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        That’s Us actor Beckett Giles was spotted at Casa de Oro last night. After greeting fans and signing autographs, the star was ushered to a private room where onlookers say he dined alone.

        This isn’t the first time Beckett’s been spotted on his own in recent months, while girlfriend, pop star Sloane Rivera, has been traveling around the country for her Brave tour.

        Celebrity’s Alexis Logan caught up with the actor. “How’s life here in LA while your girlfriend is flying from one concert to the next?”

        “It’s amazing. Sloane’s having a great time, and I look forward to having her back by my side where she belongs.”

      

      

      

      Six months, three weeks, and two days. That’s how long it had been since I last stepped foot in my apartment. After sleeping on planes and buses and in hotel rooms, the only thing I truly wanted was to fall into my own bed and stay there for a month or two.

      But I had to get there first. That meant getting out of the car. Walking through the front doors and into the elevator. Riding up to the top floor and putting my key in the door.

      That shouldn’t have been so hard. Yet as I stared up at my building from the back seat of the car, the thought of lifting my hand to the door handle was almost too much to bear.

      Before I could gather my willpower and my strength, the door opened for me. My driver stood on the other side, my carry-on in one hand.

      “Will there be anything else, Miss Rivera?” he asked, both the corners of his lips and his brow pulling down like they, too, were unwilling to go on.

      I took a deep breath, then forced a smile. “No, thank you, Karl. That will be all.” I slung my purse strap over my shoulder and begrudgingly stepped out of the Town Car. After he handed me my bag and wished me well, I left Karl on the sidewalk and went inside.

      The lobby was empty, which was fitting for how I currently felt inside. The elevator ride to the top was long, and the silence made my shoulders tense up. As hard as touring proved to be, it was easier than this. Coming back to the life I’d been so happy to escape six months ago felt harder—so much harder—that I started it early by spending a week with my family in Chicago and ended it the same way.

      “Do you even realize how this makes me look?” Beckett asked before I walked out of the apartment to go to the airport. “I have done everything for you, and now you’re just leaving me so you can go sing for a crowd? What about me, Sloane? What about my career? I need you by my side, and you’re just running away for this delusion of yours. You’re making me look like a fool.”

      Maybe I was the fool. The fool that stormed out of my own apartment and hid from the man I’d been with since we started dating as teens. The fool that stayed with the man even though I wondered if I was truly meant to be his.

      I just wanted to get through my tour. It was the culmination of all the hard work I’d put into my career since my father pushed me into it when I was four years old. I wanted the man who was supposed to love me to show me an ounce of the support I’d given him over the past few years.

      It was Beckett who kept me from following my dream for so long, and Beckett who made me feel like shit when I’d finally realized acting in crappy movies and playing his doting girlfriend weren’t enough for me.

      It should have been Beckett who encouraged me to live for myself instead of following what our manager, Calvin Hobson, had insisted was the right course.

      “The right course for who?” I muttered under my breath as I came to a stop in front of my apartment door. It certainly hadn’t been the right course for me.

      After unlocking my door, I took a steadying breath before I pushed inside. My heart climbed to my throat as I looked around.

      There were candles on every surface. Rose petals scattered across the floor. My entire apartment smelled of roses and sage, and it brought tears to my eyes.

      I couldn’t believe Beckett would apologize like this. We hadn’t spoken since I left, had only communicated via text. He’d told me he’d be happy when I was home, but I’d spent my entire flight from Chicago to LA worried what I’d come home to.

      Certainly, I hadn’t expected this.

      Leaving my bag near the front door, I took off my purse and tossed it on the kitchen counter, careful not to knock over any of the candles. I followed the path of rose petals through my apartment—past the expansive view of the city and into the hallway leading to the bedrooms. Soft music was playing, lifting a grin to the corners of my lips. I pushed my bedroom door open quietly, and I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      Beckett was there, on my bed, surrounded by the fragrant rose petals. Candles burned brightly from every corner of the room, casting shadows and light across the fine features of his face and bare chest. The sight of him kneeling there stole my breath right from my lungs.

      Not because I was seeing his slim hips for the first time in more than half a year. Not because of his tanned skin or even the slight muscles in his arms and legs.

      No, the reason I couldn’t breathe had nothing to do with the sight of his body and everything to do with the fact that he was slamming his dick into the backside of the girl I’d always considered my best friend.

      Brooklyn’s cheek was flat against the mattress, her arms spread out at her sides as she stuck her naked ass up in the air, propped up by two of my favorite throw pillows. Her mouth hung open and her eyes were squeezed shut, and the noises she was making were nothing I’d ever heard before—and something I never wanted to hear again.

      Beckett grabbed hold of her hips and thrust. The wet slap, slap, slap made my stomach twist and bile creep up my throat. I took a step backward, then another. Then I spun on my heels and rushed back to my purse, grabbing my carry-on before running from my apartment as fast as I could.

      I was out on the street before I stopped to think. Once there, pressure built inside my head as a sharp pain stabbed at my chest. Heat bubbled up through every inch of my body until I was sure I’d explode.

      How dare they? How dare Beckett cheat on me? How dare Brooklyn fuck my boyfriend in my bed?

      Vision blurring, I tugged my phone out of my purse and struggled to unlock it, then scrambled to find the app I wanted as hot tears prickled at the corners of my eyes. I ordered a car to pick me up and paced the sidewalk until it finally arrived. Once inside, I gave the woman an address and sat in silence as she drove me up into the Hollywood Hills.

      When she pulled up out front, I dove from the back seat, my emotions threatening to tear down the wall I’d shoved them behind. By the time Olivia Li answered the door, I was a bawling, sniveling mess.

      “Sloane!” she cried before the wide smile on her face dropped faster than a load of bricks. “Oh my god, what happened?”

      All I managed to say was, “Beckett.” But for my friend, that was enough. She wrapped her arms around me and held me as I cried. Eventually, she coaxed me forward until I was seated on the couch, curled around one of the pillows as I tried to control myself.

      “What happened?” Olivia asked as she returned from the kitchen with a glass of water.

      I blew my nose, then wiped at the tears that coated my cheeks. “I found Beckett fucking Brooklyn in my bed.”

      “He did what?” Olivia nearly dropped the glass in her hand. She fumbled with it, splashing liquid over her fingers before it dripped onto her plush white carpet. She blinked hard, then glanced at the glass before looking back at me. “Oh, honey.” She handed the water to me, then she sat on the couch beside me, her arm draped over the back. “What did you do?”

      I shrugged and took a drink. “I came here.”

      “You didn’t say anything?”

      “What was I supposed to say? ‘Um, excuse me, sir? Could you please remove your dick from Brooklyn’s pussy and get the hell out of my apartment?’”

      Olivia choked down a burst of laughter, and it brought a faint smile to my lips.

      The smile faded when I remembered this was my life, not some show I was acting in. “I don’t know what to do.” It came out a whisper, but my friend heard.

      “You’re going to stay here as long as you need,” she said, grabbing my hand. “And you’re going to kick his sorry ass out of your apartment and leave him behind, like you should have done years ago.”

      A tear trickled down my cheek, curled under my jaw, and ran along my throat. “I don’t know if I can ever step foot inside that apartment again.”

      “You don’t have to.” She squeezed my hand before a crooked grin graced her lips. “I’ll even go over there and kick him out for you.”

      A hint of a laugh shook my shoulders. “I’m sure you would.”

      Olivia was the best. Not only did she support me and cheer me on, but she also pushed me to do the things I wouldn’t have had the courage to do otherwise. Like leaving Calvin Hobson and finding a manager who not only listened to me but also helped me achieve my goals and follow my dreams. She pushed me to put acting—especially the crappy roles Calvin insisted on lining up for me—fully behind me.

      Olivia had also encouraged me to put Beckett in my rear-view mirror before I left to go on tour. Though I didn’t pull the plug on our relationship then, I knew now that it was a mistake.

      My gaze drifted to the window looking out over the sparkling lights of the city. Every muscle in my body ached, and pain built behind my eyes as they prickled with tears again. I hated this. That I’d let myself stay with Beckett for so many years, and that I’d allowed myself to get attached to him in the first place. I hated losing him, but more than that, I hated that he’d taken my best friend from me too. Because I wasn’t sure I could ever forgive Brooklyn for what I saw tonight.

      “I’ll tell you what.” Olivia squeezed my hand and drew my attention back to her. “You’ve had a long day. Why don’t you go take a nice hot shower while I get the guest room set up for you. You can get some rest, and we’ll deal with Beckett and Brooklyn tomorrow, okay?”

      My nod shook another tear loose. “Okay.”
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      All my crying brought on a migraine of epic proportions. Between that and the grief I was suffering over the loss of the life I hadn’t had for years, it was days before I felt up to stepping outside of Olivia’s house.

      By then, she’d convinced me to contact my manager, Monica Greer, to help handle the situation. Together, we came up with a plan.

      For the first time since my father uprooted my family for my career twenty years ago, I was heading back to Chicago for good. Monica made some appointments for me to view a few condos, and she secured a moving company and a storage unit for all my belongings.

      There were only a few things left to do: pack up my apartment, tell Brooklyn our friendship was over, and break up with Beckett for good.

      Back in my apartment, I was just reaching for my tea pot in my kitchen cupboard when the front door swung open. The pot clattered against the shelf, and I barely kept hold of it before I could set it on the counter and turn around. My stomach twisted as Beckett came in, all too-bright smiles and golden skin. His signature blond curls bounced around his forehead—curls I used to love wrapping around my fingers while we were watching movies in my bed. Now the sight made me want to grab the scissors behind me and cut them off.

      “Sloane, baby!” He rounded the kitchen island, only stopping his advance when his attention landed on my hand wrapped around the scissors. He glanced at the mess of boxes in the corner of the room and his fake smile faltered slightly before he turned it back on me.

      Beckett spread his arms wide, and the thought of going to him, of letting him wrap me in an embrace the way I’d always done in the past, made my skin crawl. When I didn’t move toward him, that smile changed into something else, something I couldn’t explain but that made the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me your little trip made you forget who loves you most.”

      My chest squeezed tight at the words Beckett had been telling me since my father died. His promise that he’d love me enough to make up for what I’d lost was worth less than the air he breathed.

      “How can you say that?” I was proud of myself for not letting my voice shake when I forced out those words.

      I was even more proud of myself for not punching Beckett in the face when he responded.

      “Easy, baby. Your love sustains me. It makes loving you worth it.”

      The deep calming breath I took did little to relieve the anger that rolled through me, especially when Beckett continued toward me like nothing was wrong at all.

      “It’s about time you got home. I can’t tell you how much I missed your body. I came over as soon as I knew you’d be here.” He grabbed my hips and yanked me against him despite the scissors in my hand. When he leaned in to kiss me, I put my free hand in his face and slid out of his grip.

      “Actually, I’ve been home for a couple days.”

      Beckett had always been a B-list actor, known more for his charisma and charm than for his acting skills. Still, he’d fooled me into believing him for so long, and I almost believed the hurt look he donned now. “I would have known if you were here, baby.” He brought his hands to his chest as a pout pulled out his bottom lip. “My heart would have known if you came home. It loves you too much.”

      “Then I guess your heart is wrong.”

      He scoffed and shook his head, glancing at the box packed with dishes on the counter next to him. His composure started to wither away. “Sure. Okay. I’ll bite. When did you get home?”

      “Sunday night.”

      Something flashed behind Beckett’s eyes, and I swore his ever-present fake smile tempered. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “No lies.” I crossed my arms over my chest, showing off the scissors I still gripped tight. “It was quite lovely, really. Candles everywhere and a flower petal trail leading to the bedroom. But really, the thing I can’t get out of my head is the look on Brooklyn’s face as you fucked her in my bed.”

      His nostrils flared as the wheels in his head spun so fast, I could practically see the smoke coming out of his ears. Then, an easy smile creased his lips.

      “What did you expect? You were gone for half a year. I have needs.”

      “I expect that my boyfriend won’t cheat on me, Beckett. It’s not like you didn’t have the means to fly out to see me.”

      He scoffed. “I have a life, Sloane. Are you really so delusional to think I’d follow you around the country like one of your little fans?” He threw his hands up at his sides. “Of course I’m going to find someone to fuck when you’re not around. What else am I supposed to do?”

      A horrible realization hit me. “Wait, have you slept with someone other than Brooklyn?”

      He didn’t bother answering, but he didn’t need to. The smug look on his face told me everything I needed to know.

      “This stupid little hobby of yours is getting in my way. First, you flopped on audition after audition that Calvin worked his ass off to secure for you. Then, you made the stupid mistake of leaving him for that other bitch so you could”—he made air quotes—“focus on singing, and then you left me—me, Beckett Giles—to run off for this nonsense. You need to drop this shit and come back where you belong.”

      Voice quivering, I asked, “And where is that?”

      “Right here.” Beckett pointed a finger at the floor, then took a single step forward. “You’re nothing without me, and it’s about time you learned it.”

      I swallowed hard. Then, with my heart pounding in my ears, I gave him a nod. But I wiped the triumphant smile off his face when I told him, “I’d rather be nothing without you than spend another minute of my life being who you want me to be.”

      His eyes flared before he took another step toward me. I was sure the only thing stopping him from coming closer was the pair of scissors in my raised hand and his uncertainty over my own acting skills. He pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes.

      “We’re over, Beckett. Get out of my apartment and stay out of my life. I’ll leave your shit on the bed, and you can come get it this weekend after I’ve moved out.”

      “That’s how you’re going to play this?” He shook his head and cast a glance around the room. “You’re making a mistake, Sloane. Everything you’ve worked for? Your entire life? It’s over. You’re going to regret this.”

      “The only thing I regret is you.”

      He scowled at me, then spun on his heel and left the way he came in—taking the air out of the room with him as he went.

      My entire body was shaking; my knees felt ready to give out. I grabbed hold of the kitchen counter to steady myself, taking deep breaths to clear the battle raging through my mind. Blood whooshed through my ears, the sound nearly deafening as I fell into a chair. With one problem gone, I still had another to deal with. Somehow, this one felt bigger.

      Unsure of how much time had passed, my head cradled in my arms, I finally felt like I could breathe. With a still-shaking hand, I reached for my phone and looked over the message I’d been too chicken to send before.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I saw you with Beckett in my apartment Sunday night. I thought you were my friend, but you proved me wrong. Stay away from me. Do not contact me. You two deserve each other. Goodbye.

      

      

      

      

      

      I couldn’t wait any longer. If Beckett got to her first, he’d spin a tale to paint me as the bad guy, just like he did to anyone who got in his way. With new-found confidence, I reached out and pushed send.
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        * * *

      

      My split from Beckett became public the day the moving truck pulled up outside my California apartment building and the movers started hauling my belongings away. Shortly after, Beckett and Brooklyn stepped out together, causing the rumors to spread. I swore they did everything possible to keep their faces splashed across every tabloid and news outlet that existed. Dinner out at fancy restaurants. Walking the red carpet at a movie premiere. On the set of That’s Us, where Beckett had apparently worked to get her a speaking part on the popular show.

      Meanwhile, I was working to put my life back together and stay out of the spotlight. Which wasn’t too hard, considering I was living with my mom, sister, and grandmother until I could close on my new condo and move out.

      That moment couldn’t come soon enough.

      “Sloane? Did you steal my box of tampons?” my little sister yelled across the house as I tried to reach around my grandmother to get a travel mug out of the cupboard over her head. “I left it right next to my Switch and it’s not here anymore!”

      “I didn’t steal your tampons,” I yelled back, twisting off the lid of my mug. Nana clicked her tongue at me as I reached around her again for the pot of coffee.

      “Did you take my Switch? I swear on all things holy, Sloane, if you⁠—”

      Nana whacked my shoulder with the folded-over newspaper she’d been reading. “No stealing your sister’s things, Sloane. If you want something, you ask.”

      “I didn’t—” I stopped, took a calming breath, and tried again in a quieter voice. “I don’t even know what a Switch is, Nana.”

      “Sloane!” Skylar yelled again before she let out a squeal that probably had the neighbor’s dogs howling. “Never mind, I found them.”

      “Where were they?” my mother called from somewhere else in the house.

      “Under the bathroom sink.” Skylar burst into the room, waving two tampons in one hand and some electronic device in the other. She smacked her lips on Nana’s cheek, then grabbed my mug and the cinnamon roll I was reaching for before rushing toward the door. “Come on, people! I’m going to be late for school!”

      Nana topped off her coffee mug on the counter, snagged the cinnamon roll from my fingers before I could take a bite, then was out the door before I could complain.

      “Coming!” Mama dashed into the kitchen, grabbing her keys from the table and the last cinnamon roll from the pan. “Be nice to your sister,” she told me before kissing my cheek and rushing out the door.

      “I didn’t—” Left alone in the house with an empty pan and nothing but dregs in the bottom of the coffee pot, I huffed out a breath and dropped into one of the kitchen chairs. I rubbed at my chest, trying to loosen the tightness there as I swallowed through my equally tight throat. “I don’t even know what a Switch is.”

      I loved my family, I really did. But I’d been living on my own since I turned eighteen and made my mother move back to Chicago to focus on giving Skylar a chance at a normal life. Visiting for a week here or there was one thing. Living with them, with no chance of escape when all I wanted was a moment alone, was too much.

      Even when all I wanted was for them to be here with me, holding my hand or giving me hugs, letting me cry on their shoulders when the weight of my grief became too much.

      The only thing I could do was focus on moving forward. Suck up the tears and step out into the world, pull up my big girl panties and act like it didn’t bother me that I’d lost everything I once thought I’d wanted.

      Crying is for babies and losers, said a voice in the back of my mind that sounded remarkably like Beckett Guiles.

      Shaking my head to rid myself of that thought, I focused instead on what Nana had told me when I came home: “Chin up, baby girl. Tears will only hold you back, and you’ve got too much living to do for that.”

      I wiped away a stray tear and looked around the empty kitchen. Sitting alone and sulking wasn’t going to do me any good. I needed something to take my mind off everything. “Retail therapy it is, then.”

      The list of things I needed to purchase before move-in day felt miles long. I’d left my bed and anything that reminded me too much of Brooklyn or Beckett behind, so I had things I needed to replace. There was furniture to order, dishes to buy, and new clothes to help me feel more like me and less like someone I’d never wanted to be.

      A little pampering didn’t hurt, either. I’d gotten my hair and nails done. Got a massage and a facial. I’d even gone a little crazy, booking an appointment at a tattoo and body piercing shop, to give myself two things I decided I needed: a tattoo on my wrist to symbolize the completion of my Brave tour, and a piercing on my clit.

      Beckett had controlled my life while I was with him, and I was determined now to live for myself. I’d had the perfect tattoo designed for years, but his dislike of it had stopped me from getting it done.

      And the piercing?

      Well, that was purely for me. I was long overdue on enjoying my life, and I was no longer going to endure lackluster sex. Just because I didn’t have a man to bring me to orgasm didn’t mean I had to settle for less. In fact, with him out of my life, there was a stronger possibility that I could enjoy my body and my pleasure like I never had before.

      In the middle of a trip to Macy’s, elbow deep in bath towels, it hit me: I was doing it. Living my life, finding joy in the little things. My new freedom. I could do anything I wanted, and nothing could stop me. I now had the ability to choose to live how I wanted, decorating my home to my own desires, and wearing things that made me happy instead of trying to live up to expectations I never agreed with.

      Bring on the comfy sweats and loungewear to live in around my house. Sign me up for the silky and embellished clothing I’d always wanted but that Beckett had vetoed because it took the spotlight off him. And while we were at it, how about some new lingerie—not just because I threw all my old stuff out, but because I wanted to feel beautiful no matter what I wore.

      I was sorting through a rack of the silkiest lingerie sets I’d ever felt when I heard squealing from across the department store aisle. When I spun to see what the noise was, I found three girls running my way.

      “Sloane! Oh my god! It’s Sloane Rivera!”

      “Hi!” I waved to them, ready to embrace my favorite part of this life.

      While I was on tour, I’d gotten used to my fans going crazy when they saw me, yelling and screaming and jumping around like meeting me was the best thing that had ever happened to them. I’d learned to smile and wave and greet them with enthusiasm, and I was often lauded in the media for my patience and willingness to give to my fans. It wasn’t hard, not when I saw their smiling faces and got to spend a few minutes of my time making their day.

      As these girls raced toward me, I plastered on a smile that faltered almost immediately when I clocked their speed and realized they weren’t slowing down. I froze in place, unable to get my body to move as they barreled toward me faster than they should have been able to move. The first girl crashed into me, her arms wrapping around me and dragging me backward. It was the next two hitting the first that pushed me over, my head knocking into the clothing rack beside me as I went down, my face smacking into the pole before I landed head-first on the rack’s metal foot.

      With the girls on top of me and my head throbbing in pain, I couldn’t breathe. I swore I was dying, swore I saw my life flash before my eyes. Voices around me screamed and yelled and drowned out any thoughts I had except how much my head and body hurt. Darkness descended on me before bright lights flashed in front of my eyes. For a brief moment, I felt weightless, my body flying before I was scooped up and dragged away.
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      Sweat trickled down my back and neck as I pulled out of a lunge and moved forward into another one. I felt the burn through my glutes and thighs, across my shoulders and forearms, right down to where my fingers wrapped around the handles of the dumbbells. I didn’t mind a little pain, not if it made me stronger.

      Not if the pain proved to me that I’d come this far and survived.

      I finished my last set just as the music pumping through the speakers switched to my favorite song. It gave me renewed energy, made me feel like I could force my weary body through another grueling workout, even though I’d already been at it for nearly an hour. I was almost done—and I had plans I’d do well not to miss. So I set the dumbbells back in their spots on the rack and made my way toward the leg press machine.

      Only, I didn’t quite make it before the song caught me and pulled me away. I couldn’t help it—I looked into the floor-to-ceiling mirrors and danced the way I did in the privacy of my home.

      My house didn’t have the same feel; it was small and lacked the large mirrors. Here, I could almost pretend, with my reflection dancing along with me, that I was on stage with Sloane Rivera—the most beautiful, talented, and amazing woman in the world.

      “I fell in love,” I sang along with her voice as it, “when you gave me a thousand reasons to run. I stayed,” I continued, twisting my hips and moving my feet in time with the beat, “even after the mask came off. But now I’m gone—because this world is too big to stay small with you.””

      One more twist, and goosebumps rose along my arms and neck as I belted out the chorus with the music. “I’m gonna be brave. I’m gonna be brave.”

      The music cut out, but for a few seconds, my mind kept going, my body moving to the beat. It wasn’t until the clapping and cheering started that I froze, then whipped toward the door to the gym.

      “Bravo!” my coworker, Van Thaylor, shouted as he clapped.

      I dragged a hand through my damp hair, wishing the leg press machine was big enough to hide behind.

      Van smirked, then moved into the room, revealing another coworker, Joss Monroe, as he said, “Where’d you learn to move like that? You look like one of those social media influencer people who post videos of themselves dancing online.”

      “Actually,” Joss said, rounding Van and standing at his side, “it kind of reminds me of the dance they did in the music video for that song.”

      Someone had to have turned up the heat in the gym—I felt like I was burning alive. I tried calculating the possibility of me getting past the two of them if I ran for the door.

      “I didn’t know you could dance like that,” Joss said, the corners of her lips creeping up until I had to look away or be faced with that smile being plastered on a white-faced clown in my nightmares.

      “It’s just something I do sometimes.” My pulse thrummed through my ears, and I swore it was saying the word liar as it did. I loved dancing, and I did it every chance I got—in the privacy of my own home. Dancing in public was something I had to give up years ago.

      “Coulda fooled me,” Van said, his smirk still in place. “You’re good, man. Makes me think you chose the wrong career.”

      Rubbing at the back of my neck, I said, “Thanks, I think?”

      “Van!” Joss slapped him with the back of her hand. “Quit being a jerk! You’re making him all shy and embarrassed.”

      “He’s always like that.”

      “Van!”

      He rolled his eyes, then turned his attention back to me. “Lee’s looking for you.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Joss nodded before snagging my towel off the bench beside her and tossing it my way. “He’s been trying to call and text you for almost twenty minutes. When Van mentioned the music”—she grinned—“Lee sent us to check the gym.”

      “I told him, when Sloane’s playing, Kolton’s not far away.”

      That had a smile crossing my lips. “You know me too well.”

      It was the truth. Sloane’s music was like medicine for my soul. I loved every one of her songs, every single lyric she’d ever uttered. I would have died for a chance to read her grocery list—that’s how much I loved everything she wrote.

      “Better not keep the boss waiting,” Van warned as I wiped my face with my towel.

      My smile was erased as I pulled the cloth away. “Is it bad?”

      Joss’s face pinched with concern. “Of course not, sweetie.” She squeezed my arm, then cringed when her hand came away damp from my sweat.

      “Did you actually do something wrong?” Van asked. “Kid, you’re so strait-laced, you’d be the last of us to get into trouble. Although, I wouldn’t push your luck.”

      “Think he has time for a shower first?” Joss asked Van, wiping her hand on my towel, only to cringe again and stare at her palm like it was covered in filth.

      “If it was anyone else, I’d say no,” Van said, taking a step toward the door. “But since Kolton is Kolton, and the boss loves him so much, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      He shot me a wink and Joss let out a laugh. “You might want to clean up first.”

      I was already shaking my head, my feet moving to follow Van. “It’s alright. I’ll just do it now.”

      I didn’t like to let people down—didn’t want my boss to think poorly of me. If it’d already been as long as they said, then that was twenty minutes too long. I needed this job, and I damn well wasn’t going to let a little sweat get in the way of me keeping in my boss’s good graces.

      Lee Bridgewater was at his desk in his office, looking more haggard than the last time I saw him. He glanced up when I knocked, and something resembling a smile tugged at the corners of his lips.

      “There you are.”

      “You wanted to see me, boss?”

      Lee nodded. “Come on in, have a seat.”

      Tension tightened every one of my muscles while my stomach churned. I sat in a visitor’s chair across from his desk and wiped my palms on my shorts.

      He scrubbed a hand over the short beard on his jaw, his emerald-green eyes locked on me, and I swore he was staring into my soul and finding all my faults. Not that that was too hard. The man had a way about him, and I’d opened up to him more than I had anyone else in this world. He knew my fears and phobias and likely figured out the cause.

      “You've been here over a year now,” he said after a long, uncomfortable silence, and the cooling sweat on my body made my skin itch as I waited for the worst. “Always been reliable, trustworthy. Been handling our installs like a pro.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “But?”

      His brow furrowed before a light shake of his head tossed that look aside.

      Did he just roll his eyes? I swear he rolled his eyes.

      “But,” he said, leaning his elbows on his desktop, “I think it’s about time⁠—”

      Here it comes.

      “—that you got your first client.”

      My heart seemed to stop, then the hamster wheel in my brain started spinning and I blinked at him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Thunder rumbled through the room as Lee let out a laugh, and thank fuck I wasn’t scared of that.

      His smile widened, steadying my nerves just a bit. “You’ve officially got your first client. With Rylan sidelined, I had to shuffle things around. Since you passed your tests, it’s time you took on more of the heavy lifting.”

      “What about Van?” I asked, unable to believe his words. “Shouldn’t he⁠—”

      Lee held up his hand, stopping me, and I felt like the biggest asshole in the world when he spoke. “Got Van helping me out around here.”

      Around here.

      Van had been helping Lee with Kelly O’Connor, the girl we’d pulled off a boat bound for hell last year. It was the one and only time I’d carried a gun in the line of duty because, as Lee reminded me, I’d only just passed my firearms test to be allowed to carry a weapon on the job.

      You don’t board a boat full of sex traffickers without being fully armed.

      I didn’t care to think about that. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure the shot I took killed someone, but I doubted he could have survived falling into the icy Lake Michigan after he tumbled over the side of the boat.

      So.

      There was that.

      “And you want me…”

      “To take this new client. Got a meeting with them tomorrow morning. I want you there. We’ll meet the client and find out who you’ll be protecting.”

      “You mean, you don’t know?”

      “Oh, I know.” Lee shook his head, and his gaze darted away from mine. “Just can’t tell you yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “NDA. You’ll have to sign one, too. They want it kept quiet until your first public appearance.”

      Stifling the urge to scratch at my skin, I chewed on the inside of my cheek instead. “You really think I can handle this?”

      “I don’t think you can handle this,” he told me, and my heart sank to the floor before yo-yo-ing back up to lodge itself in my throat when he continued. “I know you can. You’ve been due for this. Rylan’s injury just expedited my timeline a bit. I have no doubt you’ll do just as good, if not better, than you have on all our installs.”

      “What about the installs?” I asked, still unable to believe this was really happening. “Who’s going to do those?”

      The look he gave me reminded me of my dad right before he told me to stop worrying so much. “That’s something for Joss and me to worry about. Van will still be around, and we’ll look into hiring some staff so we can continue to grow.”

      This was really happening. I was really doing this.

      Fuck. How was I going to⁠—

      “Maybe don’t tell your sisters yet,” Lee said, and it was like he was reading my goddamn mind.

      “Right.” I scrubbed my palms down my thighs. “Yeah. That’s a good idea.”

      Speaking of…

      “You need anything else from me, boss?”

      He shook his head. “Be here in the morning. Dress nice, and we’ll head over there together.”

      I nodded, then wiped my hands down my thighs again. I pushed to standing at the same time Lee did.

      “Congratulations, Kolton.” He stuck out his arm and took my hand in a firm grip, grabbing my shoulder with his other hand and giving a squeeze that almost felt like a hug. “You deserve this.”

      “Thanks. Thank you. That’s…” I put a stop to the word soup spilling from my mouth. “Thanks.”

      I felt lighter than air as I returned to the gym and grabbed my bag and phone. The warm shower felt like bliss as I rinsed off the sweat and washed away the tension my meeting with Lee had caused. I tried—and failed—to push away my worries as I dried and dressed, then drove home.

      By the time I was there, my skin was tingling again, like the cold Chicago winter felt the need to remind me it wasn’t through with us yet. The lights were already on, despite the fact that I lived alone, and I dreaded getting out of my car and going inside. But I didn’t have a choice.

      Did I?

      The door creaked as I pushed it open, but I didn’t have a chance to think about writing myself a reminder to fix it before I was bombarded by my sisters.

      “There you are!” Kacie said, hopping out of her chair at my kitchen table and rushing toward me with her hands clasped in front of her.

      Kendra, our oldest sister, didn’t bother getting up. “You know, for someone who works out all the time, you sure don’t look like it. That’s where you were, right? Working out instead of coming home to eat with your sisters? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were avoiding us.”

      Every cell in my body screamed, “You think?” But I bit my tongue and sucked in my gut as I tossed my bag on the floor near the living room door. I turned a gentle smile on Kendra. “Good to see you too, sis.”

      She scowled, then pushed her plate away from her and leaned back in her chair. “You’re not even going to tell us where you were?”

      “I was working out.” I lifted the lid of the pizza box and glanced inside. There were two slices left, which surprised me. Normally they would have finished it off to spite me for being late. I grabbed a slice and took a bite before either of them could steal it from me. Around my mouthful, I said, “My boss called me into his office for a meeting, so I was delayed.”

      I didn’t need to look at Kendra to know her eyes were shining with glee. She leaned on her elbows, nearly vibrating right out of her chair.

      “I told you you’re not cut out for that job. You should have gone into nursing like the rest of the family.”

      Pointing out that Mom wasn’t a nurse always went right over her head, so I long ago stopped trying. “He actually called me in to tell me I’m doing a great job.”

      Kendra gaped. I gave a shrug, then shoved the last of my pizza slice into my mouth as I grabbed the remaining piece.

      My sister let out a huff before pushing away from the table. She stood, leaning on her hands as she hovered over me. “Well, la dee da, Kolton Ashley Johns.”

      Pointing out that my middle name was Ashton, not Ashley, was also something I stopped trying to do years ago. She did it to try to get under my skin, so I’d learned not to respond.

      “Maybe you should go into security,” I said around another bite of pizza. “You might be surprised and like it like I do.”

      That brought another scowl to her lips. Kendra didn’t like it when I had something of my own, and there wasn’t anything she could do to take my job away from me. That pissed her off more than anything.

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that, in all my precious spare time. Seriously, Kolton,” she said, standing tall and crossing her arms in front of her, “I don’t know why we bother coming over here all the time, seeing how little you care. You don’t think I have more important things to do?”

      I swallowed down my final bite, then gripped the edge of the table as I lifted my gaze to hers. “I didn’t ask you to put aside your important things to come here every other night.”

      “And who would take care of you then?”

      “I’m twenty-five. I am capable of taking care of myself. Just think, if you didn’t come over all the time, you could, I don’t know, find a boyfriend? Go out on a date?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, and I held my breath. Before Kendra could say anything, Kacie spoke up. “He has a point. When’s the last time you were on a date?”

      We all knew the answer to that question, but Kacie and I also knew better than to point it out.

      A year ago, this past September, when her baby brother told her he was never going to be a nurse and took a job at a security company.

      Kendra turned her scowl on our sister, and I would have felt bad for Kacie if I wasn’t so fucking giddy that it wasn’t directed at me.

      “Come on, Kacie, we’re obviously not wanted here.” She grabbed her coat off the back of her chair and was out the door before she’d pulled it on. Kacie followed, though with a little less hostility and a wave over her shoulder before she stepped out into the cold.

      “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” I muttered under my breath before finishing with, “Love you, too.” I glanced at the empty pizza box, then down at my stomach that felt more than a little sick. Pushing aside the urge to vomit up those two small slices of pizza, I cleaned up my sister’s plates and threw away the box.

      Then I turned on a little Sloane Rivera, singing and dancing while I made myself a salad and tried the impossible task of putting my sister and her insults out of my head.
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      The sky outside my manager's office window was as bleak and cheerless as it was inside. Despite the cold that still gripped the city in its clutches, I would’ve rather been out there than in here.

      “I know you don’t think it’s necessary, Sloane. You’ve told me a thousand times,” Monica said. “But I’m giving you the same answer I’ve given you every time before: it’s for your own safety.”

      “They were just a couple unruly fans!”

      “That knocked you into a clothing rack while you were shopping! You’re lucky the store’s manager was there, or you could have been killed. It’s bad enough that it happened, but now that Celebrity picked up the story, everybody’s going to be watching you closer. What’s to stop someone else from rushing you again when there’s no one there to protect you?”

      Letting out a huff, I tried hard not to turn around and glare at her where she sat behind her desk. It wouldn’t do any good, and it might make things worse. She’d already threatened to drop me if I didn’t take my safety more seriously, and I wasn’t willing to take the chance to see if she would follow through.

      Monica had been with me for a little over a year now, and she was the first truly good thing to happen to me since my father died when I was sixteen. I couldn’t risk losing her, especially right now.

      I’d lost enough in my life, and I needed the bleeding to stop.

      Heat burned through me, and my pulse pounded in my forehead, right above my eye. I pressed my fingers to my temple and lowered myself into the chair beside me before my weak legs decided for me.

      This whole thing was embarrassing. From being forced to have a bodyguard to the reason for it—being run down by my fans in the middle of a department store.

      The whole situation made me feel homesick. I didn’t have these issues in Los Angeles. There, people stared from afar. But I couldn’t go back to LA—not after what went down. I sometimes wondered if I’d ever be able to show my face in that town again.

      “Why don’t you take a break,” Monica suggested, rounding the edge of her desk to kneel at my side. “Go to the restroom. Splash a little cold water on your face. See if that will help. The men from the security company should be here shortly, but I can always get started without you if you need a few minutes.”

      My nod made my head throb, but at least it didn’t feel like lightning cutting through my temple. Monica helped me to my feet, and I grabbed my purse from the table where I’d left it. Her disapproving look dropped away when I pulled out my pills. By the time I got the bottle open and shook one onto my palm, she’d grabbed a water from the mini-fridge and returned to my side.

      “Before you ask,” I said, reaching for the bottle and taking a swig, “no, this is not an attempt to get out of this meeting.”

      She brandished a wry smile. “I wasn’t going to ask.”

      “But you were thinking it.”

      Monica squeezed my arm. “I need to get to the meeting. Don’t take too long.”

      “Sure. Yeah. I can’t wait to get this over with.” I rushed out of her office as fast as my legs and my pride would allow. Monica’s assistant, Tami, waved as I raced down the hall. I turned toward the restrooms only to crash face-first into a wall.

      My purse went flying one way, my water dropped to the floor at my feet, and my pills scattered in the other direction as the cap popped off the moment my fist slammed into a rock-solid chest. The only reason I didn’t land on my ass was the two hands of steel that clamped around my arms.

      “Shit, I’m so sorry!” The hands loosened, then left me completely. I was pretty sure they took my ability to talk with them.

      The most beautiful chocolate-brown eyes—set in what was quite possibly the most handsome face I’d seen in… well… ever—were staring down at me. I wanted to melt with the chocolate, maybe consume it, if it meant fending off my migraine with the extra caffeine.

      Those eyes flared with recognition that was so glaringly obvious, I wanted to shrink away. Only, I found I couldn’t, almost as if he’d locked me in some magical spell that made my ability to move recede.

      “Holy shit.” The words were nothing but a whisper, the smile that stretched his lips the sweetest thing I’d ever seen. “I’ve got to be fucking dreaming. Is this… Are you… Oh my god, please tell me this is real? You’re Sloane Rivera?”

      “That’s me,” I told him, a tingle sweeping across the back of my neck as he finally released me from his spell. I tore my eyes away from him and glanced at the floor around us, which was now littered with little white pills. The man followed my gaze, then moved before I could think to do so.

      “This is so embarrassing, let me help you.” He was on his knees before he finished speaking, and heat flushed through me as I watched him scoop my medicine into his palm before dropping it into the empty bottle. Thoughts I’d never entertained in my twenty-four years on this earth rampaged through my head at the sight of him kneeling before me.

      What would it feel like, to have this man touch me? To have him smooth those strong hands over my skin, move that hard body over my own?

      Saliva pooled in my mouth as my attention bounced from his broad shoulders to his narrow hips to his absolutely amazing ass.

      Somehow, I forced my attention off him and grabbed my purse and the bottle’s lid from behind me. When I turned back around, he was still there, on his knees, staring up at me with a look on his face that made those indecent thoughts erupt.

      He offered up my pill bottle, which shook like a maraca in his hand. I reached for it, our fingers connecting for a brief moment before we both pulled away.

      “Can I just say, I’m your biggest fan? Your music…” He brought his hand to his chest before realizing he still had my water bottle gripped in his palm. “Shit. Sorry.”

      He held my water out to me, and I took it with a quiet laugh. “Not a problem.”

      “Your music means everything to me. Your lyrics just blow my mind, and I… I can’t believe I’m really here. Can I… Can I get your autograph?”

      “Of course, you can!” My heart seemed to soar as his wide smile grew so big I wasn’t sure how his face didn’t explode. This would always be my favorite part about my job. The fans who truly got me—got my music—helped make all my pain and sorrow go away.

      It didn’t hurt that this particular one was so easy on the eyes.

      As he fumbled with his jacket pockets, his attention on the pad of paper he’d pulled from the left one, I shook my head to try to clear away my attraction. This wasn’t like me. Never once, since I started in this business twenty years ago, had I ever felt interested in a fan.

      Although, maybe, a voice in my head whispered, someone else had always been in the way.

      He pulled a pen from his interior pocket, then flashed a sweet-as-sin smile my way as he rose to his full height.

      I watched as he did, lifting my chin only to lift it again when he didn’t seem to stop. He was so much taller than me. At five-foot-three, that wasn’t difficult. Still, I couldn’t help the new barrage of fantasies that rocketed through my mind.

      “I’m, um…” He swept his brown hair off his forehead, an act that only served to make him look more attractive and sweeter as he stumbled over his words. “I’m… My name is Kolton.”

      “It’s so great to meet you, Kolton,” I told him, taking the pen and paper from his shaky hands. “Do you spell it with a C or a K?”

      “Yes.” He nodded vigorously, then blinked and shook his head. “I mean, no. I mean, K. Kolton with a K.”

      My god, he was cute. My fans came in all kinds, but the ones who were this shell shocked to meet me were the best.

      “Well, Kolton with a K.” I signed my name with a flourish, finishing off my signature with two hearts instead of my usual one. “Would you like a photo, too?”

      “Oh my god, really? Would you?”

      “For my biggest fan? I’d love to.”

      He practically vibrated right out of his skin, and I chuckled quietly as he rushed to find his phone in yet another pocket. Meanwhile, I took out my own.

      “One for you and one for me,” I told him, flashing my phone to him as he held his up triumphantly.

      He nodded, but when he didn’t move, I scooted closer to his side. Did a thrill flow through me as his fingers wrapped around my hip seconds later?

      Most definitely.

      He snapped a few pictures, his smile nervous but so damn cute. When it was my turn, it became obvious my arms were much shorter than his. I pressed closer to get us both in the shot, the light stubble of his cheeks brushing mine. I snapped one picture. Snapped two more as his fingers tightened on my hip.
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