringed from both their rancid smell and her whimpers of pain.

Zander drew back. “God, that smells!”

“Shut up and look at this,” Dante growled, though his drummer had a point about the odor. His own eyes were watering. “She needs to go to the hospital.”

Rising from his bench, Dante repeated that edict to the driver. When he returned, Alex breathed, “Jesus. What happened to her?”

“I don’t know,” Dante said, just as impatient to get answers. Had she escaped some psycho kidnapper? Gotten high on something and wandered through the desert? Ran away from an abusive husband…?

“Get a cold cloth or something. Maybe we can revive her, and she’ll tell us.” He gently shifted the woman on the seat so that her head was in his lap. Her hair was so grungy that it had started to form mats, but at least it didn’t smell as bad as her feet. Then he had another thought. “We should probably check her backpack and see if she has any ID.”

As he reached for the backpack, Dante realized just how fascinated he was with this woman. This sudden mission to aid her had chased away the ennui that always crept up on him between tours and recordings. Helping this poor lady would be a new project, albeit a brief one: only a few hours tops. That was probably for the best, though, as it would be quite a bit more intensive than fostering cats.

Careful not to jar the woman, he opened her backpack. “Jackpot,” he said cheerfully to the others. “There’s a laptop. She’s no vagrant.”

Dom carefully pulled out the laptop and opened it. “No good,” he said. “The screen’s busted, and the case is cracked from bashing that son of a bitch’s head in. Besides, how do we know she didn’t steal it?”

Dante sighed. “Good point.”

He rummaged through the rest of the backpack, taking out dirty clothes, a power cord, and a makeup bag that contained no makeup but several flash drives. It was a shame the computer was broken. There was likely tons of information on each.

He looked around. “Any of you have a laptop handy?”

The others shook their heads.

In the backpack, Dante’s hand lingered on a small powder blue blanket adorned with teddy bears. Unlike everything else, it was relatively clean. Why this and not something more practical? Shrugging, he shoved the rest of the stuff back in the bag. Then he felt a hard lump inside a shirt.

“Bingo,” he said, pulling out a wallet.

The face on the driver’s license matched that of the comatose woman—well, sort of. The Oregon resident, class-D driver Shayna Jones, age twenty-eight, looked like an airbrushed model compared to the filthy, banged-up lady on his lap. Only the dark eyes, height of five-two, and cute, upturned nose confirmed that they were one and the same person.

His gaze lingered on her picture for a while before he went through the rest of the wallet. Shayna had an insurance card, a bank card, a Portland library card, and some grocery store cards. That was it. No cash, receipts, or family photos. In fact, the little photo sleeve was reduced to a dangling scrap of clear plastic like it had been torn out…

Actually, a picture hid there in a rear slot. Dante slipped it carefully free, frowning as he realized it was ripped in half. Shayna smiled back at him, holding a newborn baby that was all dimples and eyes. A man’s hand gripped her shoulder, but the rest of his image had been torn away.

Was that who she was running from? Where was the baby?

Dante frowned as he put the wallet in his pocket. The library card looked fairly new, so she couldn’t have been away from home too long.

Julian handed him a wet cloth, and Dante gently placed it on Shayna’s forehead. She gave no response, but at least she was breathing.

Carefully, Dante cleaned the dirt off her face, delicately blotting at the raw wound on her chin. Her brows tightened, and her breath hitched, but she still did not awaken.

The bus lurched to a stop in front of the ER building at the hospital. “We’re here,” the driver called.

“I’ll take her in and get a cab afterward,” Dante said as he slung her backpack over his shoulder. He lifted Shayna, frowning again at her lightness. Between the workouts he got on the stage and regular swimming, he was fairly fit, but holding her was too easy. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that she’d missed too many meals.

“You mean, you’re not just gonna drop her off?” Dom asked incredulously.

Dante shook his head. “I want to make sure she’s okay.”

The keyboardist looked bemused. “White-knighting again? You’ll still show up at the after-party, though, right?”

“I don’t know,” Dante said. “Maybe.”

The inanity of it all made his head hurt. Here they were, talking about a party when there was an unconscious and bleeding woman in his arms. Yes, this was Sacramento, and yes, comatose people, violence, and drug overdoses were regular sights in the world of heavy metal, but still, the coldness of his bandmates disturbed him. Had they all become so jaded?

At first, the ER staff was indifferent to him and his charge. Besides the usual gunshot wounds being a higher priority, Dante looked liked a miscreant with his long hair and stage attire of leather and chains. But then other people with less pressing issues seemed like they were being helped.

With a frustrated groan, Dante glared at the woman behind the counter who’d handed him a form he’d barely been able to fill out. “How much longer are we going to have to wait?”

“Sorry, sir,” she replied. “We need to check on her insurance before we can put her in the queue. It won’t be much longer.”

Dante sighed. He didn’t do this often, but… “Do you know who I am?”

“No, sir.”

Just then, the other receptionist hung up the phone, looked at him, and gasped. “Oh my God, you’re Dante Deity!”

The first receptionist frowned. “Who’s Dante Deedy?”

The second rolled her eyes. “Only the king of metal. He was on the cover of Rolling Stone last month. We can’t keep his friend waiting. Do you have any idea how much money he donated to this hospital last year?”

The first receptionist shrugged. “Don’t know him. I just listen to pop.”

“Oh. Well, he’s the guy who married Coll—”

Dante sighed. “Forget about what I said. It’s not important. Shouldn’t you be attending to this young woman, regardless of whether her insurance is valid?”

“Exactly. It’s our jobs,” the second receptionist said, nodding while the first paged a nurse. Then she looked up at him. “Can I have your autograph?”

As Shayna was wheeled off to be treated, Dante signed autographs for both receptionists—and for a few of the other waiting patients who knew him. He should have left then, but something compelled him to stay and make sure she was well taken care of. To talk to her and maybe hear in her own words what had happened. And to find out who she was. For some reason, that seemed imperative.

 For the next few hours, he flipped through magazines and even managed to doze in the uncomfortable waiting room seat. A nurse awoke him with a gentle tap on the shoulder.

“She’s awake, and she wants to thank you.”

“How is she?” Dante asked.

The nurse frowned at him over her clipboard. “I’m afraid I cannot disclose medical information without the patient’s consent, but you can ask Shayna.”

Dante rose and followed the nurse. He stopped her just outside of the hospital room. “What are you going to do with her now?”

The nurse shook her head. “If she’s homeless, as you suspect, we’ll have to direct her to a shelter, but what she really needs is at least two weeks of rest and plenty of food and fluids. And that is all I’m allowed to say unless she gives me permission to tell you more.”

“I’ll take her home with me.”

The words were out of Dante’s mouth before he thought. But, once he spoke, conviction filled his pores.

A person to rescue, something broken to fix, a mystery to solve.

“That is beyond kind of you,” the nurse replied with wide eyes. “But it will have to be up to the patient.”

Dante nodded. “I guess I’ll just have to convince her.”

The nurse nodded and headed off down the hall, her shoes whispering along the sanitized floor. Dante waited, lingering at the door to Shayna’s room and finally hearing the nurse’s hushed voice as she spoke to the doctor.

“The blisters on her feet were so severe, I’d almost think she walked here from Portland.”

 


Chapter Two

 

Shayna continued walking, focusing every cell of her being into placing one foot in front of the other. Her feet had been numb for the last few miles, but now the pain returned with unbearable virulence. When it rained, her hair slapped against her cheeks like soaked whips, and the remains of her socks squelched in her shoes. Then the sun would come out, and the asphalt would scorch her feet through the holes in her soles.

She didn’t know how many miles she’d covered or how long she’d been walking. Had it been two weeks or three? Time had blurred since she set out on that first day, when the last thread of her life had been lopped off.

As her shambling steps carried her forward, her torn shoes resembled toothless mouths. They made dull fwapping sounds as she walked. People moved out of her way on the sidewalk, the streetlights reflecting their hostile stares. Shayna knew she looked like hell, but she didn’t care. Her only focus was finding a place to lie down before she fell. Every blister pierced her feet like hot irons. Even walking on the sides of her arches no longer helped.

The blisters broke. A weak whimper escaped her lips, but she continued walking. The pain in her feet was preferable to the agony of her memories; in fact, she welcomed it. Unfortunately, her body’s ability to cooperate dwindled with every throbbing step. She needed to rest and maybe decide what to do.

As if the skies mocked her predicament, it began to rain again. So much for sunny California.

The ground suddenly pulsed under her feet, sending fresh jolts of pain from her toes to her skull. At first, Shayna thought it was an earthquake, but then her head cleared, and she heard faint music. There must be a concert going on in the stadium up ahead. As she drew nearer, the music was more audible, calling her like the Pied Piper’s flute. Shayna avoided the parking lot and headed toward the rear of the building, keeping an eye out for security guards who would no doubt run her off if she got too close.

She found a dark alcove shielded from the rain. There she sat down, her feet screaming as she rested her head against the concrete wall. She could hear the crowd cheering as a new song began, and the music was enticingly familiar. She’d heard the song before, a long time ago. In another lifetime. And the singer… God, his voice was beautiful. Shayna closed her eyes and gave herself over to aching nostalgia and bittersweet dreams.

When she woke, the music had stopped. Shayna thought it was the silence that roused her, but then a pair of dark shadows fell over her.

“Want some company, lady?” a drunken voice slurred.

Shayna’s eyes snapped open, and her soon-to-be attackers vanished into the light of the hospital room.

Hospital?

A nurse leaned over her and smiled, speaking words that Shayna only partially understood. Fatigue, dehydration, something about her feet… Confusion, a side effect. But a side effect of what?

Hoping she sounded coherent, Shayna struggled to ask how she’d gotten here. The nurse beamed and explained that a man had rescued her. Slowly, Shayna understood more of what was being said. Did Shayna want to thank the man?

Reflexively, she nodded. Her mother always said to express gratitude.

A shadowy figure filled the doorway, and a tremor of trepidation shimmied down Shayna’s spine. Suddenly, the idea of thanking her rescuer didn’t seem like a good one. The world still blurred in and out of focus. Who was he? What did he want? What if she made a fool of herself?

“Hello, Shayna,” the man said. “How are you feeling?”

His voice warmed her more than the thin hospital blanket. Shayna struggled to sit up, wincing as an IV dug into her arm. It took all of her willpower to get her eyes to focus on her visitor, but she managed. With his long black hair and chain-bedecked leather outfit, he should look dangerous, but he didn’t. If anything, he was handsome. Too damn handsome. Dark curls framed a chiseled face that reminded her of a movie star’s. Bright, friendly blue eyes with only a trace of laugh lines glimmered in harmony with a smile that made her belly flutter.

He was of medium height and slim, yet his presence felt larger. There was also something familiar about him, but that was probably her memory of his rescue trying to surface.

“I’m alright, considering.” Her voice came out groggy and cracked, but at least it was intelligible. “They said you paid my copay and offered to cover everything that the insurance won’t. I can’t thank you enough. I’ll pay you back.”

“Don’t worry about it,” the man said, obviously not believing she was capable of handling her debt.

The amusement in his eyes gave her a twinge of annoyance. She was half tempted to explain that she had a few thousand dollars of book royalties put away, but it seemed ridiculous to claim she was an author when she didn’t know if she could ever bring herself to write again.

“Really,” she protested, desperate to assert she wasn’t completely helpless. “When I get out of here—”

“About that,” the man interrupted, plopping down in the chair by the bed. “I’ve decided that you’re coming home with me.”

At first, his authoritative tone made her instinctively agree. Almost. But no, this wasn’t her husband. Ex-husband. This wasn’t her mother. This wasn’t anyone she knew or could trust or even knew not to trust. He was a stranger.

Shayna choked off a horrified laugh. Who did he think he was?

“You decided? Sir, I don’t think—”

“Call me Dante,” the man said with a boyish smile. “‘Sir’ makes me feel old.”

Before Shayna could recover from that smile, the man changed the subject. “So, what happened to your feet? I overheard the nurses saying it looked like you walked here all the way from Portland.”

“I did,” Shayna answered without thinking. She bit her lip, wishing she could take back the words. Now he’d think she was crazy. But walking was the only thing that made sense. It had been the only calm in the storm of her life. During childhood, she’d preferred walking over taking the school bus unless the weather was bad. Ever since she’d married Shawn, she couldn’t make it through the day without at least a morning walk, rain or shine.

Shawn. Her husband’s cruel words echoed in her mind. “I see no sense in pretending anymore. I’ll start the divorce proceedings tomorrow.” The door had slammed behind him, and his car roared out of the driveway, no doubt on the way back to her place. Shayna had sunk to the floor, her heart reduced to an aching, dying mass. It wasn’t the affair that hurt the most; it was that he’d been with that other woman when Shayna needed him. That Shawn had been screwing around on her the night her world ended.

The howl of a caged thing had torn from her throat. A voice in her mind spoke with irrefutable conviction: Leave now. There is nothing for you here. To stay will give him more power over you.

The confident voice was right. If Shawn was in such a hurry to be rid of her, it was time to be rid of him. She would start the proceedings on her own terms. But why hadn’t that voice spoken up until now?

She had frantically dashed through the house, throwing things into a backpack with little thought. She had made a few phone calls—voice calm, belying her panic—and then stepped out of her immaculate suburban home in Portland, Oregon, and walked, stopping only at the courthouse to pick up divorce paperwork to fill out. After that…she’d walked farther than she ever had in her life, trying to outdistance the pain. As if her shame and grief were imprinted on her forehead, she avoided people, stopping only to eat and wash at truck stops and convenience stores. Sleep only came when she collapsed from exhaustion in an alley or on a park bench; it didn’t matter where. When the nightmares woke her, she got up and walked them off.

“Damn,” Dante said slowly, bringing her back to the present. “May I ask why?”

A thread of steel in that dark blue gaze compelled her to answer…if she could only find the words.

She sighed. “It’s a long story.”

Dante leaned forward, dark hair falling over one eye. “Good, you’ll have plenty of time to tell me while you’re recovering at my place.” His expression sobered. “You need to rest, eat, and stay off your feet for two weeks, maybe longer. Do you really think you’ll be able to do that at some homeless shelter?”

“No, but…but…why are you doing this?” she demanded. Panic gained the upper hand at the prospect of going home with a stranger, even one as good-looking as Dante.

To hell with his looks. He could be a serial killer! Her mother’s voice squawked in Shayna’s head.

The confident voice scoffed. A serial killer? If he’s been waiting at the hospital so long and associating with me in front of so many witnesses, he’s a bad one. Besides, he doesn’t give off that vibe. Still, be careful.

She would be careful, as autocratic as this man came across. The last thing Shayna needed was to be trapped under another man’s thumb.

Dante broke off her inner argument. He leaned forward, his gaze fixed on her as he answered her question. “Because I want to help you. I swear I don’t have any other motives.”

Maybe she was dreaming. Nobody could have eyes this beautiful. They were the most striking shade of blue and seemed to peer into her very soul. Shayna took a deep, shuddering breath—which didn’t help because she caught a whiff of his masculine scent. Pheromones did unsettling things to her lower body, and she shivered. It had been too long since she’d been with anyone. Her husband hadn’t touched her since the pregnancy began to show.

Now, don’t go down that path, her inner voice said sharply, or you will be in danger, no matter what.

“You can leave as soon as you want, I promise,” Dante added in a reassuring voice, though his eyes remained determined.

Shayna struggled to think straight. The nurse had said confusion was a normal symptom of fatigue, but this was getting ridiculous. She looked away from Dante and considered the odds. He didn’t have a predatory look to him like the guys who’d attacked her…but he was still a stranger and a bossy one at that. Unfortunately, with how badly her feet throbbed, it was doubtful she’d be able to walk for a few days at least.
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