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    Chapter One


    


    She slipped silently through the crowded backstage, weaving in and out of the shadows. Crew members hurried through with microphones, extra guitar picks, drum sticks, and amps, while the band prepared for a sound check. They had minor issues to iron out before the show the next day. They didn’t usually have the time, but since they did, it had to be perfect. If they did it right, their work would be unquestionably easier later.


    From the stage, Chase’s drums echoed loudly around the walls of the empty arena, while Mike, the backup guitarist, and Finn, keyboards, practiced a few chords, waiting patiently for the others to be ready. John, the bassist, busied himself tuning.


    She searched for him, but much of the front stage remained just out of her line of sight. She crept closer. Before she reached the stage, she tripped over a wire that ran through the backstage and fell, bringing an extra microphone stand down with her. “Damn this useless setup crew!” she hissed. “Why isn’t this taped down, already?” She quickly stood up and continued through the equipment.


    “Hadley!” Don, the band’s manager called, startling her out of her search. Don was an older man in his late forties. He was generally kind and patient with everyone ... except her, a fact she made sure to hold against him. He always wore the same black leather jacket with dark jeans, a black hat with XH Band on the front, and whatever color of tee shirt he felt like wearing that day. That particular day, he’d chosen a shade of dark green that reminded her of mildew. She hated it. Hell, she just hated him.


    Shit, she thought. Busted.


    “Security, I need you on standby. She’s here,” Don grumbled into his earpiece, before turning his attention back to Hadley. “What the hell are you doing here? I thought Xander made it clear that he didn’t want you here until the show.”


    “He didn’t mean that,” she huffed.


    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he did. You can’t stop picking fights with the crew. You can’t stop pissing off the band. Hell, you’ve been here less than five minutes, and you’re already pissing me off. You need to turn around and go back to the hotel. We can’t afford to lose any more help. He’s going to flip when he finds out that you’re even here, and he’s not the one to piss off, since he’s the only reason you’re still even with us.”


    “I don’t pick fights with them.”


    “Oh. So they just complain about the crazy bitch with the bad attitude and walk off the job because they just feel spontaneous?”


    “How am I supposed to know why they make shit up?”


    “I’ve lost more people in the last few months than I’ve lost in my entire career. I’m not going to argue with you about this. You need to get out of here, before he sees you and blows a gasket. You’ve got five minutes to get your shit together, and then I’m having Rich and Warren escort you out, ready or not. Got it?”


    “Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled.


    As Don walked away, she glared at the back of his head and extended her perfectly-manicured middle finger in his direction. Ignoring his warning, she crept closer to the stage. When she reached the edge of the curtain, she found the man she had been searching for.


    Xander was over six feet of rocker god perfection. His muscular arms were covered in dark tattoos. His shaggy brown hair fell perfectly messy over his bright blue eyes. The studs on his belt and wrist cuff caught the bright stage lights. Against his dark jeans and black shirt, they shone like beacons in the stage light.


    And then she spotted her. Ava. That stupid little twat that Don hired to help him keep the band’s shit in order. Hadley saw red when she noticed how close to her Xander the cheap whore really was. Too close.


    Ava held out diagrams with lighting and equipment placement to work out the finer details that needed attention, but Hadley was pretty sure that it was just a cover to find some close time with Xander. Don could easily have taken care of that. Besides, a girl wouldn’t wear a low-cut tank top like that with rhinestones accenting her cleavage, if she weren’t purposely trying to draw attention to her assets. Hadley knew. That had been her strategy with her wardrobe full of short skirts and low-cut tops, decked out in as much glitter and gemstones as she could find. It had been how she’d grabbed Xander’s attention in the first place. And Hadley totally noticed Ava’s red curls pulled up out of her face to draw attention to her slender neck and bare shoulders. She might as well have worn a sign that read, “Put your lips all over me, Xander!”


    Ava smiled and nodded in agreement at whatever Xander said to her. Of course she’ll agree with whatever he says, Hadley thought. He has a dick, and she wants a ride on it.


    As Ava hurried back towards Don, Hadley stepped in her path, effectively blocking and startling her. Hadley smiled wickedly.


    “Jesus, Hadley!” Ava exclaimed, her hand over her chest, as if it would keep her rapidly-beating heart from flying out. “You scared me to death! What are you doing here?”


    “I came to see what you were up to,” Hadley spat. “And clearly I came just in time. You were getting awfully close to my man, up there.”


    “Hadley, I was just working out the lighting problems with him,” she sighed. “That’s it. We do have a show to put on, tomorrow, in case you forgot. Stage has to be perfect.”


    “That’s not what it looked like from here.” Hadley pushed her claw-like fingernail painfully into Ava’s shoulder.


    Ava glared at her, refusing to back down. “I think you need to turn around and go back to the hotel, like Xander and Don told you to. We don’t have time for this childish nonsense, today. We have a show to get ready for and not even twenty-four hours to do it in.”


    “I’m not going anywhere until you learn to not touch things that don’t belong to you!”


    Ava placed her hand on her earpiece. “Yes, I need Rich and Warren here, right now. She’s starting it up, already.”


    That was all it took. What remained of Hadley’s miniscule amount of calm snapped. This bitch isn’t going to tell me when it’s time to leave my own boyfriend’s sound check! She pulled back her arm and punched Ava in her left eye. Once the stunned Ava tottered back a few inches from the force, Hadley immediately latched onto Ava’s red locks. No way is she getting away that easily! She smiled inwardly at the growing crowd of crew members that had arrived to watch her wipe the floor with the wench. She loved the attention, and they all needed to be fully aware that she would defend what’s hers.


    Within moments, two large hands locked onto her shoulders and pulled her back. Two more grabbed her wrists and squeezed until she could no longer hang onto Ava’s hair. She yelped in pain. As the hands on her shoulders released, she thrashed as hard as she could, hoping she could free herself, but to no avail. The hands around her wrists were like vices.


    “You need to calm down now,” she heard Warren, one of Xander’s guards, growl into her ear, as her wrists were pulled behind her back and upward, requiring her to choose between leaning forward or having her arms dislocated. She chose to lean. The hands that were previously on her shoulders moved to the back of her dress, tightly gripping the fabric in the middle of her back.


    The crowd in front of her slowly parted, as Xander walked toward her. His growing anger radiated off him in waves, until she could almost taste it.


    “Hadley, what are you doing?” he hissed. “I told you to stay at the hotel. For this reason, exactly. This has got to stop.” He turned to Ava, who took an ice pack from one of the crew and pressed it onto the side of her face. “Are you okay?”


    “I’ve about had it with that bitch!” Ava yelled. “I can’t do this, anymore! Either she goes, or I do! I’m sure there are plenty others with me on this one, Xander! We can’t even set up one stage without this stupid high school drama! It’s ridiculous!”


    “Good!” Hadley retorted. “You know where the door is! Don’t let it hit you on the way out!”


    “No, I don’t think so,” Xander stated, an arm in front of Ava to keep her in place. He wasn’t about to lose the best assistant Don had ever had over it. Don would never forgive him, and he would never forgive himself for disappointing his crew any further than he already had. “Listen, Hadley, this isn’t working out. I can’t do this anymore. You can stay at the hotel, at least until we leave here. After that, you need to go. You can go back home to California, if you want. You can have the house. I won’t fight you for it. If that’s not where you want to go, I’ll even help you pay for a flight anywhere else, if you like. I don’t really care where you go, but you can no longer come with us.”


    “Are you breaking up with me?” Hadley shrieked. “You can’t mean that!”


    “I do, actually. I know you think this is just music and sight-seeing and high end shopping trips, but in reality, this is my job. While I am allowed to have a private life, I can’t allow that private life to interfere in my business. Especially not when that private life keeps harassing and assaulting my coworkers. I’m done.”


    “Xander, wait! Think about what you’re giving up!”


    He turned to the two huge guards that held her in place, easily ignoring her plea. “Can you two please escort her back to the hotel? Please inform the rest of the security team that she is no longer welcome here at the stadium or around any of my crew. If she returns, she is to be escorted back out immediately. If she comes back after that, the local authorities will need to be called. Also, please inform the front desk that we will need one more suite. I believe they told me when we checked in that a few more would be opening up today. I will be moving my things when I get back. Tell the hotel staff that I will pay them whatever they need to make it happen. Also, please do not let Hadley know where I’m moving to. I don’t need any more of this drama.”


    “Yes, sir,” the guards replied, together, exchanging an accomplished smile between themselves.


    After he watched the guards escort Hadley out, Xander turned to Ava. “I’m sorry she did that,” he soothed. “I’ll give you a bonus for today. Also, if you’d like to take the rest of the day off, I’ll completely understand.”


    Don cleared his throat. “Xander, the label won’t pay for another room. Or for Ava’s bonus. It’s just not in the budget they gave us.” He glanced apologetically at Ava.


    “I didn’t expect them to. It’ll come out of my pocket, of course.”


    Don nodded in acknowledgement.


    “I think that I’ll head out of here, as well. I want to make sure everything goes smoothly, but I’m not sure I can handle this today. I think I need the rest of the day off, myself.”


    “But it’s only eight in the morning!”


    “And I know that you will take care of everything before tomorrow’s final sound check gets here, because you are awesome and the best manager a guy could ask for.”


    “But–”


    “Thanks, Don!” he called over his shoulder.


    Don’s face went white. “Get back here, Xander!”


    Xander waved behind him in response.


    “When do you think you’ll be back?” Don asked, panic growing thicker in his voice.


    “I’ll be back by tomorrow, I promise!” With that, Xander quickly ran out the door and to his disgustingly flashy rental car. By disgusting, he meant that he was going to buy one as soon as he got back to Los Angeles. He wasn’t sure who was in charge of rentals, but they did extremely well. They’d probably even had it shipped in just for him. The silver Lamborghini was just the type of car he needed to lighten his mood.


    He dug through his pockets and extracted the keys. He quickly unlocked the door and dropped into the driver’s seat. He sighed and stared ahead for a few moments of silence. He loved his job, he loved the crew, and he really loved his band. But it was nice to get away from them, even for a little while. He’d worked so hard for years. He’d stayed up for days on end getting songs just right. He’d been up bright and early to help with everything he could to ensure nothing less than perfection. Surely a day to himself wouldn’t be a bad thing. He’d earned it. At least, he thought so.


    On the other hand, he dreaded the drive back to the hotel. Not because of the drive, itself, but because of what awaited him when the drive ended, and he had to face the music, so to speak.


    He cared deeply for Hadley, but their breakup had been a long time coming. In fact, he’d been trying to wait until they got back to California. Unfortunately, she had stripped that choice from him. Don had lost several assistants. He finally found one that fit in perfectly with the team and went above and beyond in her job requirements. He couldn’t lose her, too. Don would never forgive him, and he’d never forgive himself for troubling everyone even further, when the solution, though painful, was simple.


    The crew had lost more than half of its members. They would replace them, only to have most of the new ones chased off, as well. Usually, it only took a matter of days. If they were female, they rarely lasted the afternoon. It had to stop somewhere. They’d tried talking to her. She hadn’t cared. They’d tried banning her from backstage, forcing her to sit out with the crowd. She started picking fights with the fans. They’d tried making her stay home. She’d buy a plane ticket and meet them there. Finally, they tried banning her from setup days, altogether. Clearly, that hadn’t worked either. Enough was enough.


    He wasn’t sure what had driven Hadley to such blatant hostility. She hadn’t always been that way. Or had she? He couldn’t even remember, anymore, but he was pretty sure she was decent at one point. Otherwise he wouldn’t have stayed with her as long. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost a decent girlfriend and gained one screeching, fist-swinging nightmare. He’d held onto her, hoping that she would eventually grow up, so their relationship could be more than the hell they were stuck in. He was so tired of breezing through women as if they were disposable. He’d done that for years, and it had just gotten old. But evidently, growing up and working things out wasn’t on her agenda. She couldn’t be supportive and loving. She demanded constant attention, even if it was of the negative variety.


    Don had asked what he’d seen in her, but all he could remember was that he found her incredibly attractive. She was beautiful. She had long, blonde hair that never seemed to have even a strand out of place. Her eyes were the palest blue he had ever seen, clear like tide pools and swimming with just as much life and excitement. She looked as if she belonged on the most prestigious runways in the business. And behind closed doors, she knew exactly what to do with a man to keep him crawling back for more. She was a wildfire.


    But yet, he’d grown bored with it. Sex could only hold his attention for so long, especially when her nonsexual actions ran along the same lines as those only moments before. At one point in his life, he’d have found it exciting to have a girl fight so hard to keep him. But he had grown up. He was growing older and far less patient when it came to childish drama.


    The rock and roll lifestyle was great. He loved nearly everything about it. He loved the women and the fact that he could easily replace them, should the need arise. He loved the parties, though he tended to shy away from the more addictive substances, so he wouldn’t wind up on some obscure show about celebrities and the lives they could have led but ruined. He loved the money and the ability to get anything he wanted, regardless of price, and the attention it brought him to have those things. He’d done the well-known, well-paid musician on the road thing for most of his life.


    But somewhere along the way, he had started to crave something more, someone more. He wanted something beyond physical, beyond sexual. He wanted someone worth hanging onto. Someone that would see beyond what he had to the person that he was. And most importantly, someone that wouldn’t destroy everything that he’d worked so hard for. He wanted someone he could be happy with


    He placed the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, exciting his inner man-child.


    He sped out of the parking lot and into the small-city traffic. Looking at his surroundings, he was pretty sure he knew why the label had gotten him so many extravagancies for that gig. The “city” had less than fifty thousand people and was surrounded by a whole lot of nothing. It encompassed a whole lot of nothing, too. It didn’t even have public transportation. The only reason he agreed to the gig, in the first place, was because one of the largest corporations in the world had their main headquarters stationed there; and he really wanted his albums sitting front and center on their most prominent shelves. So much so, he’d agreed to several different shows, appearances, and events over the course of the next week for them. He had purposely cleared his schedule for it. Sure, he’d done pretty well by word of mouth, but he needed the extra kick to get back on top. It wasn’t that they were failing. They weren’t. It was just that they could have been doing better. He wanted to see the band in the top ten on the charts again. He wanted to reach the next generation, not just their parents who had listened to him back in the day.


    Besides, after the week in Nowheresville was up, they’d go home for a couple weeks to recoup and then kick off their much larger tour, which would take them all over the world. He’d done countless world tours throughout his career, but he loved to see how places changed over time. He loved to see new places that sprung up nearby that he’d never seen before.


    More than anything, he loved meeting new people. He loved interacting with the fans. It was one thing that always kept him going, even when everything else seemed to royally suck. With Hadley’s treatment of his fans, he’d been forced to avoid them as long as she was around. It had hurt his career. He needed to figure out how to reconnect with them. It only reinforced his decision. He couldn’t do that with her around.


    As he pulled up to his hotel, he spotted Rich standing outside. Rich was a huge boulder of a man with a shiny, bald head and a no-nonsense attitude due to his previous service in the Marine Corps. He was one of Xander’s two main security guards, and Xander wasn’t sure what he’d do without him. They’d worked together for years and grew increasingly closer to something similar to family. Rich had seen him through three marriages, the following divorces, and all the bed-warmers in between. He’d come over for holidays, even if they were at home, and they would celebrate their milestones in both life and the music business together. And when sales weren’t doing so great, well, Rich was there, anyways. He was the one guy that Xander could always count on to be there, no matter what situation arose. And he would do the same for Rich.


    Xander parked the car and quickly stepped out onto the parking lot. As he approached Rich, he squinted dramatically and teased, “Good lord, the sun is bright, today! Oh … Wait … No. That’s just your shiny head.”


    “Cute,” Rich replied. “Perhaps you should go deal with your now-ex, then, and give Warren a break.”


    “Hmm. Nope. I think I’ll pass. Did you get my new room key?”


    “Sure did.” Rich tossed him a card with a number printed on it, which Xander easily caught.


    “Excellent. Thank you. She didn’t overhear where I am going, did she? You know she’d be banging on my door all week. It would never end.”


    “No, sir. Warren has her blocked into your old room, until she calms down. However, you might have a few damage charges to contend with on her account.”


    “I can imagine. It’s fine, I guess. I’ll cover it.” He paused a moment, before saying, “So, is my stuff still in there with her?”


    “Personally, I’d have left it in there for you to teach you a valuable lesson about not casting psychotic bitches for the role of girlfriend. Listening to her screech at you like a banshee for the next hour or so sounds like a great time. However, when we checked in, the hotel made sure that we signed noise agreements. In order to keep our promises of minimal noise pollution, Warren decided to remove your things for you. Especially since we seriously doubt we will find a single store around here that will carry things like ball gags or muzzles.”


    “Good guy, Warren.”


    “Yes, he is. Unfortunately, it ruined my planned entertainment for the day, so I think you’ll owe me extra for that.”


    Xander laughed. “So where is my stuff, then?”


    “Warren moved it to your new room. It’s waiting there for you.”


    “Perfect.” Xander looked down at the key card in his hands, and his smile faded.


    “Why the long face? This is a good thing. You should feel relief at being rid of the Wicked Witch of the West Coast.”


    “This isn’t how I expected to kick off this tour. I was hoping that she would behave, so I could take her with me. Maybe even change my mind about the whole breakup, before it happened. I know you guys hate her, but I don’t. I’m a bit sad to see her go.”


    “If I may say so, you’re still young … sort of.”


    Xander’s smile returned. “Yeah, thanks for that.”


    “I mean it in the nicest way possible. Anyways, you’re still young-ish. You have a great career that people would kill for. You have a great group of people helping you along the way. And, might I add, the most handsome security guards in the business.” Rich grinned. “You can’t have someone around you that would try to destroy any of that for you. Women come and go. If you find one to keep around, make sure she’s less of a psychotic bitch than this one. It won’t be difficult. Hadley made sure to set the bar. Point being, you don’t want someone who will try to tear down all the good things we have all worked so hard for. And who knows, maybe you’ll find someone better, soon.”


    “You’re right,” he said sadly. “I know you are. But, it doesn’t make this any less difficult. I’m just tired of this dating game. Sometimes I wonder if I should just resign myself to being alone and save myself the trouble.”


    “Just give it time. It might not take as long as you think.”


    Xander took in a deep breath and released it, along with his sadness. “So if you guys have the room thing situated, I think I’m going to go see what little this town has to offer. Why don’t you go take some time to yourself? I just want to be alone right now. If Don complains, tell him I threatened you with your life. Or your job. Whichever you think he’ll take more seriously.”


    Rich nodded and headed inside the building.


    As Xander walked back toward the car, he realized that he no longer felt like driving it. He had no idea where he wanted to go, but he decided he wanted to get there on foot. Anything to burn off the frustration of the morning would be welcome.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Two


    


    “Eden! Get in here!” Noah yelled from the large, brown sofa in the living room. His laptop perched comfortably on his lap.


    “What?” Eden yelled back, on her way down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she put her hands on her hips and stared at him impatiently. “What do you want? And why are you yelling? We do have neighbors, you know!” She pointed to the open window next to him.


    “A little birdy just told me that they have tickets to see a certain band that you have been dying to see since grade school. And they would like to give you one of said tickets.”


    “Who is this little birdy and why are they wanting to just give me tickets to see some band?” She paused a moment before asking, “Wait. What band?”


    “The Xander Hart band, of course!”


    She squealed loudly. She had been trying to save up for tickets to see them for ages, but finances had made it nearly impossible. “Oh my god! Who is giving out those tickets? I’ll pay them back, I swear!”


    “Does it matter?”


    Her excitement instantly sagged, and she sighed deeply. “It’s Adam, isn’t it?”


    “Oh, come on, Eden! He’s not that bad!”


    “Not bad for a stalker, maybe! Did you know that I caught him digging through our trash last time you invited him over? I think he’s been doing that a while. In case you haven’t noticed, he sends tampons home with you, when he knows that it’s almost my time of the month. There’s no way he would know that, unless he’s been searching the trash for supplies and marking his calendar when he finds them. Also, he keeps calling my grandma, because he found her number on the fridge. He keeps bothering her for information on me. I think she’s going to change her number soon. He’s weird and creepy, and I wish you’d stop bringing him over. I do have a two-year-old that I don’t want him to influence or kidnap, if that’s okay with you.”


    “He’s not bothering Grayson.”


    “Noah, when Jace and I split, I asked you to move in to help me around here with Grayson and the bills, so I can keep going to my college classes, while getting you out of your parents’ house at the same time. Not so you could invite every psycho you know to come hang with us. Please don’t make me regret that by bringing Adam over here. I can’t promise that I won’t destroy him, if he doesn’t back away from my garbage bins. And if I ever catch him sniffing my dirty laundry again, I will bury him in the crawlspace under the stairs.”


    “So you don’t want the tickets then? It’s Xander Hart …”


    “Tempting … But not worth it.”


    “What else are you going to do while Jace has Grayson for the week? It’s summer vacation. Do something fun, for a change.”


    “It’s summer vacation for the kids, Noah. Parents and college students don’t get summer vacation, and I have the responsibilities of both. I guess I’ll just hang out right here with my man-bestie, which would be you, and wait for Grayson to come home. Like I always do.”


    Noah shook his head. “You said you needed some time away from everything. Well, Grayson is gone. You’re taking the week off. I wish you would use that time to just get back out there and live like a normal person. Hanging around the house all day is bad for your mental health.”


    “Fine.” Eden walked over to the coffee table and picked up her coin purse, which she’d conveniently dropped there the night before. She picked up her jacket, just in case. After all, she had no idea how long she would be gone. She then turned to the front door and unlocked the deadbolt.


    “Where are you going, now?”


    “You wanted me to get out, so that’s what I’m going to do,” she said simply, pulling the door open. “Have a great day.”


    “Eden, that’s not what I meant!” he shouted after her, but she’d closed the door before he could say anything else.


    She walked across the sidewalk and to her car, which sat in the driveway. She threw the door open and dropped into the seat, tossing her jacket into the back. She looked back toward the house to see Noah standing in the open doorway. Instead of hopping out of the car, as he’d expected her to do, she threw the car in reverse and rolled out of the driveway.


    Noah had been her best friend for most of her life. When she divorced her son’s father after less than a year of marriage, she asked him to stay with her. He needed somewhere to stay. She needed help. It worked out perfectly.


    However, Noah grew more concerned every day by the fact that she rarely ventured outside the house. She supposed she understood his concern. But it wasn’t that she didn’t want to leave. It was just that she didn’t feel she had a reason to. She had everything she needed at home. At least, until visitation with her son switched, and he had to go to his father’s house. She never really noticed how lonely she was, until Grayson wasn’t there. Most of the other students in her classes had no idea what it was like to have kids. They spent most of their time going out with friends and drinking until their brain cells disappeared, which is something that never interested her. Maybe Noah had a point … She could already feel her connection to the outside world slowly slipping through her fingers.


    Not even five minutes from the house, her cell phone began to vibrate in her pocket. She dug it out and checked the caller ID. Noah. She smiled to herself and hit the ignore button on her screen. She knew he’d flip, but he was the one that wanted her to leave. So leave, she would. Besides, getting away from the phone for a few hours never killed anyone. At least, she didn’t think so. She dropped the phone into her cup holder.


    Unsure of where she wanted to go, she decided to make a loop around town. Mid-morning traffic moved smoothly and steadily, as high schoolers headed to the lake and parents of younger children drove their broods to movies and parks. Anything to tame the fidgety summer jitters. It only made her miss Grayson more.


    When she reached an overpass, she spotted a man walking down the road, underneath the huge, stone bridges. His shaggy, brown hair blew in the soft, summer breeze. His dark clothes hugged his frame perfectly and, despite their slightly grungy appearance, appeared far more expensive than what she could afford. He looked so familiar, but yet … It couldn’t be …


    She pulled into the shoulder and rolled down her window. When he turned his face to her, her heart nearly stopped. He was even more beautiful up close.


    “Are you going somewhere?” she asked, trying to keep the nervousness out of her voice.


    The man smiled, revealing perfectly white teeth that likely cost more than her car. “Anywhere,” he replied.


    “Would you like a ride to anywhere, or would you like to continue on foot? I should warn you, though. In about an hour, the heat is going to be unbearable for you. Especially in those dark clothes. I don’t know how far you are from wherever you’re staying, but fair warning.”


    He stopped and seemed to think about it for a moment. With a smile, he nodded and stepped over to the car.


    She quickly unlocked the door, before he pulled on the handle. As he sat down in the passenger seat, she tried not to stare.


    Play it cool, she told herself.


    She held out her hand, as her mother had taught her to do when meeting new people. “I’m Eden.” She smiled sweetly. “Eden Balestra.”


    He reached over and shook her hand, surprised by how soft her skin felt under his fingers. She didn’t appear as if that sort of thing were important to her, like it had been with Hadley. In fact, judging by her worn jeans, comfy tee shirt, TOMS shoes, and warm smile, she was Hadley’s polar opposite. She wore makeup, and her hair was done, but nothing about her seemed fussy. I might actually enjoy this little adventure, he thought to himself, as he marveled at her firm and confident handshake. “Xander Hart.”


    Her slight smile turned into a larger, toothy grin. “I know.” She tapped the eject button on her car’s dash to release the CD within. In large, red and black letters, it said “Xander Hart Band” on the top. It had been their first album release since he’d left his previous band and one of her favorites. She showed the disk to him, smiled again, and popped it back into the mouth of the CD player.


    “You’re not going to abduct me and add me to your collection, are you?”


    “Mmm,” she replied. “I would, but I don’t collect lead singers or guitarists. Drummers are more my thing.” She winked at him.


    He laughed. “So are you from around here?”


    “Not born, but raised. How long are you in town?”


    “A week.”


    “What in the world are you going to do in B.F.E., USA for a whole week? No offense, but this doesn’t exactly seem like your scene.”


    “I’m trying to figure that one out, myself. We have a few shows and appearances, but the rest of the time … Is there anything to do around here? I don’t want to sit around in my hotel the whole time.”


    “If you’re looking for clubs and parties, that’s not really my thing. They’re pretty limited, anyways.”


    “That’s okay. I’m not really in a partying mood. Got anything interesting and sober?”


    “Well … How much time are you wanting to kill?”


    “All day. You up for it?”


    She nearly choked. All day? With Xander Hart? “Are you serious?”


    “Yeah. Show me something I can’t find anywhere else.”


    She thought for a brief moment. “Do you mind a bit of a drive? I know you travel all the time, but if you’re sick of it, I’m sure I can find something else.”


    “Wherever you want. I’ve never been anywhere near here, so anything you show me would be new.”


    She smiled and nodded. “I know where I’d like to start.” She pulled out of the shoulder and back onto the road, where she pulled into a church parking lot.


    “Church?” he asked. “Do I that closely resemble a deviant?”


    She giggled and made a U-turn in the parking lot. “I suppose that would depend on who you ask. But if you have something you would like to confess, I can make a pit stop, just for you.”


    He grinned in response, as she tapped the gas pedal and pulled the car out into traffic, once more.


    She drove for nearly an hour, mostly in silence on her part. He talked about his tour, while she happily listened. One thing she was a bit surprised by was that he seemed much less like the rocker she always saw on the album covers, magazine articles, and TV. He seemed more like a regular guy. He was so polite and chatty, and she could tell it wasn’t even a façade. If it weren’t for the fact that his subject matter had to do with stadiums he wished to fill, albums he had made, and songs he wished he could write but hadn’t been inspired to do so, she almost could have pictured him on her sofa next to Noah.


    When they arrived at their destination, he looked around the empty parking lot. He noticed a few signs, but they were too faded to read.


    “There’s no one here,” Xander stated, a bit surprised. “Are you sure we’re at the right place?”


    “This is where I go when I need to get away,” she replied quietly. “It’s usually pretty vacant. You might see a few old ladies speed walk through, but that’ll likely be the extent of it. It’s a great place to think. By the time we leave here, whatever is bothering you will seem like a much smaller problem.”


    He stared at her. “What makes you think something is bothering me?”


    Her lips tugged into a small, sympathetic smile. “I know sadness when I see it.” She cleared her throat. “So. Are you ready?”


    “Ready when you are.”


    They quickly hopped out of the car, and Eden led him to the shack labeled “Visitor’s Center.” A small bell tied to the door jingled, as they walked in. All around them, tables, barrels, clothes racks, and shelves full of random gift shop memorabilia enticed them to search through their wares. She bypassed them and walked straight to the counter, where Ruth, the Visitor’s Center shopkeeper stood.


    “Back so soon?” Ruth asked. “You were just here the other day. I wasn’t expecting you again for another week.”


    “Yes, Ma’am,” Eden replied. “I found a friend along the way, who needs a bit of an escape. Perhaps some peace and quiet will do him some good, what do you think?”


    Ruth scrutinized Xander’s dark clothing, studded and chained accessories, tattoos, and ear piercings next to Eden’s much more conservative jeans and white, strappy tank top with lace across the chest.


    Eden giggled, realizing they must look like night and day to the poor old woman.


    “Obviously,” Ruth grumbled. She looked back at Eden and smiled brightly, once again. “Well, you have the whole place to yourself, this morning.”


    “Perfect.” Before Xander knew what had happened, Eden placed forty dollars on the counter. Twenty for admission and the other twenty to trade in for change. As typical of Eden’s visits, Ruth gave her half of that change in quarters.


    “What are you doing?” Xander asked.


    “Paying to get in. There’s a ten dollar admission per person. Also, we’ll need change.”


    “Why is it that you get to pay? I have more money than you do.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “No, but it’s a pretty good assumption.”


    “Yes. Yes it is.”


    “So why are you paying?”


    “Does it matter?”


    He shrugged. “Maybe it does.”


    “Then you owe me one, and can pay me back. It’s already done.” She knew that money was tight, but how could she turn down taking Xander Hart for a sight-seeing adventure, her treat? Besides, he was probably used to throwing money around like it didn’t matter. It wouldn’t kill him to hang onto some of it for some other day.


    He studied her expression. “You’re not going to let me, are you.” It wasn’t even a question.


    “No. No I won’t.”


    “I’ll hide it in your car.”


    “I’ll stick it back in your pocket when I take you back to wherever you decide to go when I drop you off.”


    “You’re incredibly stubborn.”


    Ruth snickered. “You have no idea.”


    Eden quickly glanced around the shop, deciding they might need supplies. She wasn’t sure how long they’d be out there, and the temp was supposed to rise pretty quickly. She quickly made her way through and picked up a blue, canvas cinch bag with a large, orange, pink, and white koi printed on it. She also grabbed four bottles of water from the nearby refrigerator, a black journal embedded with a silver skeleton key with a dragon wrapped around the end on front cover, a silver pen with a dragon wrapped around the lid to match, and a bottle of sunscreen. She placed them all on the counter. “I think this will do it,” she decided aloud. When she looked up, she noticed that Ruth already had Xander’s credit card in her hands.


    “He beat you to it,” Ruth laughed. “You should save that for your next round of textbooks.”


    “And now we’re even,” Xander grinned.


    Ruth winked at Xander, before turning back to Eden. “You know the trail. I assume that if you’re not back by dark, then we’ll need to come get you, as usual?”


    “More than likely,” Eden replied, placing the water, journal, pen, sunscreen, and her coin purse in her new bag. She’d already begun scheming how to pay Xander back for the supplies. “Have a great afternoon, if you’re not here when we get back.”


    Eden led Xander out to the trail. Once he stepped outside, he was surprised to find himself standing in a huge garden. A large gazebo stood to the left, a path leading straight to and through it. On the right side of the gazebo, the ground dropped off into a large spring. All around the spring, rainbows of flowers greeted him with their beauty and fragrances.


    “Wow,” was all he could manage to say. Of all the places he expected to be taken, a garden had never crossed his mind.


    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” She walked along the path and into the gazebo. Inside the left wall, a red candy machine full of round, brown pellets waited to be fed quarters. She removed a few quarters from the roll and placed them in Xander’s hand. She took out a couple more and fed them into the machine. When she turned the dial, pellets dropped down the chute and lightly tapped on the small door. She carefully opened the flap and let the pellets drop into the palm of her hand.


    Xander watched, mesmerized, as she took her handful of pellets to the right edge of the gazebo. He smiled when she calmly took a few at a time and tossed them over the edge. He slowly walked over to her side and looked over the rail. Below, countless fish in a rainbow of colors needlessly fought over their next meal that Eden provided.


    He looked back to her face to find that the tiny glimpse of sadness that he’d caught earlier had gone, and she was completely at peace. He could understand why. He could only describe her chosen sanctuary as a reflection of her name. It was an Eden. A small piece of soul-soothing paradise.


    He took the quarters that she had handed him and placed them in the pellet machine, filling his own hands with the round fish food. He hurried back to her side and tossed a few pieces at a time over the edge. It was surprisingly therapeutic for him. And yet, it was just so simple. He decided that perhaps he should take the time to slow down more often. Perhaps slow didn’t always have to mean boring. It was all about perspective.


    Although, he also decided that the most likely reason he enjoyed himself as much as he did had to do with the enchanting creature next to him. He was glad he had decided to take a chance and get in her car. Just a few words with her, and she’d had him wrapped around her finger. He wasn’t sure what to make of it, but he didn’t want to change it. He somehow felt safe in her hands. Much safer than he would have felt in Hadley’s, had he fully allowed it. Rich had said that perhaps he’d find someone better, soon. What if he had? She appeared young, and the woman in the Visitor’s Center had said something about textbooks. Surely, she’d meant college. Eden seemed too mature for high school. Hell, she seemed too mature for even college. At the same time, he figured he should find out for sure, before he found himself in more trouble than he was already in.


    After several minutes and several more handfuls of fish food, Eden led him a bit further down the path. The sun beat heavily on top of their heads. As the path rounded into a loop, Eden found a shady spot along the wall that overlooked a round basin at the end of the springs, pulled her bag off her back, and handed Xander a bottle of water.


    “Thank you,” he said. He had been so wrapped up in everything around him that he hadn’t even noticed he was thirsty. At least one of them paid attention.


    She simply smiled. She also took a bottle for herself and took a quick swig. When she finished rehydrating, she pulled out the sunscreen and quickly applied it to her neck, chest, and arms. She then handed it to him, so he could do the same.


    “What’s this for?” he asked.


    “Your fangirls will never forgive me if I let their favorite rocker show up to his concert with a horrifying sunburn.”


    “I doubt they’d notice.”


    “Oh, please. They notice when your bangs are an inch further out of your face than usual and question whether or not you have a receding hairline for months after.”


    He laughed, as he took the bottle from her hands. “I suppose there’s truth to that. So, I have a question.”


    “I might have an answer.”


    His answering smile seemed brighter than the midday sun. “Why is it that you pulled over for me? Do you usually pick up strange hitchhikers near the highway?”


    “No. Do you usually hop into random cars in strange cities without your bodyguards? You’re more likely to run across some rabid fangirl than I am to run across a serial killer.”


    “Touché. Well, I’m glad you stopped.”


    She smiled and could feel the color rising in her cheeks. She hoped he would think it was only the heat. “I’m glad you got in.”


    “So, the woman inside had mentioned textbooks? College?”


    “Yes.”


    He let out a small breath of relief. “What are you studying?”


    “Basics, right now. I suppose my education is the only controllable thing in my life I haven’t laid out a plan for.”


    “How much do you have to go until you need to choose?”


    “I’m two years in. I started taking courses in my senior year of high school and did another year on the college campus. I guess I really wanted to make sure I could provide.”


    “That doesn’t seem like something a senior in high school would worry about.”


    “Well …” She chewed on her bottom lip. “Circumstances required it of me.”


    He shifted slightly on his seat on the wall. He started fidgeting with his fingers, as if working out guitar chords in his head.


    She smiled knowingly and dug the journal and pen out of her bag. “Here.”


    “I was wondering what that was for. You really know what you’re doing,” he stated. He smiled gratefully and opened the journal to the first blank page. For the first time in weeks, he began to write. He hadn’t even realized how long it had been since he’d jotted down song lyrics and cords. He’d made the excuse that he just couldn’t seem to find inspiration, but that was only partially true. There had always been so much chaos between Hadley and the crew that when he had free time, he’d just wanted to sleep. Writing again felt good. Even though he was in a strange place, he was at home.


    Instead of the nagging and attention-whoring that Hadley would have done, Eden just sat, patiently waiting for him to do whatever he needed to do. He wrote for a few hours, and she didn’t seem fazed, in the slightest. It was nearly as refreshing as the soft swish of the spring in front of him. When he finished jotting down what he needed, he handed the journal and pen back to her for safekeeping. She slipped it in her bag and placed it on her back, once again.


    They slowly made their way around the rest of the trail. Eden made sure to stop by the cliff that overlooked the exit back into the gift shop. She pointed out all the carvings that had been etched into the rock by the natives on the Trail of Tears. He listened intently, as she animatedly told the story of that small piece of history. He’d heard it countless times before, but never like she told it. History books and teachers just didn’t relay the same emotions that she did. They made it seem like a valuable piece of history, while barely even touching on the subject. She made him feel the sadness of the voyage and the spirit of the people. He admired her empathy. It was yet another trait he had never seen in Hadley.


    When they finished the trail, they waved goodbye to Ruth and headed back to Eden’s car for the hour drive back. He missed the gardens the second they pulled out of the parking lot, but he looked forward to whatever she had next.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Three


    


    When they reached town, the day had begun to grow dim, and the outside air slowly cooled. Instead of driving back toward the place Eden had picked him up, she took another road that seemingly led to nowhere. Just when Xander began to wonder how much further it could go, it just ended. Eden pulled into a small, dirt-covered parking lot and parked in the growing shade of the surrounding trees.


    As Xander stepped out of the car, he heard the soft swish of waves against a shore. “Where are we?” he asked.


    She simply smiled in response.


    He looked on, as she pulled her pink jacket out of her back seat and stuffed something from the glove compartment into an inside pocket. “What’s that?”


    “A backup plan that we might not need but I’d rather have, just in case.” She laughed at his nervous expression. “Just trust me. I haven’t steered you wrong yet, have I?” She locked the car and walked toward the sound of churning water.


    She led him past a tall but thin ruin of a building that had been relieved of its windows and doors. It had been tagged with graffiti so severely that not much bare surface remained. He thought it was hauntingly beautiful.


    She led him around the shore, until they reached a point where large, cement paths seemed to have been dropped into the water, barely peeking over the surface.


    As he watched, she carefully stepped out onto one of the paths and started walking further out into the water. He froze.


    She stopped and smiled back at him. “Come on. It’s safe. Just watch your step. I can pull you out if you fall in, but I’d just rather you not fall in, if it’s all the same to you.” She playfully winked at him.


    Nervously, he followed behind her, quickly catching up. “What is this place?”


    “There was a city here in the early nineteen hundreds. It was a resort town. Anyways, the man who owned it ran out of money. Years after the city failed, they decided to build this lake. And for whatever reason, they decided to sink the city into it. When the lake is really low, like it is right now, you can walk on top of some of the structures. Like you’re doing, right now.”


    He stared down at his feet. “We’re walking on a sunken city?”


    “Yep.”


    “That’s awesome. I don’t think I’ve ever walked on a city in the middle of a lake before. It almost feels like we’re tiptoeing over Atlantis.”


    She smiled. “This was part of the retaining wall. It’s not exposed often. Once every thirty years or so. Looks like you showed up just in time.”


    His answering grin made her knees weak. It was a wonder she didn’t fall right into the water, like she’d warned him not to do.


    When they reached as far as the path would go before dropping back under the waves, they sat down on the cement and watched the sun set over the water. Being so far out, they felt as if they sat on top of the waves, themselves. As the last piece of sunlight drifted behind the trees, Eden laid her head against his arm. She wasn’t sure why she did so. It just felt like a natural thing for her to do.


    He smiled in the growing darkness and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. Yep, he thought. Rich was right. He’s a smart man.


    Moments later, lightning bugs danced in the air around them, their lights reflecting off the water. The slight chill in the humid air sent shivers down Xander’s spine. He suddenly realized why she had picked up her jacket.


    “Well, I suppose we should head back, now,” Eden stated, once it was so dark they could only see the path by moonlight. “The one thing I don’t pack is a flashlight.”


    “If we have to,” Xander grumbled. Although his band probably would have found their activities for the day extremely stupid, he had enjoyed himself. It was the first day in a long time that he’d found peace and clarity. He still didn’t know much about the girl next to him, but he did know that she had brought him that. He could never repay her, but he wanted to try. He wanted to see her again. He had to see her again. He prayed that this wasn’t their last stop for the night. He needed more time with her.


    She giggled, as she stood up and stepped around him. She wasn’t sure what was going on in his mind, but she could see the wheels turning.


    Xander stood and followed behind her.


    As they got closer to the shore, they were met by two dark shadows, one taller and one shorter. Both wore saggy clothes and baseball caps sitting at various angles on their heads.


    “Well, well, well!” called the shorter shadow. It was a deep male voice with a heavy southern twang in his accent. “What do we have here?”


    “Let us pass,” Eden commanded from several yards out.


    She heard the clunk of a metal bat tapping the palm of a hand. “No, I don’t think so,” the taller shadow, a slightly higher-pitched male, slurred. She could tell that he was the one holding the bat. “Not without paying the toll.”


    “Oh, you don’t have to pay me,” she taunted. “I’ll let you through here for free.”


    The pair of shadows laughed. “Nice try.” She could immediately tell that they were both severely inebriated. “We take payments in the form of ass, stash, or cash.”


    “Hmm. Rewording ass, gas, or grass to suit your purposes. Clever,” she replied sarcastically.


    Xander placed a hand on her shoulder. He wondered how he could call Warren or Rich. He had left his phone in the car. Even if he’d had it, he wasn’t sure he could explain how to get them there. He didn’t see an easy way to get through without getting either himself or Eden hurt in the process. They were at a slight disadvantage.


    “I suggest you move,” Eden stated.


    “Guess it’s ass for her, then,” the shorter man laughed to the taller. In the moonlight, she saw the taller man ready his bat for swinging. “Not too hard, though. She needs to be awake to enjoy it.”


    Once the taller shadow stepped out onto the platform with his bat, she reached into the inside pocket of her jacket and quickly pulled out the 9mm glock that she usually kept in the car for emergencies. She had stuffed it in her jacket before getting out of the car, just in case, because some of the outer parts of town had become a bit dangerous, especially after dark. And those were her favorite places to hide. “I wouldn’t do that. I suggest you keep your distance.”


    “Backup plan?” Xander whispered.


    “Always have to have one,” she whispered back. When she pulled back the slide on the pistol, the approaching shadow immediately froze.


    “And if they have guns, too?”


    “Then they’d have shot me by now, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” She watched the continued hesitation, as her taller opponent glanced between her and his companion. “Ah, yes,” she stated, loudly enough that they could both hear her, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I think I have your attention now. I suggest you let us pass, now.”


    “It’s not loaded,” the shorter stated nervously. “Keep going. Pretty Boy, back there, looks like he has some cash.”


    She aimed a few inches to the left of the bat-wielding shadow and pulled the trigger, firing a warning shot into the water.


    “Holy shit!” he yelled, jumping back. “Are you crazy?”


    “Asks the person coming at us with a bat? I’d say crazy is relative, wouldn’t you?” She turned her face slightly back towards Xander.


    “Indeed,” Xander croaked.


    “At any rate, I have a very large clip in this bad boy. A gift from my ex-husband, you know. He always worried about whether or not I could protect myself if he weren’t around. Probably a smart move, since he left not too much after he gave me this. I can’t imagine why, can you?”


    “Because you’re bat shit insane?” the closest one yelled.


    “Anyways, would you like to see how many bullets this thing can carry? It’s quite a few, really. I’d be happy to demonstrate. It’s fully loaded, minus the one shot I just sent into the water. And as you can see, my hand is steady, and I’ve got pretty good aim.”


    “She’s bluffing!” the shadow on the shore shouted.


    “Am I?” She cocked the gun one more time and pointed it back at the closest one. She kept her eye steady on the green dot on the sight of her pistol. She didn’t usually need it, but since she had someone with her in need of protection, she wanted to be absolutely certain that she wouldn’t miss, when it counted. If he took one step closer, she’d have him. “You know, you’re awfully mouthy for someone who doesn’t mind putting his friend at the wrong end of a barrel.” She nodded at the increasingly hesitant man standing in front of her. “I know sometimes friends can be hard to come by, but I’m sure you can find someone who won’t make you do their dirty work. I’m not trying to tell you who to hang out with. That’s on you. I’m just saying. He’s not the one who would get hit by this next bullet if I were to pull this trigger right now. He’s currently not the one blocking my path.”


    The bat-carrying shadow stepped back onto the shore and took a few steps out of the way.


    “That’s right,” she cooed, as if he were a pet that she’d just taught a new trick. She took Xander’s hand with her empty one and led him closer to the shore, keeping the gun pointed toward their frightened attackers. As an afterthought, she added, “I’ll also be taking that bat. It could be a dangerous weapon. Certainly not something that should fall into the wrong hands.”


    The taller man placed the bat on the ground and kicked it toward the water.


    “Atta boy. Are there any other weapons I should be aware of?”


    “Eat shit!” the short shadow yelled.


    She fired one more shot into the grass by their feet, causing them to jump high into the air to avoid it.


    “Crazy bitch! Here!” He dug into his pockets and tossed something metallic next to the bat.


    As she approached, she saw that the object in question was a folded knife. She carefully bent down, never moving the barrel of the gun from their direction. She retrieved both the knife and the bat in one swoop and stood back up. She handed them both to Xander, thinking he might feel better if he didn’t have to just stand there empty-handed.


    “I trust you know how to use these, yes?” she asked.


    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him nod.


    She tilted her head towards the two unarmed men in an appreciative gesture. “Thank you. Now take a few steps back, please.”


    “Go fuck yourself!”


    She cocked the gun again. “You are extremely rude. Do you kiss your mother with that filthy mouth?”


    “Fine!” They stepped further away.


    Once they were a comfortable distance away, Eden and Xander slipped past them. They hurried to the car, making sure to turn back every few steps to make sure they weren’t being followed, which they weren’t. When they were safely in the car with the doors locked, they both breathed a sigh of relief.


    “So is every day an adventure like this one?” Xander asked.


    “No. Some days I have to run gauntlets and dance around landmines,” she teased. She pulled open the top of the pistol, safely releasing the formerly-loaded bullet. She pulled out the clip and quickly placed the bullet back in it. Then she reattached the clip and placed the pistol back in her jacket glove compartment.


    He laughed. “So why do you carry a gun?”


    “Because restraining orders are just pieces of paper? And because sometimes things happen. I’m not exactly the strongest person, physically. If I’d come across someone like those two without help, I’d be out of luck.”


    “True enough. How many bullets do you actually have in there?”


    “It’s full. I wasn’t bluffing. Well … minus the two I just spent. So, there should be twenty-eight left.”


    “Do you really need so many bullets?”


    “I might. You never know.”


    “Clearly.”


    “Some of us don’t get the luxury of bodyguards,” she quipped with a wink.


    As suddenly as it had appeared, his smile vanished. “So, you were married?”


    She shrugged, as she started up her car and pulled back onto the road. “So were you.”


    “Is he still hanging around?”


    She raised an eyebrow. “Is that jealousy I hear?”


    Shit, he thought. “No!” But he was jealous. He wasn’t sure when or even why it had crept up on him during the course of the day, but he was jealous. And it had crept up. God! What is it about this girl?


    She giggled. He couldn’t fool her. “We’re not together, but we get along.”


    “Is he a big guy?”


    “I’m sorry?” she asked, curious whether she should be offended.


    “Would he be mad that you’re out here with me? If he would be, could I take him in a fair fight?”


    She grinned, trying to contain her laughter. “It’s not like that.”


    “What is it like, then?”


    “Umm …” She pressed her lips together for a brief moment, before continuing. She never pulled her eyes from the road ahead of her. “As I said, we get along. There wasn’t really anything wrong with our relationship. We were just … wrong for each other. We were probably just too young. Heck, we had to have our parents sign a permission slip for us to get married, in the first place. But we’d dated since junior high, and we were just so sure. Because teenagers totally know what the rest of their lives look like.” She grinned. “So one day, he found his new wife, Anna. And then he left, just before my eighteenth birthday.” She shrugged. “I guess that’s all there is to say about that.”


    “I’m sorry.” He was silent a few moments. “I guess this conversation is a bit heavy for a first date.”


    She laughed. “So this is a date, then? I thought it was an adventure …”


    “It’s both.”


    They briefly stopped along the way at a local southern comfort food restaurant. He was a bit surprised that she would take him somewhere that didn’t serve fancy, low-carb, low-fat, finicky food. He could smell the grease from the road. It had been a while since he’d been out with a girl that didn’t obsess over calories. It was refreshing.


    “I hope you don’t mind. You said you wanted to know what’s around here. If you want the true experience of the area, you have to eat here. At least once.”


    He smiled. “No, I don’t mind.”


    “Well, good. I hope the rest of your meals today have been healthy, because we’re about to ruin that health streak, right now. And it will be glorious.”


    “I’ve been with you all day. We’ve only had water. I didn’t eat anything before you came to get me.”


    “Wow. Really? No wonder I’m starving. Usually people are screaming at me for food before I’m ever hungry.”


    Within moments, the hostess walked them back to an empty table. Xander slipped into a chair and looked around. The waitress took their drink order and walked away.


    “Wait,” he said. “I think she forgot our menus.”


    Eden smiled. “Nope. No menus here. They’ll bring it out to us.”


    A few minutes later, the waitress returned with their drinks and a pot of soup. It was the best that he’d had in a while. When he finished, he looked around at the mostly empty table, curious what would come next. The rich mixture of smells in the restaurant made his mouth water.


    Within minutes, that previously empty table was filled to the brim with comfort food. Fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, green beans, corn, mashed potatoes, rolls, and even apple butter. And it had all been made fresh from scratch in the restaurant.


    As they ate, they talked about Xander’s travels. Eden was fascinated by all the places he’d seen in his lifetime. She wished she could have seen them. He also spoke of his crew and his bandmates. She smiled as she caught his affection for them. They seemed to be like a whole other family, like Noah was for her. Xander kept asking about her, but how could she give up the chance to find out more about him? She wanted to know everything she could. His glamorous life was far more fascinating than her simple one.


    By the time they finished, they’d downed most of the food on the table and filled themselves to nearly waddling out the door.


    “I have to say, if there’s one thing southerners know how to do, it’s cook,” he complimented. “Usually I have to settle for restaurant chains, but this was a nice change of pace. I don’t think I’d have found this place on my own.”


    She laughed, as she pulled her car door open and climbed in. He climbed into the passenger seat and leaned his head back against the headrest.


    He sighed deeply. “I suppose I should get back to the hotel, before they wonder where I am. I just kind of took off this morning and didn’t tell them where I was going. Granted, I didn’t know where I was going …”


    She nodded. “Which hotel?”


    “Palatial Heights.”


    She laughed. “Why did I even have to ask?”


    When they arrived at the hotel, it was nearly eleven at night. Xander’s guards, Rich and Warren, flanked the doors leading into the lobby. Their expressions were like stone.


    “Walk me up?” Xander asked.


    Eden’s smile widened. “Sure. Does this mean I get to be the man? I can tell you that I’ll call you tomorrow, but wait until next Tuesday. And I won’t even seem that excited about it.”


    He laughed.


    She parked the car and dug through her new bag, retrieving Xander’s new journal and pen. She followed him out of the car and handed the journal and pen to him. “You will definitely want this,” she said with a grin. “I know you’ll write something fantastic in it.”


    Once they rounded the car, Xander took her hand and led her past the two muscle-bound statues flanking the door. He pointed to the bald one and said, “This is Rich.” He pointed to the slightly shorter, stockier man with buzzed blond hair on Rich’s left and said, “And this is Warren. They’re part of my security staff. If you can’t find me while I’m here, look for one or the other. They’re your guys.” He quickly dragged her into the lobby, before either of his guards decided to try to find some fault in her. He wasn’t sure he could handle any more criticism from them for one day. And he actually liked her. If they had anything negative to say, he didn’t want to hear a word.


    “It’s nice to meet you two!” she called over her shoulder, as Xander pulled her towards the elevator.


    “Pleasure!” Warren called back at her, shaking his head.


    When they reached inside the elevators, Xander pushed the button to the top floor. The doors closed quickly and lifted them up to their floor. The elevator remained awkwardly silent the whole way up. Eden smiled to herself, as she finally let her day sink in. How lucky could one girl get? Sure, there was the mishap at the lake, but it had ended well. And she’d gotten to spend a full day with Xander Hart. Something she’d never imagined she’d have a chance to do. That sort of thing wasn’t for regular, everyday girls. That was for supermodels and actresses.


    When the doors opened, Xander led her to the furthest room down the hallway and slid his room key in the lock. The door opened to reveal the largest hotel suite that Eden had ever seen in person. It looked like something she’d have seen on Travel Channel, instead of up close. It had a bedroom, sitting area, and a huge bathroom that she could have easily fit her room in. It also had a small kitchen area, complete with stove, oven, microwave, and refrigerator. It looked like a high-end apartment.


    “Whoa,” she breathed, as he closed the door behind her. The furniture was all white with light greyish blue accents. The wood of the furniture was dark mahogany. The fixtures were a dark brass, as were the appliances. While incredibly beautiful, she thought it looked a bit sterile. But it looked like each piece of furniture cost more than the whole of her house.


    “Nice, huh?”


    “It’s beautiful.”


    “So, I know this probably sounds a bit last-minute, but I want you to come to the show tomorrow. You do have tickets, yes?”


    “No. I don’t have tickets. A friend of my roommate’s offered, but he’s kind of creepy, so …”


    He walked over to his bed, which held a large suitcase. He dug in the front pocket and pulled out a badge on a black lanyard. He held it out to her. “Now, you do.”


    With shaking hands, she took the badge from him and read the face. “Xander Hart Band: All-Access Backstage Pass.” She blinked rapidly, too stunned to find words quickly. Flipping the badge over, she couldn’t find dates on it, anywhere.


    “Please?” he asked.


    “I … But I … But … Are you sure you want to give this to me?”


    “I’m not sure I’ve been more positive about anything, since I’ve been here. And this is one of my personal guest passes. It’s good for all the shows this tour, even though the official tour hasn’t exactly started yet. I hope you’ll at least come to all the shows in town.”


    “But …” She didn’t even know how to end that sentence. Should she accept? Should she hand it back? But … backstage pass!


    “And, if you would agree to it, I would like to spend more time with you between shows.”


    She stared at him, speechless. She pinched the inside of her arm to make sure she wasn’t dreaming, because she was pretty sure she’d had a dream like that before. And it had wound up with an intriguing ending ... She bit the inside of her cheek, as the pain hit her. Nope. Not dreaming.


    “What do you think?” he asked.


    “I would be honored,” she replied, still a bit stunned. “Thank you.”


    “Would you like to stay a bit longer?” he asked, barely able to contain his excitement. “I can call room service and order dessert.”


    “I would love to … But I should probably get going. My roomie will be wondering where I am.” She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and looked at the screen. Thirty-seven missed texts and fifteen missed calls … Make that thirty-eight missed texts … “In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s freaking out, right about now.”


    “He?” He could feel his jealousy begin to resurface. Why did it bother him as much as it did? It wasn’t as if he’d had much room to talk when it came to women.


    “Huh?” Confused by his sudden change in tone, she looked up at Xander in time to watch countless emotions flash through his face. “Oh.” She shook her head. “No, it’s not like that. He’s my best friend. Like my brother.” She tried to contain her laughter at his odd jealous streak. That made twice in one night that he seemed bothered by the fact that she might have someone else. It wasn’t that she didn’t think she was attractive. It was that she could barely believe that she was attractive to him. It was the most surreal moment of her entire day, and that said something.


    He sighed in relief. “Oh.” He strode across the room to her and looked into her deep jade eyes. Around the green, a black ring surrounded the iris, as if in an attempt to contain its beauty. He hadn’t quite noticed how stunning they were, before that moment. How could he have missed that? He brushed her dark brown hair off her face and smiled. What was it about her that captivated him so? She wasn’t like any of the girls he’d dated. Though, perhaps that was it, exactly. She wasn’t like any of those girls. She ate what she wanted, wore what was comfortable, her hair was a mess from the summer breeze, she hadn’t checked her fading makeup all day … She was comfortable with who she was, and it was refreshing.


    Her bottom lip trembled slightly under his touch. She hadn’t been touched so tenderly since her ex-husband. She certainly never expected to be touched so tenderly by someone like Xander. It seemed like a dream. If it were, she hoped she’d never wake up from it.


    He leaned over to meet her short stature and brushed his lips across hers. Within that moment, it seemed as if liquid fire flowed through their kiss into his veins, igniting his blood all the way to the core. He could almost feel her being branded into his very being.


    Eden gasped under his lips, as she felt electricity dance across her skin. Oh, god! she thought, feeling herself gravitate towards him. Before she could even fully register what had happened, he pulled away.


    He stared at her, unsure of what to say. She was unlike anyone else he had ever met, and he’d met a lot of girls on the road. From the crimson that spread across her face, neck, and chest, he could tell she was affected in the same way.


    “I … Let me walk you out,” he reluctantly offered, before he had a chance to change his mind about allowing her to leave. Although, he wasn’t even sure he could let her get back in her car. He was suddenly afraid that if he did, she wouldn’t come back, which bothered him more than he could express. He’d never had to worry, before. Usually he’d ask girls to stay, and they’d jump at the chance. She’d flat out turned him down.


    She shook her head, knowing that if she didn’t walk away right then, she might not have the strength. “I can find my way down.”


    He opened the door for her, only to find Rich and Warren waiting outside. “Warren, please walk Eden down to her car. It’s getting late, and I don’t want anything to happen to her.”


    “Yes, sir,” Warren responded.


    As she turned to walk down the hallway with Warren, Xander grabbed her wrist and spun her around. “Tomorrow morning. Meet me here. Around eight.”


    She nodded. “I’ll be here.”


    He tugged on her wrist, pulling her back toward him. He captured her lips with his own, basking in the heat that she offered. Reluctantly, he released her once again.


    “Thank you. For everything.”


    She smiled and nodded. “You’re welcome. Thank you for coming with me.”


    “Can I see your phone?”


    She shrugged and dug it back out of her pocket. She handed it to him.


    He quickly found her contacts list and punched in his name and number. “Call me if you have any problems. Or if you need to talk. Whatever. I don’t care what time it is. Call me as soon as you leave here, if you want.”


    Warren and Rich stared at him in shock.


    Did I seriously just say that? he wondered, feeling embarrassment creep up on him. Apparently I’ve suddenly turned back into a teenager.


    She nodded, a slight smile playing across her lips. “If I need you, I will call.”


    He kissed her one last time. “Goodnight, Eden.”


    “Goodnight.”


    As Warren walked her back toward the elevators, she felt as if she were temporarily walking away from life, itself. That feeling, alone, shook her down to her very being. What are you getting yourself into? she asked herself.


    


    ~*~


    


    From down the hall, steely blue eyes watched, as the doors closed on the elevator. Rage swam behind Hadley’s eyes. It had taken her all day to figure out which room Xander had moved to. And then, she was met with the image of that new wench lip-locked with him, only moments before. After they’d disappeared into his room to do who knew what.


    Who is this bitch that thinks she can take my man? She could almost melt the elevator doors with her glare. He said eight o’clock. I don’t think she’ll be making it. I will make damn sure of that.


    


    ~*~


    


    When Eden opened her front door, she was met by an extremely distressed Noah.


    “Where the hell were you?” he shouted. “I was about to call the police to file a missing person’s report!”


    “You wanted me to get out, so I went out,” she replied. “I’m only doing what you suggested.”


    “That’s not funny, Eden! You had me worried sick! Why didn’t you answer your phone?”


    She gave him a hug. She could feel him trembling with anger and relief in her arms. “It’s okay. We went to Blue Springs. Then we went to the lake. It’s low, again, so we walked along the old ruins. And then we went to dinner. That’s all.”


    “Wait. We? You mean you were being social?”


    “You’re never going to believe what happened, today,” she responded dreamily. “Never in a million years.”


    


    ~*~


    


    “I think I like her,” Warren stated, as Xander went over their plans for the next morning. “She’s certainly better than Hadley.”


    “Why do you say that?” Xander asked, rotating the knife that Eden had retrieved from their would-be assailants earlier that night. It was actually a beautiful knife. It looked expensive. He immediately knew that the thug had stolen it. He smirked to himself. She stole from the thieves.


    “Well for one, she walked in here without throwing anything or pissing anyone off. That’s an immediate improvement.”


    “Hadley was that way, once. Maybe Eden will change, too.”


    “You don’t really believe that,” Rich stated in disbelief.


    “No,” he answered, to his own surprise. “I don’t believe that. She’s different, I think. And not just different from Hadley. Different from everyone.”


    “Well,” Rich sighed. “Better not screw this up, then. You have a week. Do what you can to snag her.”


    Xander let his words sink in. “You know, I think you’re right.” He walked over to the phone and dialed the extension to the front desk. “Hi, Mary,” he greeted the desk clerk. “I need to place an overnight order to the florist. Price is no issue. Do you think you can do that for me?”


    “Yes, sir,” Mary replied. “I know just the guy.”


    “Awesome. Tell him that I’ll need some of everything he has in stock and have it all delivered up to my room before six tomorrow morning. If you can make that happen, I have a bonus for you, as well.”


    Warren raised an eyebrow, as he peered in Rich’s direction.


    Rich simply snickered. He’d witnessed Xander in hopeless romantic mode, several times over. “This is gonna be good,” he said.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Four


    


    By the time seven o’clock rolled around, Eden had grown beyond restless. She had already showered and pulled on a clean pair of jeans and a pink tee shirt. She picked up her phone and stuck it in her pocket.


    Well, I don’t think it would hurt to be there a bit early, she decided. She immediately recognized that she simply craved an excuse to see him. Maybe Palatial Heights has a breakfast buffet or something. She laughed to herself. They better, for how much they charge.


    She snuck down the stairs and past the sofa, where Noah peacefully slept, and quietly slipped out the door. She quickly hopped in her car. As she sat for a brief moment to make sure leaving early what she wanted to do, she decided to send a quick text. “I can’t wait to see you today. Eden” She read over it before she hit the send button, deciding that it didn’t seem too eager on her part. At least, not anywhere near the level of asking her to call him as soon as she left. She laughed to herself, as she hit the send button and put the car in reverse.


    When she arrived at the hotel, she was a bit surprised to find the lobby mostly empty. Even Xander’s boulder-like guards were nowhere to be found. It was a shame. They seemed nice enough. She hadn’t had a chance to talk to them, after Xander had dragged her away from them. Warren had walked her to her car, but he hadn’t said much.


    She walked up to the front desk, where the rep waited with a smile. “Welcome to Palatial Heights. How may I assist you?” the attendant asked. Her name tag read “Anita.”


    “Hi, Anita. How much for the breakfast buffet? I’m not a guest here.”


    “Fifteen dollars.”


    “Wow, really? Alright. One, please.” She held her debit card out to Anita. Talk about overpriced breakfast.


    Anita looked at the name on the card and handed it back to her. “I’m sorry, Miss Balestra. Mr. Hart gave us specific instructions that everything you order will be on his tab.”


    Eden stared at her in stunned silence for a moment, as she registered Anita’s words. He had planned on her ordering things at his hotel? He expected her to be at his hotel long enough for her to order anything? What exactly was he expecting to happen? He might find himself a bit disappointed. “I assume there’s no way I can talk you out of that?”


    “No, Ma’am. He told us no exceptions, even if you complain about it or go above my head. As an honored guest, his wishes are top priority for us. Please, enjoy.” Anita gestured to a large archway on the far side of the room that led to a dining area.


    Eden shook her head and walked toward the room. If she went back up to his hotel room later, she was definitely going to be hiding some cash in there.


    


    ~*~


    


    As the girl walked away, Anita picked up the phone and called Xander’s room. He had given Eden’s name and description to the front desk with the request that the staff would call him or one of his security staff the moment she arrived. They were given specific instructions that time didn’t matter. She didn’t know who the girl was, but she had to admit that she envied her a bit.


    Xander paid the staff well for their services, no matter how miniscule. Plus, despite his career path and generally hard appearance, he was one of the nicest guests that Anita had ever come across in her career. She was more than happy to help. Plus, she had seen the flowers that had been brought in that morning. She only wished she could see the girl’s face when she saw them. Moments like those made her career choice worth it. Some small reminder that there were still a few good men out there. Lord knew she hadn’t seen many in a while.


    “Xander Hart’s room. This is Warren.”


    Anita smiled, so her voice would sound extra cheery on the phone. “Good morning, Mr. Warren. Miss Eden Balestra has arrived. She is in the dining hall for breakfast. Mr. Hart informed me that he would like to be notified on her arrival.”


    “Thank you,” Warren replied. “I’ll be right down.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Hadley spotted Eden from across the dining area. She glared daggers at the bitch, wishing that even a single one of them would cut her. Or at the very least that she’d choke on the strawberry waffles on her plate. She glanced at the front desk to see the clerk walk around the wall behind the desk to the back offices. If there was a time to make her move, that was it.


    She took a step toward her, just in time to watch that big oaf, Warren, walk into the dining area. She immediately froze and stepped out of sight. She only hoped that if he happened to glance her way, he wouldn’t recognize her with the jeans and tee shirt she’d borrowed from one of the hotel staff. Borrowed … swiped from the staff lounge when no one was looking … same thing, really. She hated the cheap clothes, already. She hoped they were worth it.


    Dammit, she thought.


    She watched as Warren spoke to Eden for a few minutes. And was he smiling? And laughing? Why was it that Warren never smiled at her? What was so special about that little twit?


    Of course, she deduced. She’s going to be sleeping with him, too, if she’s not already. Xander will love that. What a nasty little whore.


    A few minutes later, she watched Warren walk back into the lobby and up the elevator. She checked the front desk to find it still empty.


    Now.


    She quickly walked over to Eden’s table and put on her best smile. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Hadley.”


    Eden smiled sweetly. It looked genuine. Hadley hated her even more for it. “I’m Eden. Can I help you?”


    “I’m with Xander’s group. I was wondering if you’d want to come hang with me a bit, while you’re waiting on Xander to come down. You know. Girl talk.”


    “Warren said it wouldn’t be too long.”


    “He says that, but Xander’s a primper. You can tell by looking at him. It might be a couple hours.”


    Eden thought for a moment, as she put the last bite of strawberry into her mouth. Something seemed amiss with the Hadley, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Though she was right about one thing. It was pretty obvious that Xander was a primper. “Alright. Let me text him to let him know where I’ll be.” She dug through her pocket to retrieve her phone.


    “Oh, you don’t have to do that. We’ll meet him up at his room before he even notices.”


    Eden raised a confused eyebrow, but said nothing. Before she could even stand, a busboy walked by and took her dishes. She sighed. “Alright, but not for too long. I don’t want to miss anything.”


    “No, I think you’ll enjoy this. I know I will.”


    Eden followed Hadley to the elevator and stepped inside. Something in the pit of her stomach felt weird. She couldn’t place it. Though Hadley seemed nice enough, something about her made Eden uncomfortable.


    Hadley reached out and pushed the button for the ninth floor. The doors slid to a close, locking the silence into the elevator in preparation for their ascent.


    “So, how long have you known Xander?” Hadley asked.


    “I only met him yesterday. I’d hardly say that I know him.”


    “You don’t think it’s serious, do you? After only a day?”


    “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “You and Xander. Sure, he’s excited to have you with him now, but what about when we leave? Do you think he’ll call?”


    “I don’t know. I don’t think he has my number,” she lied. He had it if he received her text earlier. But something about Hadley’s tone really started to nag at Eden’s mind. She started to remind her of … No. That was ridiculous. Adam was crazy. Hadley didn’t seem too bad. All the same … She reached into her pocket and opened a new text message to send to Xander. She kept her hand in her pocket, as she slowly typed in his name.


    “I doubt he will. You seem nice enough, but he’s a celebrity. You’re a nobody. You can’t expect him to keep in contact.”


    “I didn’t say that I expe–”


    Hadley’s tone grew increasingly tense and edged toward frantic. “I mean, why would he want you, when he could have someone that looks more like me? You might be younger, but I look better next to him at the awards shows. I was there with him at the Grammy’s, and we looked perfect together. We were in most of the major magazines together, and everyone loved us.”


    Eden tapped on his name in the contacts box. “I suppose …”


    “What? You suppose what? You know I’m right.”


    She clicked in the message box. “I don’t see why it–”


    “It doesn’t matter, anyways. I found a solution that would make everyone happier. It’s the perfect solution, really.”


    H – a – … She typed each letter carefully, trying to keep Hadley from noticing the movement. “Oh?” Eden asked. “What solution is that?”


    “You’re going to disappear.”


    d – l – … She stopped typing and looked over at Hadley, who smiled brightly, as if she’d just given her the best news. “I’m sorry, what?”


    “Poof!” Hadley exclaimed. She pulled a cloth out of the top of her shirt and slapped it over Eden’s face.


    The cloth smelled sweet, even through the smell of Hadley’s perfume. What the hell? Eden thought. She held her breath and pulled her hand out of her pocket. She fought to push Hadley’s arm away, but Hadley was surprisingly strong. After less than a minute, Eden couldn’t hold her breath any longer. She gasped for air. Within seconds, everything went black.


    


    ~*~


    


    Xander ran out the elevator and into the lobby. Warren had told him that Eden had gotten there early, and he couldn’t wait to show her the surprise he’d set up for her.


    When he got down to the breakfast area, no one was down there, at all. He turned to the front desk. A woman stood, smiling at him from behind the counter.


    “Good morning, Mr. Hart,” the woman greeted with a polite smile.


    “Good morning …” Xander glanced at her name tag. “Anita.”


    She grinned in acknowledgement.


    “Listen, Anita, have you seen a girl? Beautiful, around five foot, long brown hair, green eyes. Goes by the name of Eden. I spoke with the girl on the shift before yours about her, earlier.”


    “Miss Balestra, yes. She was down here a moment ago. She wished to purchase a trip through the breakfast buffet, but I made sure to charge your room, as you requested.”


    “Perfect. Thank you for that. Do you happen to know where she went?”


    “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t. I was in the back. I was only gone a few minutes, but by the time I got back, she was gone. She didn’t say she was leaving or where she was going.”


    He sighed and nodded. “If you see her, can you call my cell phone, in case I’m not in the room?”


    “Is it in our system, sir?”


    “It should be. If it’s not, here.” He jotted the number down on a post-it note that was sitting on top of the counter. “Please do not call this number, unless it’s for this purpose, and don’t let anyone else have it that doesn’t need it to inform me of her whereabouts. I want to know the moment someone sees her.”


    “Of course, sir.”


    He ran back into the elevator and impatiently smashed the button for his floor. When he reached the top, he ran to his door to find Warren and Rich.


    “She’s gone!” he said. “She just disappeared!”


    “Eden?” Warren asked. “She was right there. I saw her. I told her that you said you’d be down in a bit, and she said that was fine. I asked if she would like me to sit with her, and she told me she’d be okay.”


    “Was anyone else down there?”


    “No, not that I saw. I didn’t even see the desk clerk.”


    Xander ran his hands through his hair. “Something doesn’t feel right. It’s not like her to just run away.”


    “How do you know?” Rich asked. “You met her yesterday. Maybe she went to go fix her makeup. Girls do that kind of thing, you know.”


    Xander glared at him. “Yeah, maybe I have only known her for just a day, but she never just disappeared the whole day. She never left my side. And she didn’t check her makeup that whole day, even when she knew that she was sweating it all off. She’s not the type.”


    “I don’t know, Xander. I bet she’ll turn up, soon.”


    He stared at the floor a moment. A sudden worry hit him in the face. “Do you think maybe she decided I’m going to be too much trouble? I mean this lifestyle is really hectic. I can see how it would be a bit intimidating.”


    “I somehow doubt she was considering the hassles of a lifetime of tours and recording studios, after only a day,” Warren said. “In fact, I doubt she’s gotten past today, as far as you’re concerned.”


    “Hadley was considering it. She had it all planned out …”


    “Yeah, but Hadley is psycho.”


    “Do you think maybe Hadley …?” Rich considered. “If she knows about this girl, she would shit a brick. It wouldn’t be unlike her to chase someone off.”


    Xander shook his head. “No, she doesn’t know anything about Eden” He thought for a moment, unconvinced of his own statement. “Does she?”


    “I don’t see how,” Warren shrugged. “Almost none of the crew does. Just us.”


    Xander pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the screen. No new messages, other than the one she’d sent him earlier. It had only said she looked forward to seeing him. It said nothing about where she was going. He also had no missed calls. “Where is she?”


    


    ~*~


    


    Eden’s head fell off her arm and flopped backward, jolting her awake. She sucked in a deep breath. She tried to open her eyes, but they felt so heavy. Her head ached worse than she could ever remember it aching before.


    What happened? she asked herself. Her head swam with fuzzy memories of something she couldn’t quite piece together. Ugh. Dizzy. Migraine.


    Her wrists ached, as did her ankles, hips, and shoulders. She forced her eyes open. The room was upside down. She lifted her head and immediately noticed the bronze rack above her. It was a luggage rack from the hotel. No, the room wasn’t upside down. She was. And her extremities hurt, because they were bound with white utility rope, which had been wrapped around the hooks on either end of the luggage rack. Her hands and feet were an interesting shade of purple. She tried to pull her arms to one side in order to pull the ropes over the hook, but there appeared to be loops tied in the center to keep the rope steady.


    The cool air from the AC unit sent chills across her bare skin, which she just noticed had been covered in markings … words written in black and red. The wooziness quickly wore off, as she tried to read the words that were penned onto her naked body. “Bitch” … “Slut” … “Whore” … “Nobody” … “Cock Sucker” … “Gold Digger” … “Home Wrecker” … “Fuck you” … Wow. Tell me how you really feel, she thought. Is this lipstick? Eye liner?


    “Hello?” she called. “Is anyone there?” She suddenly remembered the girl in the breakfast bar … and the elevator … “Hadley?”


    She heard a door open and close again. “No need to yell,” Hadley answered. “I’m here.” She stepped around so that Eden could see her.


    Eden stared at her tight, white leather dress and matching strappy stilettos. Her blonde hair fell around her bare shoulders. She had changed clothes. Eden wondered how she went from Bargain Mart jeans to raiding Barbie’s closet.


    She shook her head, a motion that seemed to worsen her migraine. “Why am I strapped to a luggage rack? And where are my clothes?”


    “Because it’s the only way I can make absolute sure you stay where you’re supposed to. Also, your clothes are safe. But you don’t need them, right now.”


    “Stay? I can’t stay. I have to get dressed and go meet up with Xander. Did you write all this stuff on me?”


    Hadley grinned. “No, meeting Xander won’t be necessary. I’ve decided that you will be spending the day with me, instead. It’s a win-win, really. You stay out of the way, and Xander doesn’t have to worry about me crashing the sound check this morning or the show this afternoon.”


    “Help!” Eden yelled at the top of her lungs, sending shards of glass through her own migraine. She flinched under the excruciating pain.


    “Now, now,” Hadley tisked. She pulled a thin, white, head scarf out of her suitcase on the dresser and leaned down next to Eden. Before Eden could get out another word, Hadley tied the scarf around Eden’s mouth, stuffing part of it inside, effectively gagging her. She then stood up and went to the other side of the room.


    Eden tried to scream at Hadley in anger, but it only came out muffled. She tugged at her hands to try to get them loose, but all it accomplished was disconnecting her shoulder and tightening the ropes around her wrists. Tears stung her face.


    “You shouldn’t struggle so much. You’ll only hurt yourself,” Hadley stated, as she came back and kneeled next to Eden. She gently brushed the sweat-soaked hair off Eden’s face. “You really are beautiful, I suppose … in a low-class, hood rat sort of way. I can see what he saw in you. Unfortunately, you can polish dirt as much as you wish, but it’ll still be dirt. You’ll never be what he needs. It’s time you accept that.”


    Eden glared at her and ground her teeth against the soft fabric in her mouth, wishing she could chew through the fibers.


    “I know what you really want from him, anyways.”


    She scrunched her eyebrows together in a silent question. Did she? Because it would have been news to Eden. Even Eden wasn’t sure what she wanted from him or why she’d even come back. Looking at her bound hands made her question her decision that much further.


    Don’t you dare blame him for this, she scolded herself. He doesn’t know where you are. He would never let this happen to you. The blame lies with her. Only her.


    She wasn’t sure why she’d even told herself he’d never let it happen. She didn’t really know him, after all. She couldn’t be sure what he was and wasn’t capable of or what he would and wouldn’t allow. But after the day they’d shared, he didn’t seem much like the abducting type.


    “You might be able to fool him, but you can’t fool me. I won’t give you the money. That’s mine, too. But I will give you the rest of what you want. Anything to help you get it out of your system, so you can move on. It’s a service that I will go out of my way to offer you. You should be grateful.”


    Eden didn’t know what she was talking about. She didn’t want his money. She didn’t want anything. But good lord, what was that girl going to do to her? She clearly thought she wanted something. The ropes, graffiti, and gag didn’t exactly give her the impression that she’d appreciate whatever it was.


    A loud, vibrating noise sounded on a nearby table. It sounded close. Eden turned her face toward the noise to find a table just out of arm’s reach … if her arms hadn’t been bound, of course.


    Hadley walked over to the table and picked up a phone. Eden’s phone. She glared at the screen. “He has been trying to call you for the last twenty minutes. What does he want from you that he can’t get from me?” she shrilled. She took a deep, calming breath. “I suppose he’s wondering where you are. You are his shiny new plaything, after all. I shouldn’t worry. He’ll grow tired of you. Warren told him that you were here, I’m sure. I’d answer it for you, but that’s just rude.” She grinned wickedly and placed the phone on the edge of the table, so Eden could see it but couldn’t do anything about it.


    When is this going to be over?


    “I saw that message that you tried to send to him, by the way. Fortunately, you hadn’t hit the send button, yet. I made sure to delete that for you. He would be very upset to find that you went with me.”


    Eden glared, as if trying to set Hadley on fire with her eyes. She almost wished it were possible.


    “You know what this is, right?” Hadley held up a six inch long piece of pink silicon. It looked like a bulb with a notch around the neck, before it was capped with a small, disk-shaped end.


    Eden’s eyes widened. She shook her head vigorously. Please, no! She tried to scoot away from Hadley, but it did no good. She was bound too tightly, and the ropes weren’t moving from their hooks.


    “You don’t like it? I bought it special for you. Nice and big, like I know you like it. I would let you use one of mine, but I’d never get the skank off of it … You know, Xander always loves it when I use these on myself when we’re together. Did he tell you?”


    She continued her attempts to scoot away, despite the lack of effectiveness. She wanted nothing to do with that crazy wench and her sex toys. She attempted to scream, but the scarf made it impossible to do loudly enough for it to matter.


    “No? Oh well. It’s your turn. By the way, I wouldn’t fidget too much. You might make this hurt a bit. I’d lube it up for you, but I seem to be out … What a shame.”


    Hot tears streamed down Eden’s face. That crazy bitch was going to torture her in the vilest ways Eden could think of. And she wouldn’t stop until she was not only tortured physically, but mentally. That much was clear in her speech. She was going to do everything in her power to dehumanize her. And why? Over some guy that Eden barely even knew?


    She refused to give her the satisfaction. Hadley was going to do whatever she was going to do, but Eden wasn’t going to let her defeat her. She didn’t know what had happened to Hadley to make her so monstrous (and apparently desperate), but she couldn’t bring herself to hate her, like she thought she should. She felt nothing but pity for her. In fact, if she were free, she’d be searching the yellow pages for a therapist.


    Eden closed her eyes tightly and bit down on the scarf in her mouth. It was coming. The only question was when. She was helpless against fighting it. And she certainly didn’t want to watch it, too. She tried to pretend to be somewhere else, but the only place that would come to mind was in Xander’s arms. It was the first place she’d felt oddly alive and safe in quite a while. But she didn’t want to associate that blissful image with the horror she endured at the moment, so she pushed it away. Besides, he was, in a roundabout way, the reason she hung there like an animal. She didn’t know what was going on between him and Hadley or how much Hadley said was true, but she had somehow been dragged into it, regardless.


    When Hadley forcefully shoved in the torture device disguised as a toy, Eden felt as if she left her body. She reached a mental state where it seemed as if her spirit floated above to witness her own rape. That feeling was only amplified when, after the device was in place, Hadley reached for a thick, glass dildo and continued her sexual assault. Eden was vaguely aware of the sound of crying. She was pretty sure that those tears were her own, but she didn’t feel them.


    “Yes, you like that, don’t you? You nasty little whore,” Hadley hissed. “You don’t deserve him. Even this is better than what you deserve.”


    Eden turned her face away from Hadley. She heard the soft tap of her tears, as they rolled off her face onto the base of the luggage rack. She could no longer feel them on her skin. She could no longer feel the pain in her wrists and ankles. She could no longer feel anything. She silently wondered if she had died. She almost wished she had.


    


    ~*~


    


    After what seemed like hours (but was only forty-five minutes in reality), Xander had no choice but to go to sound check without Eden. He wasn’t sure where she was, but he couldn’t stop the nagging feeling that, wherever she was, she needed him. He didn’t know where to find her. He didn’t even know where to start. All they knew with certainty was that she had been at the hotel. She had gotten breakfast. And then she was gone. They couldn’t even verify that she was still in the hotel. No one had seen her leave.


    Although the crew worked hard perfecting their setup, Xander was in a daze. He obsessively checked his phone, but he never received any sort of notification. No texts, no calls, no nothing. With each glance, his anxiety grew exponentially.


    The band ran through their usual songs for practice. Xander sang the words perfectly, but he didn’t feel them, anymore. He couldn’t feel anything but the worry that bubbled up inside him with each minute that passed.


    “Alright, that’s enough,” Don said impatiently, waving his hand at the band, signaling them to stop. He straightened his cap, more to simply give his hands something to do so he wouldn’t throw anything, and sighed. “Xander, what is up with you? You sound like you’re not even here.”


    “I’m sorry. I have a lot on my mind this morning.”


    “What’s more important than this? This could bring you to the new height of your career if we do it right! This could help put you back on top and then some!”


    “I’m worried about Eden.”


    “Who is Eden?”


    Xander looked away into the empty stadium. Why was it so painful to talk about her? Why was he so scared that she’d left and would never come back? Girls came and went from his life all the time. It had never mattered before. And why did he feel like she needed him so badly?


    “Rich! Warren! Get over here!” Don called.


    Warren and Rich stepped onto the stage next to Xander.


    Don gave a curt nod in acknowledgement of their presence. “Who the hell is Eden?”


    Warren cleared his throat. “Eden is a local girl he met yesterday. They seem to have hit it off. She was supposed to join us today, but she seemingly disappeared. She was in the breakfast area one minute, the next …”


    “Am I the only one that thinks it’s weird that this Eden person is missing, and it’s the only day that we’ve gone more than an hour without seeing heads or tails of Psycho Barbie?” Ava snapped.


    “You know what, Ava?” Xander yelled, pointing threateningly in her direction. “That’s not even a little funny! I’m sure Hadley has nothing to do with this!”


    Rich placed his hand on Xander’s shoulder, instantly lowering Xander’s rage level to something less explosive. “You have to admit it, Xander. It does seem a bit suspicious.”


    Xander yanked himself away, not caring to hear any more. “Alright guys. Let’s start from the top,” he grumbled into the mic.


    The band, unsure of what else to do, began to play.


    Xander spent nearly all the energy he had trying to avoid pulling out his cell phone another hundred times. He told himself that if anyone called, he’d feel it vibrate in his pocket. But through each song, he resisted calling the hotel to see if they’d heard anything from her without notifying him. There was no way she’d just leave. He was sure of it.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Five


    


    After inflicting hours of continuous humiliation, Hadley stepped away from her bound captive. She set the glass toy on the bed, but she left the plug wedged tightly in its spot. She thought about removing it, but something about watching the little whore’s discomfort with it in was extremely gratifying.


    “So, I know you’re enjoying this, but I really need to get something to eat. It’s past lunch time. Would you like something?”


    Eden turned her face away.


    “That’s right. Dirty little whores don’t need food.” She grinned wickedly. “I’ll be back! Don’t go anywhere!” She laughed at her own joke. “You know? I think I’ll go somewhere nice. You don’t mind being alone here a while, do you? Of course you don’t! Toodles!” She seemingly glided out the door.


    Eden wanted to throw up. She tried to remain strong, but she wasn’t sure how much more she could take. She already felt as if she’d started to crack. Her body had been violated in the worst ways, and it had betrayed her. It had reacted when she told it not to. She tried to distance herself, but when she tried, Hadley kicked her until she felt as if her ribs would soon break. She needed to figure out how to get out, before Hadley came back to continue the assault. She couldn’t take any more.


    She inspected the ropes that bound her hands. They held her securely enough, but there seemed to be a place that they were slightly looser on one side. She wondered if she could loosen them a bit more. Just a little was all she’d need. She gathered the scarf deeper into her mouth with her tongue, so she could expose as many of her teeth as possible. It was far more difficult than she had expected, but she managed. She was grateful the scarf wasn’t any thicker, or her task would have been impossible.


    She used the last bit of her remaining strength to pull herself up to the rope around her left wrist. She bit down on her bindings and pulled with all her might, hoping she could loosen it or chew through it, somehow. Her stomach, arms, legs, neck, and teeth ached, but she was determined to get out, before Hadley returned. She had to.


    After several tries and excruciating pain, she managed to work one hand loose, before her exhaustion forced her back down. Her newly-freed elbow hit the base of the luggage rack.


    She bit back a sob, as the blood began to flow back into her arm. She felt as if it were being stabbed by thousands of needles at the same time. When more of the feeling returned, and her arm became slightly more functional, she pulled at the scarf around her face, freeing her mouth, but sending shooting pain through her arm and shoulder.


    She then turned to the table near her head. She could see her phone dangling near the edge. If only she could reach it … The mixture of pain and weakness in her arm was an unbearable combination. But she had to try.


    Take the pain! she scolded herself. Take it! You have to! You’re so close!


    She stretched out, but the phone was just out of reach. She started to swing her body, using her bindings to her advantage. A few swings put her close enough to grab the phone. But as soon as her fumbling fingers touched the screen, the phone dropped onto the floor just out of reach. She saw the screen light up, as if it were taunting her. “Look at me! I’m right here,” it seemed to say. “Just close enough for you to see that I’m on and functioning, but just far enough away that you can’t do anything about it.”


    “No!” The flood gates holding her tears back finally gave. “Help!” she yelled, praying someone would be close enough to hear. “Help! I need help! Someone! Xander! Warren! Anybody! I’m tied up in Hadley’s room! Please come get me!” She cried until her words were nearly unrecognizable, as the extent of her situation finally sank in. “She raped me!”


    After that, she was no longer able to speak. She couldn’t fit words between cries. Her tied up arm and legs had no remaining feeling. Her free arm hurt her so bad that she could no longer move it. It dangled lifelessly underneath her


    Her sobs wracked her body and only added to her agony. But yet, she couldn’t stop herself. She had reached a point beyond emotional exhaustion. She had reached the limits of her mental strength. Her physical strength had been sapped. Her body had been abused and violated.


    She couldn’t even figure out how she’d gone from dream come true to something beyond her worst nightmare in the span of a day. What had she done to deserve such treatment? She couldn’t think of anything. Hadley had mentioned Xander. But did driving Xander around mean she deserved to be dehumanized in such a way? And whose dog did Xander kill in a past life to have earned the misfortune of being stuck with the likes of Hadley?


    Her thoughts became fuzzy and began to fade in and out. Her head dropped back, her neck no longer able to support it. The last thing she remembered seeing was the door, as it flew open, crashing into the wall.


    “Eden?” called a male voice. It sounded muffled through her loudly-ringing ears. She tried to respond, but nothing came out. She could no longer move. “Shit! Eden! Warren, go call the police! Also, a doctor! Rich, get the fuck out of here!”


    A male voice from behind him said, “Xander, the police will want to be absolutely sure of the state in which we found her. You might want a witness or two. You can’t afford a scandal right now.”


    “Ava!” he called.


    “I’m coming,” called a high-pitched female voice.


    She weakly opened her eyes a sliver to find Xander running across the room toward her with a woman she had never seen before right behind him. All she could see was the woman’s flaming red hair.


    “Jesus!” Ava exclaimed.


    “I’m going to get her out of here and clean her up,” Xander choked. He grabbed a white robe from the coat closet and wrapped her up in it. As he lifted her, he slid the ropes off the hooks.


    Eden felt instant relief … until the blood started flowing freely back into her bound arm and legs. She screamed loudly with the onslaught of new pain, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t even hear her cries with her ears. She could only hear them in her mind. Was she only screaming in her mind? If so, why couldn’t she scream aloud?


    “I’m going to go get my camera. You’ll need to take pictures of this before you do anything. The police will want them.”


    He groaned, but he knew she was right. He nodded in her direction. He laid Eden carefully on the bed, as he gathered her phone and her clothes. He threw them in a laundry bag. He turned back to her and adjusted the robe around her body to cover everything he knew she wouldn’t want seen, as well as everything he would kill any one of his men for gawking at. “Eden, I’m going to get you out of here, right now. Don’t worry. I’m not going to leave your side even for a minute. We’ll take care of this. Everything will be okay. I promise.”


    He slipped his arms back under her body and easily lifted her. He pulled the door open and swiftly carried her out, through the crowd of his stunned crew members, security, and the hotel staff. He hurried with her to the elevators.


    “I don’t care what you have to do to get her, Rich!” Xander shouted over his shoulder at his guards, fighting back his own furious and terrified tears. “Just do it!”


    “Wait up!” Ava called, running behind him with her camera in tow. She quickly caught up to him.


    As soon as the elevator doors opened, he disappeared into it, let Ava on, and smashed the button to close the door faster. They took the elevator straight to the uppermost floor and nearly ran with her to Xander’s room.


    He quickly locked the deadbolt on the door behind them and laid her gently down on his bed. He couldn’t tell if she was fading in and out of consciousness due to trauma or if her body was simply beyond exhaustion. From the looks of her, it could have been either.


    “Let me get these pictures, and then you can do whatever you need to do,” Ava soothed.


    He nodded in response and pulled the loose robe off, revealing her marked and bruised skin. He dug in his pockets and pulled out the knife that she had liberated from their assailants the day before, opening it to reveal the blade. He didn’t understand how she could have been so strong then, but so weak the very next day. What had Hadley done to her? How had she even disabled her to tie her up in the first place? Eden wasn’t a weak submissive. She was a fighter. She stood her ground with incredible skill and absolute calm. She had proven that.


    Ava quickly turned on her camera and let it load. She started with Eden’s bound hands and feet, so the police would have the record. When she finished, she nodded in Xander’s direction, signaling that he could remove the bonds. It seemed cruel to leave her in them for even a moment longer.


    He gripped the knife tightly in one hand and carefully cut the ropes off, one extremity at a time, careful to not leave even a scratch on her delicate skin. When they fell apart because of his blade, they revealed thick, ugly bruises. When he was finished, he folded the knife and placed it back in his pocket. He placed the rope in a clean plastic bag for the police.


    As quickly as she could, Ava started with the front, went down each side, and then had Xander flip her over onto her back. She took the clearest pictures of every piece of slander that had been drawn on Eden’s body, as well as a few large bruises on her sides.


    As they moved Eden’s legs apart to get the marking on the insides of her thighs, Ava gasped. “Jesus, Xander! That bitch really wanted this girl to suffer! It wasn’t enough to make sure she disappears. She wanted her completely debased first.”


    He took a closer look from Ava’s angle and nearly exploded with rage when he found the small end of a pink plug. “I swear when I get my hands on her–”


    Ava stopped him before he could reach for the plug. “You might want to let her do that,” she said quietly. “She already feels violated enough, I think. If she wakes up when you do it, she’ll freak.” Ava quickly snapped the last of her pictures and walked to the door. “I’ll get these to the police. And I think I’ll make copies of all of them so they don’t magically disappear, as they sometimes do.”


    “Ava, can you do her a favor? Her clothes are in the bag that I brought. Look and see what size she wears. Take my card and get her new ones. I don’t think she’ll want to put these back on again, anytime soon. And I don’t care how much they cost.” He paused in thought. “In fact, make sure they’re expensive. I don’t know what you can find this far out into the middle of nowhere, but please try. Get her something she deserves. I will tell Don that I sent you out, if he asks.”


    “Yes, sir,” she said, as she scooped the bag off the floor and quickly looked through it. She made a note of the sizes and headed for the door. When she touched the knob, Ava turned back to him. “Look, I’m sorry that I upset you back at sound check. I shouldn’t have been so hateful. I just hate to see you so upset for so long. First it was Hadley, and now this.”


    “I should have listened to you and went straight to Hadley’s room.”


    “You didn’t know. I only said it to be mean. I was still mad about yesterday … and all the other times. But no one could really think that she’d have actually done something like this. Chase her away, sure … But hold her hostage? It’s a new low, even for her.”


    Without looking away from Eden, Xander nodded in acknowledgement. Ava disappeared, closing the door behind her. He carefully turned Eden over onto her back, once again and draped the robe over her nakedness. He gently rubbed her arms, hands, feet, and legs to help the blood return faster. Moments later, her normal color began to return to them, with the exception of the bands of bruises around her wrists and ankles and down her side. He’d never felt more murderous. Hadley was extremely lucky that she hadn’t been in the room when he’d gotten there.


    “Eden?” he called softly. “Can you hear me?”


    Her eyes slowly fluttered open, and she groaned. “Xander?” her voice cracked.


    He sighed in relief. He carefully took her hand. “I’m right here. I’m so sorry.”


    She attempted to move her legs. They felt leaden, but they moved a few centimeters. “She raped me.”


    “I know. I heard you on the phone. I tried to talk back, but you didn’t seem to hear me. You must have dialed my number and then dropped your phone. I found it on the floor.” He brushed the hair off her face. “I swear, she’ll never get near you again. Rich and Warren have called the police.”


    “Good.”


    “Are you hurting anywhere?”


    “Everywhere.” Almost immediately, the blood rushed to her face. “I need to get up. I need to get into the bathroom.” Her next concern was that she wasn’t even sure she could stand on her own to accomplish it. She tried to move her arms to help herself, but she was too weak, and the pain in her limbs was still too great.


    “Easy, now. I will take you.”


    “No! She … she left something, and I need to get it out!”


    H nodded sadly. “I saw. We took pictures to give to the police, so she can pay for that one, too. We figured it would be easier on you for us to do it instead of them.”


    “Oh, god. This is so humiliating,” she cried.


    “Please. Let me help you. You’re too exhausted to move on your own without falling, if you can even stand in the first place.”


    “I’m so mortified. I can’t believe she would do something like this to someone. I never did anything to her. And then you all have to witness it? Ugh! I just want it out, and then I just want to go die somewhere.” She tried to move her arms again, but the pain was unbearable, and she was simply too weakened. “I guess I can wait until the doctor gets here.”


    “I can’t imagine how you feel right now. But the doctor will probably be a while. As you can imagine, when you work in the line of work that I do, not everyone can actually be trusted to not run to the press, which is something that I know you don’t want right now. Is there anyone you trust with something like this that you can call?”


    She squeezed her eyes tightly closed. “No.”


    “Look, I know this is extremely embarrassing for you. And I know you can’t feel comfortable with that still there. But if you don’t have anyone else, let me help you.”


    He watched, as she focused her eyes on his face to reveal a mixture of her previous embarrassment laced with new worry. He could understand why she would feel that way. She didn’t really know him as well as he wished she did, yet she was supposed to just trust him with something so private? If the situation were reversed, he wouldn’t know what he would choose to do. The decision was far too difficult for him to fully wrap his head around. But it was either that or she could wait for who knew how long for Don to get a trusted doctor to her. And if he knew Don, he’d be flying someone in who had experience with the celebrity lifestyle. It was the only way to make sure they would follow the rules.


    “Look, I know I don’t have much ground to stand on, or any ground, really. I just met you yesterday, and I know that this is asking a lot. But I promise that you can trust me. I just want to help you be as comfortable as you can be with the hand you’ve been dealt, especially since, in a roundabout way, it’s my fault. Let me try to make it as close to right as I can. Let me help you. With whatever you need. No limits. And you don’t have to be embarrassed over this. We’re the only ones in here, now. The crew won’t see it. Eva will not show them the pictures we took for the police, I can guarantee that. And you think I’ve never seen one of these things before? In my line of work? Really. I’ve seen far more than I want to admit to you for fear of you thinking too poorly of me.”


    She sighed. She tried to move her arm again, but only managed to flop it over a couple of inches. She bit back tears, as she felt what resembled shards of glass slicing down her body from the inside out. Out of options, she just nodded.


    “I need you to relax as much as you can. I know it’s hard, but you have to.” He slid his arm behind her knees and gently raised them, until they bent. Noticing the weakness in her leg muscles, he rested one of his arms across her kneecaps to hold them steady.


    She whimpered at the pain flowing through her joints. Although it hurt, she was more concerned about whether or not it was possible to literally die of embarrassment. If it were, she was convinced she’d be doing that any minute.


    “Alright, I’m going to try to pull it out. Are you ready?”


    She nodded. Even that small movement was excruciating. She started to officially hate Hadley. She’d even started to hate herself for allowing it to happen. She had known something felt wrong, but she went anyways. She was an idiot. She deserved every ounce of this humiliation.


    He carefully grabbed onto the base of the device and gave it a gentle tug. It didn’t budge.


    She bit her bottom lip and squeezed her eyes closed as a tearing pain radiated from below. Was it possible to lose internal organs, this way? She began to think it possible.


    “Dammit. It’s stuck. Did she use anything on this when she put it in? How long has it been in?”


    Eden shook her head. She tried to bite back tears, but could tell a few were escaping, despite her efforts. “No. She said she ran out. She more or less said I didn’t even deserve it, anyways. Maybe she’s right. I don’t know. And I don’t know how long it’s been there, but it seemed like hours ago.”


    “The police better get to her before I do, because I will fucking kill her! Don’t you dare believe a word that she said to you, Eden! I’m serious!”


    She shook her head sadly. Too late. “So what do I do now?”


    He frantically looked around the room, before he realized that what he needed wouldn’t be there. “Don’t move.” He rolled his eyes at himself, realizing what he’d just said. Of course, she couldn’t move. That was why she needed help. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.” He gently rested her legs back down on the bed, so they wouldn’t fall when he let go. “I’ll be right back.” He ran out the door and back to the elevator.


    Yeah, right, he grumbled in his head. Hadley doesn’t run out of lube. If there’s one thing she has more of than any sane person should have, it’s fucking lube and things to use it with. He hurried back down to Hadley’s room, where Rich and Warren busied themselves with one of the first responding police officers and the hotel manager, working out a plan of action. He ignored them and went straight into Hadley’s room, where he grabbed her suitcase.


    On his way out with it, the police officer yelled, “Hey! You can’t take that! It’s evidence!”


    “Did you take pictures of it and everything inside it, yet?” Xander asked, a challenge in his voice.


    “Well, yes, but–”


    “Then I’m taking this with me for a minute. I need something out of it. I’ll send it back down when I’m done.” He shot back into the elevator and to his room, before the officer could say anything further. He knew he might be arrested for it, but he didn’t care. Eden was counting on him to help her.


    After shutting the door and locking the deadbolt behind him, he dug through Hadley’s suitcase until he found an unopened bottle of lube along with several open bottles in various formulas that she usually brought with her. Yeah, she definitely ran out, he thought, rolling his eyes. Evil bitch.


    He pulled out the unopened bottle, more sure than ever that Eden deserved better than to be forced to use stuff from the same bottle that the witch had used. In fact, if he’d had time, he’d have sent someone to buy a new, evil-free bottle. But he couldn’t watch her suffer any longer. He took the bottle to the bed and showed it to her, to make sure she could see what he was doing. He figured the last thing she needed was yet another surprise.


    “I’m going to have to put this around the base of that plug. I know it’s somewhere you don’t want me touching right now, maybe ever, but I swear that I don’t mean anything by it. I just want to get it free, so you don’t have to suffer with it in, anymore. Do you trust me enough for this?”


    She thought about it a brief moment before slowly nodding. She wasn’t sure whether it was the truth or not. She decided she just wanted the evil thing out. If he had to be the one to do it, so be it. And after it came out, she wanted it to be immediately incinerated.


    Xander quickly washed his hands. He peeled off the plastic safety wrapper and opened the bottle. He placed a small amount on his fingers and rubbed them together to warm it up. He whispered every apology he could to her, but he felt as if none of them would even begin to be enough. Not even close.


    With the added help, it came out easily. “Son of a bitch,” he hissed, once he realized the full extent of what he was looking at. “She even used a larger one. She really wanted to inflict pain. I want the doctor to look over you when they get here to make sure there’s no damage. She better hope the police take this before I see her next, or this is getting crammed down her throat.” Xander threw it in another clean plastic bag and set it next to the bag containing the ropes. Then, he went to wash his hands again.


    Eden dropped her legs and rolled onto her side as best she could. She buried her head under the pillow. She didn’t want to see anyone. If she had to suffer any more humiliation, she was pretty sure she’d shatter. She was barely hanging onto what was left of her sanity as it was. On top of the actual situation, she had the added embarrassment of Xander Hart, celebrity, finding her bound, gagged, tagged, and naked with a sex toy jammed up her rear end. And he’d removed it for her, because she was just a useless pile of flesh. Oh, god. Kill me now. It would be more humane than this.


    When Xander came back, he wasn’t sure what he could say to her. He felt completely powerless for the first time in a long while. He didn’t think anything would make up for what had happened, not even his fortune, which is what had gotten him through thus far. Money was useless this time. He felt completely lost. Unsure of what else to do, he gathered her into his arms and lifted her onto his lap. He held her tightly, resting his head against her shoulder.


    She stiffened on contact, but soon relaxed. Although it felt as if her muscles were going to tear off her bones, she somewhat enjoyed the feeling of having a caring person there. And she was pretty sure that it was definitely not a good time to be left alone.


    He pressed his lips against her skin, but fought with all his energy to keep from actually kissing her. Although he wished to, it wasn’t the time. He would only push her away. “Would you like me to help you get cleaned up? I’ll completely understand if you don’t. I just can’t stand looking at all these words on you.”


    She nodded, uncomfortably. “I feel disgusting. I don’t know if I’ll ever be clean enough, again.” She wished more than anything that she could move her arms and legs well enough to try to clean herself. There seemed to be no end to the humiliation that Hadley had caused. At the same time, something told her that she could trust Xander, even though she didn’t really want to. Besides, she couldn’t promise herself that she wouldn’t scrub until her skin started coming off, so letting Xander do it was a safer option, anyways.


    Xander placed her back on the bed and pulled off everything but his pants, not wanting to ruin his clothes, but needing to keep her from feeling even more uncomfortable than she already did. He tossed them all into a nearby chair, before picking her back up and carrying her to the large, tiled, Roman shower in the corner of the spacious bathroom. It didn’t have a tub, only walls made of glass to block most of the water in and a drain in the bathroom floor.


    He sat her down on the floor next to him and turned on the water, allowing it to warm. He quickly gathered the supplies he would need, so they’d be readily available, and set them on the floor near the hot and cold water handles. Once the water was warm enough, he picked her back up and carried her in with him. He sat on the floor with her in his lap, just within reach of the falling water. She could feel the warm, clean streams on her legs. Although it stung at first, it quickly began to soothe her both physically and mentally.


    “If you feel uncomfortable in any way at any time, let me know. I don’t want to make this more traumatic for you than it already is,” he softly stated. “But I definitely want to get all this garbage off you. These descriptors don’t belong anywhere near you.”


    She nodded in understanding. In addition to herself, she actually felt a bit sorry for him, too. He had offered to help her, when he knew that she would hate every ounce of it. It would only take one wrong move, and she would walk away from him without even a goodbye. When it was possible for her to walk again, anyways. They both knew it. And oddly enough, he actually seemed concerned about it. She tried to soften her outward-appearing mood to help him feel better. Though she didn’t understand why she cared how he felt about anything, when really she wanted to just scream and throw a pity party for herself.


    “Are you ready?” he asked.


    “Yes. I think so.”


    “Where would you like me to start?”


    “My hair, please. I think that would give me a few minutes to ease into this without freaking out on you.”


    He nodded and carefully turned her back to the falling water, pulling her legs to one side. With one strong arm, he leaned her back into the water until her hair was in the stream, but her face remained clear. With the other, he ran his fingers through her hair to dampen it all the way through. He pulled her back up and began to work in the shampoo. When suds started to spill over onto her forehead, he quickly rinsed his hand off and wiped the suds back, only to continue washing.


    She felt helpless, like a child. She did the same for her son every day he was with her. It felt strange to experience it from her son’s perspective. The man had patience. She had to give him that much. At that moment, she had never been more grateful that Grayson was safe with his father. If he’d had to see her like that, or worse, had actually been involved, she didn’t know what she’d do.


    As Xander washed, Eden closely monitored his face. She had expected to see some form of pleasure in seeing her wet nakedness and prepared for the disgust she knew would follow once she spotted it. Instead, she was surprised to find he only looked where he needed to in order to get the job done. Where most guys would have found some pleasure at the view, she only found sorrow and regret in his eyes. He was clearly different. She also couldn’t help but wonder what it was that he regretted. Was it her attack? Or was it more?


    While she faced him, he lovingly washed the sweat and tears off her face, before scrubbing off as many of the venomous words as he could find. It seemed to take hours, but in reality, only took minutes. Each one fueled his anger more than the next. If anything, he thought, these descriptors belong on Hadley. How could I have been so stupid?


    “Are you crying?” she asked. That was something she’d never expected to see, and she didn’t know how to even begin to handle it. It did make her feel better that while she trusted him with a personal task, he also trusted her in some way. In her experience, guys didn’t cry in front of just anyone.


    He looked at his reflection in the dry part of the lower glass panel. He saw small, wet trails of tears down both cheeks. Instead of wiping them away, he quickly turned his attention back to her. “Apparently.”


    She smiled at the confirmation that he didn’t care what she saw from him. “Do you want to talk about it?”


    “No. I don’t think now is the time.”


    She stared at him a moment. “Do I need to take you back to Blue Springs? You can tell the fishies about it. Give them enough food, and they’ll listen to anything. And they’re pretty good at keeping secrets. Unless you know someone fluent in fish, anyways.”


    He couldn’t contain the small laugh that slipped past. “If you can magically erase all the bad from today and take me for another drive to anywhere, I would never wish for anything else, ever again. I can promise you that much.” His face grew serious. “We will talk about it, though, if you wish. Just not now.”


    He turned her around to face away from him and leaned her forward to wash the words off her back and the backs of her arms. When the hateful text had all washed down the drain, he leaned her back against his chest and wrapped his arms around her stomach. He rested his chin on her shoulder, praying that the contact wouldn’t upset her. He needed to feel her close and hoped she felt the same about him, even a little.


    She nuzzled her cheek against his and closed her eyes. She breathed in the humid air, and enjoyed the fact that she could feel the water on her legs more than she could when the shower had started. The pain was quickly fading. She hoped that meant her strength would soon return with the more normal feeling.


    “Do you want me to leave the rest?” he asked. “I want to help you however I can, but I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”


    She turned her face as far into his neck as she could. “No,” she replied, nervously. “That area is the most disgusting of all, right now. But I don’t think I can watch you do it. Feeling it will be bad enough.”


    After preparing the washcloth, he wrapped one arm around her shoulders and rested his hand on the back of her head, effectively blocking her vision better, should she decide to open her eyes. He slowly inhaled the shower mist and calmly exhaled it back out. Once calm enough to make sure his hand remained steady, he made quick work of the final cleaning ritual. He nearly choked when he heard her whimper into his neck.


    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered for the umpteenth time. “Would you like me to stand you up and let the hot water run on your back and shoulders? It might help the pain.”


    She nodded against his shoulder.


    He reached up behind him and adjusted the water temperature to something warmer but not hot enough to actually burn. Carefully, he laced his free arm under her legs and lifted her up, before pushing himself up off the floor with his strong legs. He lowered her feet onto the ground, but supported all of her weight on his arm. She whimpered with each bend of her joints. He turned her until they were chest to chest and put her back and shoulders under the water.


    After a few minutes, she felt her pain lessen, as if the water tried to carry it out of her body and down the drain with the grime. She attempted to move her shoulder. It still hurt, but nothing like it had before. Funny what a little heat can do, she thought.


    She rested her cheek against his chest and took in a deep, calming breath. God, he smells good. It was a nice switch from the choking perfume that she’d had to endure most of the morning. Instead of strong and overbearing, his scent was light and refreshing, comforting even. She tried to wrap her arms around him but was only able to lift them to his waist, so she looped her thumbs through two of his belt loops. She didn’t deserve his comfort. But she was grateful for it, all the same.


    He tightened his grip around her and gently kissed the top of her head. He prayed it wouldn’t upset her, but she didn’t seem to be bothered by it.


    It felt strange for her to have someone take care of her. Usually she was the one doing the caring. Part of her wanted to protest. The other part was just too emotionally numb to care. She felt as if she dangled over the edge of sanity, and somehow, he was keeping her from falling. He was her lifeline to the light. She wasn’t sure she appreciated that feeling, but at the same time, she recognized she wasn’t in any state of mind to fully grasp it, let alone appreciate it.


    When the hot water began to cool, Xander turned the shower off. He carefully picked her up again, wrapped a towel around her, and carried her back into the main room, where he gently sat her down on the bed.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, as he wrapped her towel tightly around her body. “No. Of course you’re not okay. Are you at least comfortable?”


    “As comfortable as I can get, right now.”


    He nodded in understanding. “I’ll be right back.”


    “Wait! Where are you going?” she cried. She wasn’t sure what had hit the panic switch, but it hit her hard.


    He forced his smile down, before it ever had a chance to surface. She wanted him near. She needed him near. Her tone, her eyes, they told him everything he needed to know. He hated that she felt unsafe enough to need someone, but he was thankful that she chose him, even if she hadn’t had many other options. It was the making of absolute trust, and that was good enough for him.


    She took in a deep breath and calmed her tone, grateful he couldn’t hear her still-racing heart from the distance. “I mean … Where are you going?” she asked in a much more stable voice.


    “I’m just going back in the bathroom for a second to change out of these wet jeans and boxers. I didn’t think that stripping down in front of you would make you feel comfortable, all things considered.”


    She just blinked at him in response, still embarrassed by her outburst. At the same time, she was grateful to have him around. He took the time to consider her feelings in everything he did. It shocked her, but he was exactly the type of person she needed at the moment. He was helpful, but he didn’t fuss, like Noah or her mother would have. Though she could tell that the only reason he didn’t fuss was because he was afraid it would upset her further. And it was a good call on his part.


    He grabbed a dry set of clothes and went back into the bathroom. He stripped and changed faster than he’d ever changed before, not wanting to upset her again by leaving her alone for too long. As quickly as he could, he hurried back out to continue his vigilant watch over her.


    As soon as he stepped out of the bathroom, a knock sounded on the door. “Xander, it’s me!” called a soft female voice.


    Eden tensed.


    “It’s okay,” Xander soothed. “It’s just Ava.”


    “Who … Who is Ava?” she asked.


    “She’s my manager’s assistant. I sent her on an errand. She must have been successful. Otherwise, she’d have called.” He peered through the peep hole to make sure that Ava was alone. Seeing no one behind her, he opened the door to allow her entrance.


    Within seconds, one of the most beautiful women Eden had ever seen stepped into the room carrying two shopping bags. Her flaming red curls stood out from her pale face, making her skin seem to almost glow. Eden immediately made the connection to the blurry red figure she saw just before everything went black. “Is it a requirement to look like a supermodel in order to work for you?” Eden grumbled.


    Xander laughed. “No, but I suppose it helps grab Don’s attention.”


    Ava smiled sweetly. “I brought you something,” she said to Eden, holding the bags out to the side. “Xander wasn’t sure if you wanted to put on the clothes you wore this morning, or–”


    “No,” Eden growled. “Burn them. I never want to see them again. They probably smell like overpriced perfume now, anyways.”


    Ava blinked in surprise. “I can do that.” She leaned over toward Xander. “I’ll make a note of no Chanel for this one,” she whispered. “From the sounds of it, the smell might bring back flashbacks for her. You might want to consider calling a therapist to help her cope. She seems calm enough now, but …”


    He nodded. “I think I will. Thank you for getting this stuff for me.”


    “You’re welcome.” She handed him the bags. “By the way, the detectives want to talk to her as soon as you can get her to try. They’re right down the hall.”


    “I’ll talk to her and see when she will be up for it.” He walked across the room and picked up the plastic bags with the ropes and the plug in them. He handed them to Ava. “Can you take these to the detectives? Also, this.” He retrieved Hadley’s suitcase and handed it to her, as well. “I don’t even really care what you do with this, as long as it’s not in here, anymore. Though the officer seemed to consider it evidence. He might want it back.”


    Ava tilted her head in acknowledgement and walked out the door, closing it behind her.


    “How much do I owe you for these?” Eden asked.


    “Nothing.”


    “I’m going to pay you back.”


    “I won’t take it.”


    “Xander …”


    “Consider it payment for letting me experience something other than the typical tour routine, yesterday. Also repayment for not being able to protect you as well as you protected me. I know today sucks more than words can express, but yesterday was one of the best days I’ve ever had.”


    “No. I might take the bag from Blue Springs for payment for yesterday. The lake was on the house, because it was self-defense, too.”


    “Then we’ll just have to have more days, until today is made up for as much as possible. I don’t care how many it takes. I know I can’t fully make up for it, but please let me try.” He walked over to her and reached into the bags Ava had delivered, pulling out each item, piece by piece, and laying them on the bed next to her.


    She glanced over each piece from where she sat. A simple-appearing pair of jeans, a white tank top that looked to be made of silk with colorful flowers embroidered along one side, and a pair of white sneakers with the same flowers embroidered on them. Near the sneakers, a simple-appearing set of lingerie lay across the blanket. Next to the clothes rested two black velvet boxes.


    Her eyes widened. She pointed to a symbol near the shoelaces, flinching at the pain that shot through her shoulder at the small movement. “Where have I seen that symbol?”


    He shrugged. “Anywhere, I suppose.”


    “What does it stand for?”


    “Gucci.”


    She nearly choked. “The shirt matches.”


    “It does.” He smiled. “I would assume the jeans will have the same label. Ava loves to match designers as often as possible.”


    “Are you freaking kidding me?” she nearly yelled. “JC Penney would have been just fine!”


    He laughed. “I suppose I won’t tell you that the lingerie is Guia La Bruna.”


    She paused. “I don’t know who that is.”


    “Well, good! You won’t mind wearing it then!”


    “How much money is sitting on this bed?”


    He scanned the clothes one more time. “Around five thousand dollars.”


    She stared.


    “Wait.” He picked up a black box and peeked inside. “Yes. Five thousand,” he lied.


    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re lying.”


    “Why does it matter how much it costs?”


    “How much?”


    He sighed in defeat. “Maybe ten thousand. Could be a bit more.”


    “I can’t afford to pay you back for that!”


    “Good.”


    “Why would you spend that much money on someone that you just met yesterday? You don’t even know me!”


    “Because I want to know you better, and because you deserve it. Because I don’t want to leave here and have you forget all about me and the time we spent together, yesterday. I want you to have something nice to remember me by, especially after this nightmare from today. And because after I met you, I’m not even sure I want to leave here, because it means possibly leaving you behind. I don’t know if I can be happy with that.”


    She blinked.


    “I don’t know what it is, but you’re different. And I knew it from the minute I got in your car. It only got stronger over the day. You knew that I had the money to spend on this stuff, but you wouldn’t even let me pay for ten dollar admittance. You don’t want anything from me other than my presence. And even then, you don’t even ask me for that. You didn’t even really need anything from me until this nightmare … which is my fault, by the way.”


    “Why would this be your fault?”


    “Hadley is my ex-girlfriend. I should have left her when she started fighting with my crew. I didn’t. Instead, I left her shortly before I met you. And before you think you’re some sort of rebound, I wasn’t even that upset about leaving her. But I should have known she’d do something crazy. She’s been known to throw punches at crew members in the past. I should have sent her home yesterday, instead of giving her the option to stay.”


    Eden was silent a moment. She felt sick. “Your … ex-girlfriend?”


    He nodded. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.”


    “So, when she said that you liked that stuff that she did to me …?”


    Xander put his hands up in front of his body, interrupting her. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What stuff did I supposedly like?”


    “That … that thing you pulled out for me.” She couldn’t even say the words. “She said you liked that type of thing.”


    “No, she liked that type of thing. I simply went along with it, because it’s what made her happy. There is a difference. If she gets off on cramming things up her own rectum, that’s her business.”


    Eden felt like crying, but she couldn’t. Why couldn’t she cry?


    “Eden, what she did to you is disgusting. I would never wish that on anyone. Especially not you. I can’t change what she did, but I’m going to do everything I can to make sure she pays for it. You took care of me all day, yesterday. Now, it’s my turn to take care of you. And I will repay it with as many days as you’ll give me.”


    She stared at him and let his words sink in. The clothes were meant to make her feel better, but she could tell that giving them to her made him feel better. It was his way of trying to take care of her. It was his way of trying to protect her. She sighed in defeat. “Then I guess help me get in these ridiculously overpriced clothes, so I don’t have to sit here naked all day.”


    He laughed. “I would be happy to.”


    She shook her head. “Good grief. This one outfit cost more than my car.”


    “I can fix that, too, if it’s really a problem for you …”


    “Don’t even think about it.”


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Six


    


    As soon as she was dressed, Eden stared at her red, blue, and purple wrists. “These look absolutely disgusting,” she complained. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to hide that from Noah. He’s going to freak.”


    “Oh,” he replied. “I almost forgot. Ava went above and beyond in my request. And I have to say that I’m happy she did. I can’t wait to see these on you.” He picked up a black velvet box from the bed and opened it. From within, he pulled out a diamond bracelet that was nearly three inches wide. He carefully unclasped it and wrapped it around one bruised wrist. As he’d expected it would, it masked the entire bruise. He held it out for her and turned it slightly, so she could watch it sparkle in the sunlight that streamed in the windows.


    “Good lord, almighty,” she croaked, as he placed her hand back in her lap. “That is nearly blinding.”


    “Oh, just wait. There are two,” he replied with a grin, as he held open the second box, revealing another just like it.


    She stared, as he placed the second one over the other wrist. She was surprised to see that her bruises had seemingly vanished behind all the diamonds. She only wished the out of sight and out of mind theory actually worked.


    “You do know that I’m just some simple country girl from the middle of nowhere, right? This is all completely unnecessary. And I’m not even sure I’ve seen this many diamonds in one room, before.”


    He smiled in response, but his smile quickly faded. “The police are here. Do you think you’re ready to tell them what happened? If not, I can tell them to wait.”


    She inhaled a slow, deep breath through her nose and exhaled out her mouth, trying to force her discomfort with the situation out. She nodded, nervously. “I think I’m ready.”


    “I’ll go get them.” He hesitated on his way out the door. He didn’t want to leave her, even for a minute. He certainly didn’t want her to panic, as she had earlier.


    “I’ll be fine,” she stated, though she didn’t like the idea of being left alone, either.


    He nodded and hurried out the door.


    When he disappeared, Eden glanced around the room to keep her mind busy. She scrunched her eyebrows together. Were all these flowers here yesterday? And how did I miss this?


    She searched her memory from the day before. All she remembered was a cold, functional only room. No. No, they weren’t. Did he do all this for me? Why? The room that had previously appeared sterile to her had been transformed into a florist’s paradise. Every surface had some form of flower arrangement on it.


    She slowly leaned forward and tried to stand up. Her legs wobbled, and pain shot through her muscles, but she managed to find something similar to balance. Come on, she pushed herself. You have to do this. The more you walk, the faster you’ll heal. At least that’s what she’d hoped. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been hanging, but it had clearly done some kind of damage.


    She took several slow, wobbly, excruciating steps to the closest table, which held a vase and a black journal that she immediately recognized as the one they’d gotten the day before. She felt so helpless, like an infant learning how to walk for the first time. Though she was pretty sure that the majority of infants felt none of the pain that she had to endure. When she finally managed to get to the table, however, she was rewarded with the most intoxicating fragrance. A huge bouquet of cream-colored roses, white lilies, blue hydrangea, and blue delphinium rested in a simple, round, crystal vase with leaves etched into the surface. She inhaled deeply and allowed the fragrance to soothe her.


    “Oh, god, these are heavenly,” she said to no one in particular.


    She quickly spun around, as she heard the door open behind her. Pain shot like daggers across her body, causing her to wobble.


    “Jesus!” Xander exclaimed, as he ran across the floor and steadied her, just before her legs gave out from under her. “What are you doing up?”


    “I was just trying to get my strength back. When did you get these?”


    He laughed quietly. “I brought them in last night for you. I was hoping to surprise you this morning. Some surprise, huh? It clearly didn’t work out as I’d planned.”


    A man loudly cleared his throat from behind them. “Shall we get started?” he asked.


    Eden peered over Xander’s shoulder. “Clifton?” she asked.


    “Please tell me your last name isn’t Balestra.”


    Xander turned her around to face the officer. She faked a smile, when she immediately recognized his short, raven hair and warm, chocolate eyes. She wanted to be happy to see him, but the circumstances made it nearly impossible. He hurried over to Eden and took her from Xander’s arms, squeezing her tightly, causing new pain to run through her body. She could feel his bulletproof vest through his uniform. It was familiar and oddly comforting.


    “Shit,” he grumbled into her wet hair. “Luke is not going to be happy about this one. He’s already mad that this is a celebrity case, which means we have to play by different rules. No offense.”


    “Who is Luke?” Xander asked.


    “My uncle,” she replied against Clifton’s shoulder. She gently pushed away and reached out to Xander, who gladly held her steady. “He works with Clifton with the county police. Why is the county here, anyways? Isn’t this in city limits?”


    “City is short-staffed today, so dispatch called us. It works out better, anyways. You know how much they love stuff like this.”


    “I don’t understand,” Xander replied.


    “He means that if the police of this particular city had gotten word of this first, you’d have reporters all up in this hotel before even the officers could get here,” Eden replied. “They’re also not very … thorough …”


    “She’s being polite. They’re flat out useless. We need to keep this whole thing quiet, at least until she’s caught,” Clifton stated. “We don’t want her to know that we know, or she could run.”


    “You haven’t caught her, yet?”


    “I’m sorry. We’re doing our best. We have a plan, though, and we’ll get her as soon as we can. Rock Star, here, has brilliant security staff, who are working with us every step of the way,” he promised. He glanced around the room. “Where’s Grayson? He wasn’t here, was he?”


    “Who?” Xander questioned.


    “No,” Eden replied. “He’s with Jace, thank goodness.”


    “Why don’t you take a seat, and let’s chat?” Clifton suggested, taking his cue from Eden and ignoring the question as well. “I know you probably just want to get this over with.”


    “Understatement,” she grumbled. She walked over to the nearby sitting area on wobbly legs with Xander’s support. She prayed that doctor would get there soon. She wasn’t sure how much more she could handle. Xander gently lowered her onto the cushions of the loveseat, while Clifton sat in the living chair nearby.


    Clifton pulled out a small notepad and pen. After he opened to a clean page, he scratched a few words on the top and studied her closely. “Alright, Eden, let’s start from the top. What time did you get here?”


    Xander started to walk off toward the door, deciding she would feel more comfortable without him. She clearly knew the officer and felt safe around him.


    Eden screamed, “No! Wait!”


    He immediately froze in his tracks, as her panic raked down his spinal cord, like nails on a chalkboard. He turned toward her with something between confusion and relief on his face. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be left alone. She specifically wanted him there. It felt good. And scary. She had him wrapped around her fingers, already. He prayed it wouldn’t be one more time that he got stomped into the dirt by a girl he cared about. The last thought shocked him. But it was the truth, and he couldn’t deny it. Despite their short amount of time together, he already cared about her very much.


    Clifton blinked rapidly. “Are you okay?” he asked.


    She took a deep breath and calmed herself down. She wasn’t sure why she kept panicking. It seemingly just happened, like a reflex. But after the day’s events, she just needed to feel safe. At the moment, in her damaged mind, safe was wherever Xander was. “I’m sorry. It’s just … Maybe it would be better to get a statement from both of us at the same time? There’s some overlap there, I think.”


    Clifton raised an eyebrow at her. “We can do that, this time.”


    Xander nodded and walked back across the room. He sat next to her and gently took her hand.


    “Let’s try this again. This morning. What time?”


    Eden cleared her throat. “It was around seven-fifteen? I came straight in and spoke with the front desk. I think her name was Anita? She had short, red hair. She was a bit older.”


    “Anita,” he repeated, jotting the name and description down. “I’ll check with hotel management and see if we can get a statement from her, too. What did you do when you got here?”


    Eden shrugged. “I tried to buy breakfast.”


    “Tried?”


    “Someone apparently ordered all my charges go to him, instead.” She glared at Xander, who grinned. “Anyways, I got my breakfast and sat in the dining area through the lobby. There wasn’t anyone down there but me, at the time.”


    Clifton flipped through his notes. “A Mr. Warren Kemp says that he saw you down there and spoke with you, is that correct?”


    “Xander’s guard? Yes. He came down and told me that Xander would be down shortly. We chatted for a couple minutes, no more than five, and then he left. I saw him get in the lobby elevator.”


    “Alright. What happened next?”


    “A minute or so after he left, Hadley came over to my table.”


    “This is the girl, right? Do you happen to know anyone that has a picture of her? We asked Xander’s staff, and they didn’t have any. She doesn’t seem too popular with them, either. We need to know who we’re looking for.”


    Eden shook her head. “No, I don’t have one. I didn’t think to snap a picture of her. By the time the trouble started, it was too late for me to do much. I tried to send Xander a text to let him know where I was going, but she deleted it before it could go out.”


    “I have several pictures,” Xander grumbled. He stood up and went to his suitcase. He dug through until he retrieved a handful of photos. He gave them to the officer.


    Clifton cleared his throat, as he quickly shuffled through them. “These are … yeah, these …”


    “You can keep them. I don’t want them. Burn them for all I care.”


    Eden watched curiously, as one of the pictures slipped from his hands and drifted face-up onto the floor. A naked blonde smiled suggestively at her from the carpet. “Dammit!” she yelled. “Really?” She leaned back against the loveseat with her eyes tightly closed.


    “She always hides them in my luggage,” Xander explained apologetically. “Our relationship was a bit …” He paused, as he tried to find a way to describe it. “Rocky. That’s where she’d try to make up for it.”


    “You seriously don’t have any other pictures of her?”


    “Not with me. I wouldn’t generally carry any, but like I said, she likes to hide them in my luggage. There might be a picture of us together in a magazine or two, but I definitely don’t keep up with those. So this is all I have. I’m sorry.”


    “So gross!” She found herself oddly wanting, but unable, to cry, once again.


    “Alright, let’s get back on subject. What happened when she went over to your table this morning?”


    “She wanted to know if I wanted to hang out before Xander came down. Real buddy-buddy. She seemed a bit off, but I didn’t think anything of it. She wasn’t threatening. Just weird.”


    “Weird like … drunk? High?”


    “No. Just weird. I don’t know how to explain it. She was almost overly friendly, I guess.”


    “And you went with her? What were you thinking?”


    “I’m an idiot, okay?”


    Xander placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.


    “Alright,” Clifton grumbled. “Then, what?”


    Eden took in a deep breath. “Then we got on the elevator. That’s when she started going nuts. She started with just small talk, and it escalated faster than I could even keep up with what was going on. She put a cloth on my face. Chloroform, I think.”


    “Sure it wasn’t ether?”


    “It smelled sweet, but not as strongly as ether. Perhaps next time I should carry a chem lab to be sure?” She glared at him.


    “Alright. Cloth that smelled like unconsciousness. I get it. What’s the next thing you remember?”


    Eden rubbed her hands over the bracelets that hid her bruises. “I woke up. I was strapped to a luggage rack. One of those rolling ones the hotel uses.”


    “Anything stand out to you?”


    “Yeah. I was naked. I had garbage written all over me. Makeup I think.”


    “My manager’s assistant has those pictures, if you haven’t gotten them yet,” Xander stated.


    Clifton nodded, writing details in the notepad. “Woke up with writing all over you. Then what?”


    “I yelled for someone to find me. I didn’t see anyone in the room. But then she came in. Anyways, I called for help, and then she gagged me with a scarf.”


    “Did she say anything this whole time?”


    Eden sighed and shook her head. “I don’t remember exactly. Something about giving me what I wanted. She was extremely chatty, but none of it really meant much, other than that. The rest she was just poking at me to get a reaction.”


    “Alright. Next?”


    Eden sucked in her lower lip and bit hard, embarrassed that she had to continue. “And then she took a pink butt plug and … She said that I knew that I liked it. And she tried to get a reaction out of me by saying that Xander liked it when she used them on herself with him. She talked about him the whole time. I just don’t even …”


    Xander wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her against his chest. He gently kissed the top of her head. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


    “Is there anything else?” Clifton asked sympathetically.


    “She had a glass dildo,” Eden choked. “She used that on me for a long time. I don’t know how long. But I’m pretty sure it was at least a few hours. When I stopped giving her the reactions she wanted, she’d kick me.”


    “And when you say she used it on you?”


    Eden nodded. “She never removed the gag. She never removed the plug.”


    “Alright. What happened after that?”


    “She left.”


    “What made her leave?”


    “She said she needed food. Said she’d be gone a while, so I’d wonder how long I’d have to be hanging in a room by myself. If she’s not back yet, apparently she was planning on it being a while.”


    “So then what did you do?”


    “I pulled the scarf further into my mouth so I could use my teeth. Nearly choked on it, but I managed. I tried to bite off my ropes, but I only managed to loosen one enough to get free. I used that hand to pull off my gag, and I tried to reach for my phone to call someone. I got it, but it fell on the floor. So I just started yelling.”


    “And then?”


    “I don’t remember anything but flashes of jumbled nonsense. Next thing I know, I woke up here.”


    Clifton nodded, as he jotted the last pieces down. He turned to Xander. “So, what do you know from your end?”


    “I was at sound check. Eden was supposed to come with me, but we couldn’t find her. All we knew for sure was that she was in the dining area for breakfast, according to my guard, Warren. From there, we had no clue. A few hours in, I got a call from her. I could hear her yelling, but she couldn’t hear me back. She said she was in Hadley’s room, so I dropped everything and drove here as fast as I could. I found her tied up, except the one arm.”


    “Do you know about what time that was?”


    “Almost two.”


    “So how exactly was she tied?”


    “Hands bound. White ropes tied to the hooks on the sides. Feet were the same way. The hooks on the sides of the rack went through a loop in the rope, so even though she got the one arm free, the other was stuck. She was facing the ceiling. Kind of like a pig on a spit.” He quickly glanced at her. “Sorry. It’s the only thing that came to mind. Anyways, she had writing all over her. I didn’t see a scarf around her face, but I think there was one on the floor. I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying much attention to the state of the room. I was more concerned about the state of her, as you can imagine.”


    Clifton nodded. “So what did you do, when you found her?”


    “I pulled her down, of course. My manager suggested I take a witness, so I brought his assistant, Ava. I thought it would be easier on her to have a female witness.” He immediately recognized his last sentence as a lie. He hadn’t thought it would be easier on her, though he supposed it might have been. At the time, he’d just been thinking that he didn’t want the other men to see her exposed body. He’d felt oddly possessive of her, like they’d have been staring at his girlfriend’s body. “Anyways, we took the pictures and cleaned her up.”


    “Do you still have marks from this?” Clifton asked her. “Or did everything wash off?”


    “They’re bruises!” Xander growled. “They don’t wash off!”


    Eden gently took his hand and squeezed.


    When he looked at her, his expression immediately softened. “He’s acting like he doesn’t believe you,” he whispered.


    “It’s okay,” she whispered back. “He just needs to see.” She carefully leaned forward and, with her free hand, pulled up the leg of her jeans to show the bands of red, blue, and black around her ankles. When Clifton nodded, she tried to unclasp one of her bracelets. Her fingers were too unsteady to successfully open the clasp.


    “Here,” Xander gently offered. He quickly unlatched the bracelet, exposing the bruises around her wrist. Once he was sure Clifton had gotten a good look, he fastened it back.


    With support from Xander, Eden slowly stood on slightly unsteady legs. She clenched her teeth against the pain coursing through her body. She tried to lift her shirt to show her side, but had too much difficulty.


    Xander shifted her weight to one hand. With the other, he helped expose the bruises on her side. After the officer nodded, he smoothed Eden’s shirt back down, making sure to shoot one last glare in Clifton’s direction.


    “Any other pain?” Clifton asked.


    “Everywhere,” she replied. “Mostly in my arms, legs, and neck. I might not be sitting right for a few days, either.”


    “Do you plan on seeing a doctor?”


    “Yes, we have one that will be here shortly,” Xander replied.


    “If you can, I would like to see those reports. I want to list as many additional charges as possible. I don’t want someone like this walking the streets.”


    “Additional charges?”


    “Though you and I see this case as sexual assault and battery, the legal definition of sexual assault can sometimes be a bit vague. It will all depend on the judge. Sometimes cases like these don’t go how we want. Just in case, I’d like to try and pin as many charges on her as we can get on her.” He glanced at Eden. “You might get a little nudge from this guy’s celeb status, Eden, but unless you take it public and really cause a stink that generates enough public outrage, she might not be locked away too long, unless we have so much evidence on her that they don’t have a choice to keep her there. Then you need to find a lawyer who can convince them to spread each charge out, instead of allowing her to serve them all at once.”


    “But … I don’t want to go public,” she stated. “This is too embarrassing. And Jace could–” She froze and flexed her jaw.


    “Look, I’m not supposed to recommend that you go public. I’m not telling you this as an officer. It will put a lot of pressure on the judge and even the department. I’m telling you this as a friend. If you are up for it, it would probably help keep her off the streets longer. With something like this, I don’t want her on the streets again. Is there anything else you remember that might help?”


    She ran the details through her mind. She shook her head. “She’d worn jeans and a tee shirt when I saw her in the dining room. She wore a white, leather dress when she left. It looked expensive. She might still be wearing it.”


    “Doubtful,” Xander grumbled. “She’s been gone a few hours. She likely went shopping. She’s a big believer in retail therapy. She changes clothes five or six times a day, at least. She has my credit card, though. She never gave it back after we broke up, and I haven’t had a chance to cancel it yet. Maybe that will help you somehow. It should at least help you track her. Ava has that information. And I’ve never seen her wear jeans or even pack them. Perhaps you should see if anyone in the hotel is missing something?”


    “Do you have any idea why she would target you?” Clifton inquired, mostly out of curiosity. “You aren’t a part of their group. And female on female rape is pretty uncommon.”


    Eden shrugged. “She kept mentioning Xander and what I supposedly wanted from him. At least once every five or ten minutes.”


    Clifton looked to Xander. “Care to shed a little light on the subject?”


    “She’s my ex,” Xander stated, agitation showing through, once again. “We broke up because she couldn’t stop fighting with my crew. She’s an angry person. I don’t know why she does anything to the extreme that she does.”


    “Why Eden, though? How do you even know her? Generally speaking, someone like Eden wouldn’t even be a speck on your radar.”


    Eden flinched. Though she’d agreed with Clifton’s words and had thought the same thing frequently since she’d met him, that didn’t mean they didn’t sting once verbalized. She immediately knew that she had gotten a bit too wrapped up in her fairy tale the previous night. She didn’t think it meant that she deserved an attack from his ex, but she was definitely out of her league. That much was certain.


    Xander tried to bring his anger down to a manageable level but barely held it below boiling. “That is a hateful lie for anyone to tell,” he seethed.


    “Xander,” Eden whispered. “He didn’t mean anything by it. He just meant that–”


    “I know what he meant!” Xander nearly yelled. “He meant that you’re not worthy of my attention, and I shouldn’t have been bothering with you in the first place! He’s wrong! Dead wrong!”


    She stared at him, shock and frustration on her face. Why couldn’t he just admit there was a big, fat elephant in the room named Eden Doesn’t Belong Here?


    “So, you’re … together?” Clifton asked, completely confused by the conversation going on just feet away.


    “No,” Eden replied at the very same moment Xander yelled, “Yes!” Eden looked at Xander as if he’d lost his mind, while Xander’s eyes pleaded with her to agree with him.


    “Right …”


    She leaned toward Clifton to explain. “Look, I’ve known him in person for going on two days, though I’d obviously known about him for a while,” Eden explained. “You’ve seen the CDs in my car nearly every time I’ve been by. Mom played them all the time at home. I can’t deny that. Anyways, I saw him walking alone under the highway, so I picked him up off the side of the road.”


    “Eden! You know better than to do something like that!” Clifton scolded. “He could have been a serial killer!”


    “And yet he isn’t the one that hurt me,” she snapped back, rolling her eyes. “I had the gun that Jace got for me, Clifton. I wasn’t worried. He was walking and looked a bit upset, so I decided to stop. We went to Blue Springs and then the lake. I just showed him pieces of the area, since it’s his first time here. We seemed to hit it off. That’s it. But I hadn’t met Hadley before this morning, I swear.”


    “You didn’t bring that gun, today, did you?”


    “I did, but it’s in the car.”


    “And your keys are?”


    Xander quickly stood and fetched the bag that held Eden’s clothes from the morning. He dumped it out on the bed and picked up each piece, one by one. Shirt, pants, shoes, underwear, phone … No keys. “Missing, unless you found them in Hadley’s room,” he stated.


    Clifton shook his head.


    “Oh, well that’s nice,” Eden grumbled.


    “Alright, so we’ll be looking out for a possibly armed female rapist in your car. The one thing I’m not understanding is how she knew about you, in the first place.”


    “I don’t know. She wasn’t around when we got back here, last night.”


    “What time was that?”


    “I don’t know. Eleven-ish? Maybe eleven thirty? I was home before midnight. It took the normal fifteen to twenty minutes to get there.”


    “Anyone who can verify that time?”


    “Noah. He was home and waiting for me. He pounced on me when I got in the door, because I’d ignored his calls and texts all day. You know how he can get.”


    “Alright, I’ll see if the hotel’s security cameras caught anything when you were here. Anything else?”


    She shrugged.


    “If you think of anything, you have my number. I’ll call you when we catch her. Lay low, until then. I’d actually prefer if you both stay on this floor and in this room. Especially you, Eden. If she sees you running around free, she could split before we even catch up with her.”


    “But he has a concert tonight. He can’t stay here.”


    “No,” Xander said. “I’m cancelling everything, until the police have her in custody. I’m sure everyone will understand.”


    “There,” Clifton agreed. “That’s settled. Well, I’m going to go help find her and get out of your hair. Give Grayson a hug for me.”


    “I will,” Eden said, staring at Xander in confusion. “Clifton?”


    “Yeah?”


    “When this does get out, please keep my name out of it? I don’t want Jace to think I’m unable to take care of things on my end. That’s a battle that I don’t need right now.”


    Clifton only nodded and walked out the door.


    Once the door was closed, she asked, “Why would you cancel shows? Aren’t they important to you?”


    “Of course they are. But I’m not going without you. When I found you, I told you I wouldn’t leave you, and I meant it. You need me here, so here I am. Besides, if she got a hold of you again, I’d never forgive myself.”


    Jesus. No wonder she got so caught up in the fairy tale. Her Prince Charming, Rocker Edition, kept playing the part so convincingly. “Why do you say stuff like that?”


    “Because I mean it.”


    “Tell me something. If this hadn’t have happened, where would we be today? Tomorrow?”


    “Today, we’d be at sound check, as we’d planned. Tonight, we’d be at the show. When the show ended, we’d go do something, but I’m not sure what or where. But we’d be together, until you decided you wanted to go home. Tomorrow, we’d go to an interview that I had set up. We’d do a smaller show for the group doing the interview. Then we’d go do whatever, until you decided to go home.”


    “And the day after that? And after that? What about when your week here is up? Then what?”


    “I don’t think I understand where you’re going with this.”


    “When the week is up and you leave … What would happen then?”


    He opened his mouth and closed it again. What would he do? All he knew was that he wasn’t ready to leave her. Something about her seemed to call to every cell of his being. But he couldn’t tell her that. He didn’t want to scare her away. Especially not after what had happened to her. He finally decided on, “I haven’t gotten that far.”


    “Well I can tell you. You’d just leave for wherever, and I’d be nothing but a faint memory. Though you will definitely remember what was done to me more clearly. You’d remember me as that girl that was attacked by your ex at your hotel. I’d remember this unforgettable time that I had with someone way higher up on the food chain than myself, as well as all the horrible bits from today that might haunt me the rest of my life. I’d have clothes that I could never dream of affording and jewelry that I could buy a new car with to remind me all about it. And I’d never see you again, except maybe from the crowd at a future concert, assuming I could afford the ticket, which chances of that are pretty slim these days. And I have to tell you that the thought kills me for some reason. I don’t understand it. But it’s true. All of it.”


    “No.” He refused to believe that it would be the truth. There was no way he’d just forget about her and everything else that she’d taught him and shown him, not just about her, but about himself. He wanted to know more. He needed to know more. He might not have known her for long, but he was terrified to lose her. He just hadn’t realized how much until she’d actually disappeared.


    “Why did you tell Clifton that we’re together?”


    He shrugged. “Is it not obvious?”


    “Clearly not, if I asked.”


    “I told him that because I want us to be.”


    “You just feel bad for me, right now. I’m that broken girl with the fresh trauma, and you’re a good person, who cares what happens to people.”


    “No. I felt that way yesterday. Look, I don’t know how Hadley found out about you. I don’t know how she would have seen you. But if she did, I know exactly what would make her think that you were stealing me away from her. She’s psychotic and doesn’t see that I let her go. It wasn’t on her terms; therefore it wasn’t good enough for her. After just the one glance they got of us in the hall when I carried you away, it’s obvious to everyone on my crew that I care about you, despite the short time that we’ve actually known each other. I’ve been a mess all morning, not knowing where you were, and I knew that you needed me. I don’t know how I knew. I just did. I messed up practice, I was too busy checking my phone every four seconds in case the hotel called with information, and I even lashed out at people, because I only wanted to come find you. I didn’t care about practice, knowing you were missing. If Hadley saw even a hint of that, it would clearly piss her off.”


    She stared at him. “But I’m nobody.”


    “Don’t say that. It’s not true.”


    “Oh, spare me, Xander. You bring your supermodel-looking ex and your supermodel-looking manager’s assistant with you from a place full of more supermodels and actresses and singers, all with presence and money. I’m just an average girl from nowhere. I can’t compete with any of that.”


    “With empty beauty? Do I really need to remind you how ugly Hadley is on the inside? I’d think it would be burnt into your subconscious forever, right about now. And money? I don’t need it. I have plenty. I’ve worked very hard for a long time. Even if this next album flops and I never do music ever again, I have plenty of backup sources of income. I’m not hurting.”


    “Xander, I’m not built for that kind of relationship.”


    Confusion rolled off him in waves. “What kind of relationship?”


    “That glitz and glamour Hollywood-type relationship, where you run off with your band, and I stay behind and wait for your call, wondering what groupies are keeping you from picking up that phone. Then you come back and get me for anything that requires a date and have to spend bajillions of dollars trying to make me look even sort of like I belong there. Just like you did with these.” She held up her wrists to show off the diamonds.


    “I don’t want you to blend in. My life is dark and chaotic. You are calm and patient.”


    “I’m not feeling so calm, right about now.”


    He shook his head. “I know. And I’m so sorry. But my point is that you stand out from everything else that is my life, and I want it to stay that way. And stay behind? Never. I want you to come with me every step of the way.”


    “That’s moving a bit fast, don’t you think?”


    “Well, you can have your own hotel room, if you want. For as long as it makes you feel comfortable. I’m in no rush.”


    “Xander, seriously. I can’t go with you.”


    “Why not?”


    “I have things here that I can’t leave behind.”


    “Like what?”


    She bit her cheek as she tried to filter her thoughts before they reached her mouth. Their conversation was about to get personal, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it. “Like a roommate that I have to help out with rent and bills. Noah would have a hard time paying for that house by himself. And I have classes and a job …”


    He shrugged. “I can help him. You have to leave your job? Fine. I’ll give you one. Better yet, I’ll just support you, and you won’t have to worry about anything, ever again. You can finish your classes online. I’m sure if I speak with the college, they’d be happy to help you out. You’ll have plenty of time and space to heal as you see fit and only as many obligations as you want.”


    “Xander, be serious. I won’t have to worry about working? Ever? After a day of knowing me?”


    “I’m not ready to leave you behind, yet! You’re the only thing I’ve been sure about in a while! You really think I like those fake Hollywood relationships? Let me tell you something! I’ve had them, and they suck! You have an outwardly beautiful person on your arm, but an inwardly ugly person harping in your ear and trying to tear you down! And that’s assuming they’re not sleeping around with people higher up on the food chain than you are, so that they can find someone to leech even more money or fame from! You aren’t like that! The only thing you’ve ever asked of me is my presence! And you don’t really even ask for that! You just offer yours to me! You’re real!”


    She sighed and shook her head. She had to tell him. It was only fair. And if he really felt that way about her, he would have to know the truth someday. “Xander, my son is here.”


    He blinked, as the color drained from his face. “What?”


    “When Clifton asked about Grayson, you asked who he was. Grayson is my son. He’s two years old. He’s currently with my ex-husband, because he is the one with visitation this week.”


    She watched the tattooed patterns on his arms move, as he flexed his hand. He almost seemed as if the movements would somehow align his thoughts for him so he could find the right thing to say. Unfortunately, he couldn’t. “But …”


    “I’m sorry. I can’t leave him behind.”


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Seven


    


    “How is she?” Don asked, as Xander stepped outside the room. “I heard screaming.”


    “I think she’s okay. She’s sleeping. The doctor said nothing is broken, which is good. He gave her a few shots and medication to help with the soreness. He said that the damage is likely only temporary. A few days, maybe a few weeks, she should be back to something like normal. Physically, anyways.”


    “And the screaming?”


    Xander turned an interesting shade of green that Don had never seen on him. “Her arms were dislocated. They’re fixed now.”


    Don studied Xander’s exhausted face. “What’s wrong, now?”


    “Her body is torn up. He said only another hour or so up there, and she might have required surgery. He also said it was a miracle that she didn’t tear badly enough from that plug to require surgery to fix that, too. It’s my fault. I should have left Hadley behind way before now. She’d never have come here. She never would have had a chance to hurt that innocent girl in there.”


    “You know you also wouldn’t have met that girl, if that were the case, right?”


    “Huh?”


    “Why were you walking, yesterday? You know it’s not a very smart idea with the paparazzi that could have caught wind of it. We did a good job of sneaking you in, but it only takes one to figure it out. And especially since you went without Warren and Rich … It wasn’t very smart.”


    “I guess I went because I was upset about the breakup … Well … Maybe not so much the breakup, itself. All the circumstances around it. I was going to drive, but I didn’t really want to. And I didn’t bring them, because I wanted to be alone.”


    “So if you’d have broken up with her way before yesterday, you’d have never been walking. And I find it incredible that it’s the one day that you weren’t followed. I don’t like to throw the word ‘fate’ around, much. But it does seem peculiar that you meet a girl that has you in this weird … whatever state you’d call this.” Don gestured from Xander’s head down to his feet and back again. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you like this. And you had zero interference from people that usually stalk you everywhere, so you could actually enjoy it. She clearly doesn’t have the power to make them go away, so …”


    Xander opened his mouth to say something, but closed it again, when no words came to mind. Don was right about the likelihood that he’d have never met Eden if it weren’t for his breakup with Hadley. But it still didn’t make everything okay, again. He wasn’t sure anything would. And though he didn’t think about their stroke of luck the day before, he certainly thought about it after Don mentioned it.


    “I have to tell you, though,” Don began. “PR isn’t going to be happy. She doesn’t appear the kind that can give your career the boost it needs. They want glamour on your arms at functions. She’s young and beautiful. I really mean that. But she’s not that kind of beautiful.”


    “Fuck PR, Don! You can tell them that this is the one time that I don’t give two shits what they have to say!”


    Don nodded and sighed. He wanted to argue with Xander on that point, but he couldn’t bring himself to. He’d seen how Xander looked at her. He knew it was only business, but he couldn’t bring himself to say that Xander the business was more important than Xander the person. He didn’t believe that. “In case you haven’t heard, Hadley is still not back. I had Ava check on the card you gave her for expenses, and she’s been shopping all day. I’m sure you’re surprised.”


    “Yeah,” Xander grumbled. “Shocked. Don’t let me forget to cancel that, as soon as they catch her.”


    “The good news is that she’s still in the state, nearby even, but the police haven’t been able to find her. She keeps moving from place to place faster than they can get there.”


    Xander ran his hand through his hair in frustration.


    “She’ll be back,” Don reassured him. “She’ll slip up, somehow. When she does, we’ll get her. She’s already slipped up once. She made the mistake of underestimating that girl. This Eden girl is a determined one, that’s for sure. I am impressed that she was even able to get that one arm loose to even call you with a dislocated shoulder. Especially with the state you found her in when we got here. I didn’t see the pictures, but Ava says it was pretty bad.” Don noticed the contemplative expression crossing Xander’s face. “What?”


    “What would you say to bringing a kid on tour?”


    “You don’t have kids.”


    “Apparently, Eden has one. I want to bring her with us when we leave, but she says she can’t leave her son behind. He’s young. I don’t blame her for that, but I want her to come. I don’t want to say that I need her to come, but I kind of feel like I do.”


    Don raised one eyebrow. “You think it’s that serious? You just met her.”


    “I don’t know how serious it is, for sure. But I want to find out.”


    “And you don’t care that she has a kid? Because you know that’s going to add more complications than I think you’re ready for. You’ve been in the rock and roll scene for so long. I’m not sure you would know what to do with anything else.”


    “I want to try. It sounds cliché, but there’s just something about her. Something about her just pulls me in. And it’s not about this Hadley bullshit. I felt that way yesterday.”


    “Well … I think you should do whatever you think is the right thing to do. Clearly, you don’t care what PR thinks. She seems less hostile than her predecessor, which means I’m more likely to back you up with them. But make sure you talk with her about it, first. And for Christ’s sake, don’t make her do anything, until she’s ready. I don’t want to sound pushy or anything, but she is going to be a hot mess after this shit is over with. She might not even feel up to a tour. But, if she does, an emotionally scarred rape victim won’t be nearly as hard to be around as her psychotic rapist. I’d happily trade anyone, if it means getting rid of Hadley.”


    “Thanks for that, Don,” Xander replied, rolling his eyes.


    “Maybe you should use the rest of this week to show her how much you care about her and support her. Be that disgusting, sappy romantic that I know you can be. Then let her decide. Day two was clearly a bust, but you have five left. And if she decides to come with us, I’ll deal with PR.”


    Xander nodded. “I need to borrow your assistant again, then.”


    “Maybe we should get you your own, so mine can actually do stuff for me for a change!”


    “Why? I like yours just fine.” He then walked over to the elevators to find Ava. She’d know what to do.


    


    ~*~


    


    Eden woke up in a sort of haze. It took her a few minutes to figure out where she was. When she remembered not only where she was but why, she wanted to curl up and die. The doctor had offered to prescribe anti-depressants for her, but she didn’t want a medication that would make her feel more like a robot than what she already did. Especially not when she hoped her trauma would only be temporary.


    She wanted to call Jace. She needed to see Grayson. He was the only thing that kept her from seriously considering the more permanent removal of herself from the planet option. But she didn’t want to have to explain to Jace what had happened, and she knew he’d ask questions and want details. She could already feel his judgment, and she hadn’t even talked to him, yet.


    When she heard a loud vibration coming from the table next to the bed, she turned her face toward it. Her phone screen illuminated the darkening room. She reached over and picked the phone up off the table, tapping the message screen.


    “How is everything? Are you coming home, tonight?” It was from Noah.


    “I can’t,” she typed. She missed Noah, too.


    She thought about Xander’s request. It seemed ridiculous. What would she do on tour? Play dress-up? Pretend to be a rich, celebrity girlfriend? Go out to parties every night and help with shows all day?


    She laughed. She couldn’t see it. Thanks to teen motherhood, she had missed out on all that in high school. Now she felt too mentally aged to be happy with it.


    But Xander wouldn’t have to leave you behind, she thought to herself. He said he wouldn’t.


    She scolded herself. Since when did she need a man? She’d been perfectly happy with her son and her best friend for the last year. A lack of romance wasn’t a big deal.


    At the same time, it would be her chance to do something better than what she did every other day. She could see the world and perhaps make a difference in it. She didn’t think that Jace would allow Grayson to come with her all the time, but during the days that she had him, she could show him parts of the world that he wouldn’t otherwise get to see. But logistically, there were some major flaws in that option. Visitation switches would be a nightmare.


    Did she really want to go with Xander? She’d be giving up everything she had at home with the hopes that everything would magically work out, which would have been extremely uncommon for the high-profile type relationships, anyways. And then, it had been complicated by her recent trauma. She might not have it in her to be completely fair to him for a while. And if it didn’t work out … Then, what?


    Besides, she didn’t really know him. All she knew about him was the stuff she read in the occasional magazine and online story. Even then, she usually skipped over the personal stuff, because it was rarely accurate. She had only known him in person for two days, and most of the second, she was his ex’s hostage. What if there was something that the reporters wouldn’t be able to see? What if she decided to go and he turned into a completely different person? What if she turned into a different person from what he expected? What if she finished growing up in a way he didn’t appreciate? She was only nineteen, after all.


    And what if you’re looking for excuses to be stubborn, just because some bitch decided to cram a toy up your ass and make you feel like a dirty, unworthy reject in order to chase you away?


    She sighed. She hated how her opinion of herself had changed over the course of one morning.


    Her phone vibrated again. She opened the message. “What do you mean ‘can’t’?”


    She chewed on the side of her bottom lip, before slowly typing, “Come see me. Palatial Heights. Top floor.” She looked around for a room number, but only saw “The Blue Room” written on a card next to the bed. “I don’t see a room number. Just ‘The Blue Room.’ Bring your ID. They might want it. Security is going to be tight, when you get here.” She tapped the send button.


    Without waiting for a response, she rolled over and picked up the hotel phone. She didn’t need a response from Noah. She knew he’d be there. He always was. She immediately dialed the front desk. After only one ring, a man answered. “Yes, this is Eden Balestra. I guess I’m with Xander Hart’s party. Can you please let them know that a man named Noah Hargrove will be here within the next fifteen minutes or so? They’ll be looking for a pale, heavy guy with red hair and a scraggly beard. Make sure they let him through. If Officer Clifton is still with them, he’ll recognize him. If not, he’s bringing his ID.”


    “Yes, Ma’am,” the man on the other end replied.


    Before she was even able to hang up the phone, her cell started vibrating, again. “On my way.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Less than ten minutes after she received the last text message, she heard a knock on her door. Apparently speed limits were merely suggestions …


    Before she could respond, the door opened and in walked Clifton and Noah. Eden smiled as best she could, but she dropped the wasted effort when she saw the worry on Noah’s face. She knew he would see through it, anyways. Clifton left to give them space.


    “What’s up?” he asked. “Why is Clifton here? He said he couldn’t tell me.”


    “Um,” she started. She searched for words, but she didn’t seem to be able to find any good ones that wouldn’t cause him to worry more. “Well, something happened today.”


    Noah’s pale face became even paler. “What kind of something?”


    “The kind of something where I don’t know when I’ll be able to leave here. I could have to stay a while. It could be a few hours. It could be a few days. I just don’t know how long it’ll be. Clifton’s team is suggesting I stay here, until someone is caught.”


    “Caught?”


    She covered her face, trying to hide her humiliation. She knew he wouldn’t think any differently of her, but she still felt so wretched and less than human at having to tell him. “I think you should have a seat.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Shortly after Eden told Noah the whole story, Xander walked in the door with Rich right behind him. The two men immediately froze when they saw the new face in the room.


    Noah’s face immediately reddened in fury.


    “Noah, don’t,” Eden warned.


    Ignoring her, he jumped up from the chair and strode purposefully across the room. When he was within reach of Xander, he shoved him as hard as he could.


    Xander wavered, but quickly stood straight again. He made no moves toward Noah. He showed no anger. He remained perfectly calm, but also a bit remorseful. He understood Noah’s rage. He felt it, himself.


    Rich prepared to move in, but Xander held up his hand. “It’s okay, Rich,” he said sadly.


    “Okay?!” Noah yelled. “It’s okay?! You had one job, Rock Star! One! Get her home safely! You failed!”


    Xander flinched under the weight of Noah’s judgment, but he stood firm. “I understand why you’re upset. I’m upset about this, too. We are doing what we can to make sure she is taken care of. I’ve tightened my security. The hotel has tightened theirs. The police department is tightening theirs, and we’re all searching for Hadley. We’re fully cooperating and giving the police whatever they need. We will find her, and she will pay for what she did.”


    “Yeah, she fucking better!”


    “Noah,” Eden soothed. “I don’t blame them. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have gone with her.”


    Noah’s disposition immediately softened, as he turned back toward her. “No. No, this isn’t your fault at all. Life just likes to shit on you, and the rest of us suck at keeping it from happening.”


    “My life isn’t that bad.”


    “So, I’m not saying that we don’t want you here; but why are you here?” Rich asked. “Better yet, who the hell are you?”


    “This is my roommate, Noah.”


    “She texted me and told me where to find her,” Noah snapped, glaring at the guard. “She needed me, so here I am.”


    “You have a male roommate?” Rich asked, giving Xander an awkward glance.


    “What of it?” Noah challenged.


    “It’s not like that,” Eden sighed, already exhausted by the testosterone overload in the room.


    Xander noticed her increasing discomfort and turned to Rich. “Perhaps you should go help Warren and the police. We’ll stay here in the room and bolt the door.”


    “I know what you need,” Noah stated, recognizing the same discomfort and embarrassed that he wasn’t the first to see it. “I’ll be right back. Do you need me to get you anything, while I’m out? Food? Have you eaten?”


    “I might throw it back up,” Eden answered honestly. “I’m not feeling much like eating right now. But do you think you could bring my medication from home? It’s in my makeup bag. You can bring the whole bag, if you wish.”


    He gave her a quick hug. “Right back.” He glared at Xander. “She better be exactly where I left her when I get back! And in the exact same condition that she’s in now or better!” He then rushed out the door, slamming it behind him.


    Xander stared at the closed door for a few moments. “Is he always so charming?”


    “When something upsets him. He can be a bit protective.”


    “Ah.” As much as it bothered him, Xander didn’t blame him. He felt awfully protective of her, himself.


    Eden stood and carefully walked over to the loveseat. She peered around the room at all the flower arrangements in silence. The mixture of their beauty in rainbows of colors and shapes and their combined fragrances seemed to soothe her down to her soul. She instantly missed Blue Springs. If she could just get back there, sit next to the spring, and feed the fish in silence, she’d ask for nothing else for the rest of the week. If she could take Grayson, she’d extend that to a month.


    “Are you feeling okay?” Xander asked.


    She shrugged. “The drowsiness from the medication has worn off, but not the pain-killing aspects. So physically, I’m not hurting, anymore.”


    “And emotionally?”


    “Numb.”


    He nodded sadly. “I expected as much. I’m more worried about why you’d feel the need to call your roommate. Am I upsetting you in some way? You can tell me. It isn’t my intention to upset you or hurt you more.”


    “I just needed my best friend. I’d have called my mom, but I really don’t want to explain this crap to her. She’d tear the whole place up, investigation be damned.”


    “How can I help?”


    “Would it sound lame if I say that you help just by being here? These flowers you stuffed your room with are beautiful. This outfit you had Ava go get for me feels heavenly. And though I think the bracelets were a bit much, I like not having to stare at the ugliness underneath them. But really, if you really feel the need to give me something, I’d rather just have your time. And I think you already know that.”


    He smiled. “I do.”


    “I don’t want you to think that I’m ungrateful. I just don’t even kind of feel like myself right now. I feel worthless and broken. And … dirty. I’m afraid that I’ll probably be that way for a while. Even after you leave here.”


    He nodded sadly. “You can come with me. The offer will always be open to you.”


    “Don’t say things like ‘always.’ You can’t promise me that. Why don’t you just start with the rest of the week? I think I’ll be okay accepting that much. But I’m afraid I might not be great company.”


    “I’ve seen how amazing your company can be. I want to see you like that again. If you’ll allow me to help see you through the bad, I would feel honored to know you trust me with something so important. I don’t know if I can live up to your expectations of me, but I’m going to try.”


    She shook her head. “I don’t have any expectations. I saw a guy in a magazine, online, and on TV. I heard the same guy on the radio and CDs. I only know as fact what I witness with my own eyes. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a nice guy with a great voice, musical skills, high-profile career … and a blank slate. So I suppose instead of showing me what the world sees you to be or what you think I expect of you, just show me who you are and who you want to be. And I think we should make an agreement.”


    “What kind of agreement?”


    “I’m going to try to not let this make me feel like a dirty, useless, barely human whore while you are in town. And you should worry more about what’s right in front of you instead of what’s coming at the end of the week.”


    Xander sat next to her and wrapped his arms around her. “Deal.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Less than an hour later, Noah returned with snacks of all kinds and a huge stack of movies. None of the movies were good, but that was half of their appeal. Bad acting, overacting, low-budget, terrible scripts, special effects that looked like they were done by toddlers … Everything that amazingly horrible movies could ever be made of. He found it all.


    He also threw in Spice World for good measure. It was a movie that haunted him, but she seemed to enjoy torturing him with it on more than one occasion, therefore he allowed it. Anything to get her to smile again. He would take one for the team.


    “What the hell is this?” Xander asked less than halfway through. He wanted to look at Eden, who sat quietly in his lap, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the train wreck of a somewhat movie on the screen.


    “You’ve never seen Spice World?” Noah asked. “She loves to torment me with this one.”


    “I’ve seen the Spice Girls, but this is just …”


    “Welcome to my Hell.”


    “Oh, come on,” Eden giggled. “This isn’t that bad. I find it rather enjoyable.”


    “Psht,” Xander argued, as he squeezed her a bit tighter, happy that the old Eden started to shine through. It was only a faint glimpse of the bright being that had been chased into the darkness, but it was there all the same. “It is pretty bad. I mean, what kind of script is this? It doesn’t make any sense! It’s just a huge, jumbled mess!”


    “Clearly, they took a basic blank outline. Then they sporadically placed ‘Defy Manager’ and ‘Tabloid Terror’ in random places. Then, they took a big Wheel of Fortune wheel and wrote random girly crap in place of the dollar amounts and prizes. For all the blank places left in the outline, they spun the wheel and wrote down whatever it landed on.”


    Xander laughed. “Clearly!” He rested his cheek on top of her head.


    She allowed herself a few laughs throughout their movie marathon, even though she didn’t really feel like laughing. She even found herself snacking on some of the lighter snacks that Noah had brought. She was glad she’d contacted him. He always knew how to soften the blows life threw at her.


    Several movies later, she drifted off to sleep, head against Xander’s chest and legs draped over one of Noah’s knees. It was the safest she’d felt that day.


    Unfortunately, that safe feeling was short-lived. She was jolted from her dead sleep by a loud bang. She shot straight up. Noah placed a hand on her shin, and Xander wrapped his muscled arms protectively around her body.


    Then she heard another bang … and then another. She gripped Xander’s arm so tightly she was almost afraid her nails would cut into his skin. But she was too afraid that her nightmare hadn’t quite ended to loosen her grip.


    “What’s that?” Noah asked.


    “Gunfire,” she whimpered.


    


    ~*~


    


    Smiling brightly and carrying a variety of shopping bags on her arms, she strode into the mostly empty hotel lobby. Her new heels clicked loudly against the floor. Retail therapy was an amazing thing. And spending Xander’s money was just so satisfying. No … It wasn’t just Xander’s. It was their shared money.


    She hadn’t been able to find her usual favorites, like Versace, Valentino, and Jimmy Choo in the middle of nowhere stores, but she still found a few things that even Xander would enjoy. She was determined to get him back. With his little whore out of her way, it would be a snap.


    All she had to do was get rid of the bitch in her room. She’d been tied up for well over twelve hours. Surely that would be enough to scare her away for good. If not, she’d found a little extra incentive in her car that she’d “borrowed.”


    She giggled to herself, as she remembered the little whore’s muffled screams when she shoved the plug in. That bitch could scream and cry all she wanted. Hadley knew that she really enjoyed it. And the way that her eyes glazed over when Hadley started using the dildo on her … It turned her on. If it weren’t for the fact that the whore had eyes for Xander, Hadley would try to keep her around for her own. But trying to get in between her and Xander was not going to fly.


    She hurried up the elevator and to her room. She hoped her captive was still awake. She wanted to play with her at least one more time before she let her go.


    She slowly opened the door, revealing nothing but darkness. She smiled to herself. She hoped Xander’s new whore was afraid of the dark. It would have just been the icing on the cake.


    “So, I hope you’ve had time to cool off, now that you’ve just been hanging around a while,” she smirked. She laughed at her own pun. “Get it? Hanging? Because you’re still tied? Geez. Tough crowd. Anyways, I have one hot evening planned for you. There’s a lot of night left. Isn’t that when the little boyfriend-stealing whores like you come out to play? I saw how much you loved that dildo. I have a few more I want you to try. I can’t wait to make you scream. But not too loud. I don’t want to have to use this beautiful gun that I found in your car.” She reached in one of the bags and pulled the pistol out, waving it in the air. “Maybe incentive for you to behave yourself? You know, you really shouldn’t leave things like this laying around. It could be dangerous.”


    She flipped on the light switch.


    “What the hell?” she screeched, as she dropped her bags on the ground.


    On the luggage rack, where she’d left her bound and gagged captive, sat Warren. “Oh, I can’t wait,” Warren replied with a menacing grin, standing to greet her. “Let’s get started, shall we?”


    Hadley quickly cocked the gun and fired one shot straight into Warren’s chest.


    Warren staggered back in shock. He hadn’t expected her to actually use it. He quickly snapped back into the present and ran toward her. She fired two more shots into his chest, but he didn’t slow down. He quickly wrapped his hands around her wrists and squeezed as tightly as he could.


    She screamed in pain and dropped the gun onto the carpet. She tried to kick him, but he dodged. Two more arms reached around her from behind, pulling her down to the ground. She looked up to see a police officer that she’d never seen before. Unfortunately, she was only able to get a glimpse, before he flipped her over onto her stomach and pulled her arms behind her.


    Warren picked the gun up off the floor and tossed it onto the bed. “Well that worked out better than I thought it would,” he said to Clifton, who was in the process of slapping handcuffs onto her wrists. “Thanks for the vest.”


    “Anytime,” Clifton said. “Thanks for helping us grab this one.”


    “Get off me!” Hadley screamed. “I didn’t do anything!”


    “You just admitted to wrongful imprisonment, rape, stealing a car, and stealing a loaded weapon. Not to mention the shots we just watched you fire. Are you changing your story, now? I hope not, because we got all that on tape, too. You’ll have a hell of a time explaining that one to the judge.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “And I have to tell you, most of the judges aren’t going to be happy with you for abducting and raping a friend of ours.” He picked her up onto her feet.


    “She’s sleeping around with you, too? That slut sure gets around in this town!” Hadley leaned against Clifton’s body and slid down slightly to rub against him. “But I can see why, Handsome. If you let me go, I’ll make it worth your while.”


    “No, that’s quite alright. By the way. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law, so I suggest you shut up.”


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eight


    


    After Hadley’s arrest, Eden was finally able to leave the top floor of Palatial Heights. She was a bit surprised to find that she didn’t feel the need to look over her shoulder.


    Xander, however, felt as if he had to look over her shoulder for her. It had only taken a split second to lose her the first time. He wasn’t about to give anyone else another shot at it.


    He continued to be a strong, supportive pillar for her to rely on. He’d done everything he could to try to show her that she was cherished and worthy of everything good that the world had to offer her. Despite his rapidly growing wishes for beginning a real relationship and whisking her away on tour, he remained patient and understanding. He decided he’d rather take it at her pace than lose her completely before the week was even up.


    She’d surprised herself by keeping up with him most of the time. She’d sat in at concerts and interviews. Once her pain was tolerable, she’d helped set up and, despite her wishes to hide from the world, she found herself enjoying conversations with the band and the crew. She had expected to see the whole “sex, drugs, and rock & roll” thing, but Xander’s people weren’t that way at all. She’d seen the occasional drink, but that was the extent of it. She wondered if that’s just how he strived to be and therefore only kept people who felt the same way. But she didn’t want to ask. It wasn’t really her business who he worked with or why he’d chosen them.


    She and Ava had immediately clicked. Despite Eden’s insistence that she did, in fact, have clothes at home, Ava continued to keep her in supply with designers more expensive than she could even dream about. She’d also kept her in supply with thick bracelets of all styles to keep her bruises covered. Diamonds, leather cuffs, wrapped ribbons, everything fashionable that she could find. Eden had given up on arguing about it. Every time she tried, Ava took great pleasure in coming back the next day with something even more flashy and expensive.


    Despite the option to go home, she’d decided to stay at the hotel. She was afraid that the drive from her house to the hotel would feel too much like a repeat of that dreaded morning, and she’d promised Xander that she’d spend time with him until he left. A promise was a promise. Besides, having him there when she woke up screaming bloody murder due to nightmares of waking up in her ropes again was nice. Though, she felt bad for waking him up so often, despite the fact that he said he didn’t mind.


    Xander hired a therapist to help her work out the emotional trauma. It was really the only time she didn’t have him with her. She wasn’t back to her normal self, but she felt less like a robot when she talked about it. The majority of her emotions had seemingly disappeared, for the most part. It bothered her that she couldn’t genuinely laugh, or even cry. She hadn’t shed a single tear since minutes before Xander pulled her down off the luggage rack. With the help of her therapist, she felt slightly less like an empty shell. Her therapist had explained to her that she still had those feelings. Her mind just distanced itself from them as a defensive response to keep her from having a complete mental breakdown. She assured her that she would feel those emotions again and recognize that she was feeling them. It would just take her time to heal.


    The day before Xander had to leave town, Eden walked with him up to his room, as she had every other day that week. After the high energy from the crowd at the concert less than an hour before, the calm silence was more than welcome. Eden had watched it from backstage, as she usually did, but she almost needed headphones to help block out the noise. However, she couldn’t help but smile to herself, as she watched. Their enthusiasm for his music reminded her of how her own had been. She wanted to mingle with them to see if their positive energy could be soaked up through osmosis, but Warren and Rich wouldn’t let her go without them, likely on Xander’s orders. But they couldn’t leave Xander vulnerable, either.


    Xander smiled brightly at her, as he opened the door. She couldn’t help but think about how amazing he looked with his wet hair from his post-show shower. She blushed at where her thoughts had begun to wander, as she walked inside.


    His room still smelled heavily floral, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever grow tired of it. It was like her own little safe haven for the week. And oddly enough, it had been intended for her. He’d said it many times, but she still couldn’t quite believe it. Once she stepped inside, and he closed the door behind her, she let it envelop her and soothe her down to her soul. He wrapped her in a tight hug, as he frequently did. It was the closest she’d comfortably allowed him to be since her attack.


    It upset her more than she had expected to know that they had a day left, together. But what could she do? She couldn’t leave her son behind, and Jace would never let him go. The logistics of it would be too impractical. Jace would have to miss a lot of time with Grayson. He’d never agree.


    However, she decided that she wanted to grab as much happiness with Xander as she could, while he was still there. Even if it was only temporary. She fully believed he was joking when he mentioned wanting a relationship with her. But she’d found herself wanting one. At first she thought it was because her middle school and high school fangirl years were sneaking back up on her. But as the week went on, she realized that it was painfully more. She had grown to care about him as a person. It was the only thing that gave her any real hope in her therapist’s belief that her feelings would return to her. If something like attraction could return, so could everything else.


    She knew she’d been poor company for him, but she wanted to show him how much she truly appreciated him. She wanted to show him exactly how she felt, even though nothing could possibly come from it. Even if it weren’t for the crazy celebrity relationship situation, she was just too damaged. But she didn’t want it to get her down that day. She wanted to make the best of it and show him everything her shattered heart wanted to tell him. And more than anything, she wanted to finally take back her control over herself. She didn’t want Hadley to continue to ruin her life from jail.


    “Xander,” she started, nervously toying with his shirt between her fingertips. She closed her eyes and breathed in his scent, a mixture of light cologne and leather. “I want to try something, but I don’t know how well it’s going to work out.”


    “Try something like what?”


    “How much patience do you have left for me?” Her voice slightly shook.


    He pushed himself a few inches away and studied her face, surprised she’d even ask him such an odd question. “As much as you need.”


    She stood on the tips of her toes and gently brushed her lips across his. She could feel him sigh under her mouth. She pulled away to assess where she stood emotionally. She was relieved to find that she felt fine, albeit a bit nervous. More importantly, she didn’t feel dirty or unworthy of that moment.


    “I was wondering if I’d get to feel that again,” he breathed. “I have to say that I’ve missed it.”


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close, capturing his mouth with hers. Her lips quickly became insisting and possessive. She felt him gasp and smiled, before she pulled his kiss in deeper, as if all the answers she sought could be found there. Her heart raced at the possibilities. That simple reaction, alone, filled her with relief and anticipation.


    Oh, god, he thought, as she moved her hands down to the hem of his shirt. She’s going to torture me. Sweet, amazing torture.


    She lightly ran her fingertips across his abs and smiled inwardly when she felt them tighten, as he shivered. She broke their kiss and pulled his shirt over his head to give her hands more access to his glorious chest. She’d seen him without a shirt once before, but she’d been in no state to fully appreciate it. Now that she could, she realized she had clearly been missing out.


    He groaned, as she bit her lower lip in a mixture of nervousness and appreciation. He met her lips with his own once again and gently lifted her off the floor. He wrapped her legs around his waist and carried her over to the bed.


    She gasped, as she felt him harden between them. Was she sure she was ready? It wasn’t too late to back out … She still had time …


    Oh, who cares? she thought, as he lightly nipped at her lower lip, sending heat all the way down through her core. It’s time to take my life back.


    He gently laid her back onto the bed and climbed over her, his knees on the outsides of hers, his hands on either side of her head, gently brushing through her hair with his fingers. He hungrily took possession of her lips, as if he were a dying man, and her kiss was the cure he needed.


    The change in position sent nervous ripples through her mind. She tried to move her arms and legs, but they were difficult to maneuver under his weight. A switch flipped inside her and sent her straight into panic mode. She felt too close to being trapped, or worse, bound. Her heart raced, and blood pounded in her ears. She squealed under his lips, startling him into pulling back a few inches. She shoved hard on his chest. He quickly pushed himself into a standing position and watched her, afraid to move, but still rendered breathless under her spell.


    She jumped to her feet. “I’m sorry,” she said between heavy breaths, as she tried to calm herself. “I can’t do it like this.”


    Countless thoughts ran through his mind, but he couldn’t grasp one to decipher it. Instead, he settled on the only response he knew he truly felt. “No, I’m sorry,” he said, still panting.


    She shook her head. “No. You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his mouth to hers. She wasn’t sure it would work, but she had a new plan.


    As she distracted him with her kiss, she turned, trading places with him. She gave him one solid push, sending him backward onto his elbows on the covers. She slowly climbed up over him and straddled his waist. She smiled down at him, as he stared up at her in shock. She felt empowerment course through her. “Let’s see.” She captured his lips under hers and ran her fingers over his skin, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake. She broke their kiss just long enough to say, “Yes, I think this will work better.” She immediately went back for another taste.


    Xander ran his hands lightly down her back and settled near her waist. He slipped his fingers under the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head, revealing her blue silken lingerie. Good god. Remind me to get Ava a raise, he thought. With one skillful hand, he reached behind her back and unfastened her bra, baring firm, perfect breasts. As he tossed the small scrap of clothing aside, he moved his lips from her mouth and guided them down her neck, across her collarbone, and continued down her chest.


    “Oh, god,” she breathed, as she felt his lips and tongue tease one hardened nipple, while his hand grazed her stomach. Then he switched to the other to show it equal attention.


    When she felt as if she would die from the anticipation, he moved his lips slowly down her stomach. Unable to continue further, he firmly placed his hands on her back and sat up straight. In one swift movement, he flipped her onto her back, but quickly moved to the floor by her knees. He moved his hand to her stomach and lightly caressed her skin.


    Her breath caught in her chest, as she waited for panic to set in. With her arms and legs free to move at will, it never did. She closed her eyes and let the relief move over her.


    He studied her carefully. “Still okay?” he asked.


    She bit her lower lip and nodded. “Yes, I think so.”


    He smiled and gave a relieved sigh. He moved his hand from her stomach and quickly unfastened her jeans. She moaned when he slipped them down her legs along with her panties, baring her nakedness to the cool air.


    She shivered, as he lightly brushed his fingers down her sensitive skin. She glanced down her newly bared body to find him admiring the view before him. It was exhilarating … and puzzling. He’d seen female nakedness before. Probably lots of it. What was so special about her?


    Her eyes squeezed tightly closed and her back arched, when his mouth met her most sensitive flesh, distracting her from her thoughts. A groan escaped her throat, as he worshiped her body with his skilled tongue. He took his time and didn’t rush her, building her up slow and steady, before increasing his intensity to finish pulling her over the edge. She tightly gripped the sheets near her head, as she felt the release wash over her, sending her soaring far above her fear and sadness into euphoria.


    He smiled with satisfaction, as he watched her slowly drift back down to him. In her eyes, he finally saw flashes of the strong, fearless, beautiful girl that he’d fallen for, the girl who had enchanted him from Day One and wouldn’t seem to release him from whatever spell she’d put him under. And he didn’t want her to even try. He was a very happy captive.


    She sat up and pulled his mouth to hers, tasting her own juices on his lips. When he placed his hands on her waist, she rolled him onto his back and ran her fingers down his sides, following the fabric of his jeans and joining them at the front.


    She quickly unfastened his belt and the dark jeans it held up, releasing the pressure that had built up behind them, as his hard length sprung forward. She peered up at him for a brief moment in shock, before smiling appreciatively. It figured he would be perfect absolutely everywhere. She wrapped her lips and tongue around the thick shaft, pulling it deep into her mouth and sliding it back out again, while she pulled his remaining clothing the rest of the way down his legs.


    He sucked his breath in through his teeth, as she teased him with her mouth. At the hiss of air, she locked her eyes on his so she could fully witness the pleasure she brought him.


    “Mmm,” she hummed around his shaft, as she licked a salty-sweet bead off the tip and enjoyed another taste.


    “God, Eden,” he groaned in ecstasy. She would be his undoing. He had never been more convinced of it.


    She wished to truly please him, as he had for her, but she couldn’t stand the need that somehow continued to grow within her to a level that she couldn’t remember ever experiencing before. She needed him deep inside her. As she peered up into his eyes, she could plainly read his pleas for mercy.


    After a gentle kiss on the tip, she climbed up on the bed and crushed his lips under hers, silently begging him to ease her suffering. He wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her against his body. She pushed herself back into a sitting position, pulling him up with her without releasing his mouth. She ever so slowly lowered herself onto him, one glorious inch at a time, until he filled her completely. He groaned under her mouth.


    She took in a slow, calming breath, as she allowed her body to adjust to his size. She began rocking her hips, slowly at first, making sure he could feel every inch and every stroke, as her body tightly gripped around his. He wrapped his hands around her waist, lightly digging his fingertips into her skin, and helped guide her. When her movements became more practiced and steady, she broke their kiss and watched his eyes, as they revealed all his secrets to her.


    Over the past few days, she had felt as if she were unworthy, beneath his station. She had been stripped of her happiness and of herself. The day of her attack, she had grown cold and numb, thrown into a whirlpool of despair and trauma that she didn’t know how to escape from. But he had thrown her a raft. It had been small, but his kindness and affection had kept her from sinking further into the darkness, where she would have surely drowned in her own sorrow and newly-developed self-loathing.


    As she searched his deep blue eyes, which were solidly fixed on her, she didn’t see any of the revulsion that she felt she deserved. He didn’t look at her as if she were tarnished or broken. Instead, she saw unquestionable trust, admiration, and, dare she say it, something that looked strangely like love. She saw his fierce determination to protect her and nurture her, when she wasn’t sure what she’d even done to earn it. He was so patient and loving. And he wanted her, even with her baggage and damage.


    A tear rolled down her face, the first she’d shed since he had rescued her. She gasped as it dripped onto her chest. Before she could hide it, he gently brushed it away with his fingers. He then pulled her lips to his and seared her pain away with his skilled mouth, as she moved on top of him. She could feel the flames of passion course through her veins. They brightened as her need for him grew.


    As his tongue entwined with hers, luring her further out of the darkness to stand with him in the light, she felt a strong wave of passion grip her body, sweeping her out into an ocean of ecstasy. Her body pulsed and tightened around his, pulling him into sweet release with her. The intensity surpassed anything she had ever felt before.


    She collapsed against him, draping her arms around his shoulders. She held tightly onto him, as if he were her anchor into that brighter, blissful place. And perhaps he was.


    He gently wrapped his arms around her back, pulling her body against his, craving the closeness of her warmth. He kissed her sweat-soaked skin and closed his eyes, afraid that it was a dream he would soon wake up from, and she would be gone.


    As she buried her face into his neck, she felt a new kind of release. All of her buried emotions, everything she’d sought after since her attack, flooded from her eyes at once.


    As sobs wracked her body, he nuzzled his face into her hair. And he simply let her cry, wrapping her tightly in the safety of his embrace and refusing to allow her to sink back into darkness.


    


    ~*~


    


    She awoke, as morning sunlight streamed in the windows and warmed her skin. She breathed in Xander’s calming scent, as her head rested on his chest. His arms wrapped protectively around her. Her body seemed to mold perfectly against his.


    She smiled at the memory of their time together the previous night. He had patiently allowed her to weep in his arms. When her tears stopped, she went back for more. To her dismay, the tears had returned after. So she went back another time, until she had no tears left and they both collapsed in blissful exhaustion.


    As she tilted her head to face him, she found him staring at her in wonder. “What?” she asked, a smile sneaking across her lips.


    “How are you feeling?”


    “Fine, I think. A bit sore. Extremely out of practice.”


    He laughed. “I have a surprise for you today.”


    “I don’t know if I can survive any more surprises.”


    “In all fairness, the last surprise was your idea, and it was perfect.”


    “Mmm,” she lazily acknowledged.


    “I don’t think I can top that one. But I think you’ll like it, all the same.” He carefully sat up with her and squeezed her one more time. “Come on. We have to get ready, before Ava comes in. Unless, of course, you want to be unwillingly dragged out of bed.”


    “No. Ava doesn’t need that image burnt into her mind forever.”


    They quickly went to the shower, where he massaged her aching muscles under the warm, running water.


    Once they were clean, Xander hurried out of the bathroom and slipped on a pair of dark pants, just in time to hear the knock on the door. He smiled, as he opened the door for Ava, who had her usual handful of bags. One, however, wasn’t the usual shopping bag. It was a black dress bag made of some sort of fabric with a zipper down the front. Eden was suddenly fearful of what she’d find inside it. It looked as if it contained something horrifyingly expensive.


    “Last concert!” Ava excitedly announced. “This is the big one! This one will get those albums on those shelves! I can feel it!”


    “Aren’t your albums already on the shelves?” Eden asked.


    “We need more exposure for a comeback,” he explained. “Also, this concert will probably be bigger than the others, because all those with tickets from the cancelled one were invited. We had the space. We figured we might as well utilize it.”


    “I see.”


    “Sooo,” Ava drawled, beaming at Eden. “We need to make you look awesome.”


    “Me? But I’m not–”


    “No arguments! It’s the last one, while we’re here! Make all the locals jealous!”


    “But–”


    “No!” She then turned to Xander. “You! Get your shit and get out!”


    “What?” he asked, noticeably affronted. “Why?”


    “Because I said! Get moving!”


    He grumbled under his breath and grabbed a clean shirt, a few leather bracelets, and his phone. Then, he turned to Eden. “I’ll be right outside. If she gets too bad, you call for me, and I’ll bring Rich and Warren in.”


    “I’m not afraid of those two meatheads!” Ava exclaimed, pushing Xander out the door. “Scoot! We’ve got a lot to do and not much time to do it in!”


    


    ~*~


    


    Eden wasn’t sure she’d ever been so fussed over in her life. She’d been scrubbed, plucked, made up, and straightened. She’d even had a French manicure and pedicure. It had taken a few hours of Ava moving nonstop and Eden trying like hell to not mess it up.


    Though for all of Ava’s efforts, her reflection didn’t reveal too much of a difference. At least, she didn’t think so. Her makeup, though plentiful, looked completely natural, with the exception of her eyes. They had been covered in a sparkly silver eye shadow. It was accented around the outside corner and across the crease of her eyelid with a dark plum and finished with thick eyeliner. Her lips were a much softer pink stain and topped with a gloss. Her hair had been straightened and pulled back into a loose, elegant bun.


    “Are we going to the Grammy’s today, Ava?” Eden teased.


    “No, but I said you’re going to look awesome, and dammit I meant it.”


    “Why so dramatic?”


    “You keep telling me that you are afraid that he’s going to forget you when we leave here. I’ve decided that there’s no way I’m letting that happen.”


    Eden scrunched up her eyebrows in confusion, but she didn’t respond. Even if it worked, she didn’t see how torturing him would help. She knew that leaving her behind was going to be hard enough on him. She’d seen that much in his eyes the night before. It broke her heart to have to hurt him. But what choice did she have?


    “Here,” Ava said with a grin, pulling out the black dress bag. “Since I’ve had all week to plan, I was able to have this shipped in for you.” She unzipped the bag to reveal a soft, white fabric.


    Eden pointed a trembling finger at it. “That looks expensive …”


    “So has everything else I’ve gotten you.” She had a point.


    


    ~*~


    


    “Alright,” Don said, as he hung up his cell phone, while he and Xander stood in the hallway. “I’ve got Ben and Mike up there now. They say the crowd is already piling in, and it’s a big one. We might not even have enough seats. The band is already up there, and they’ve been working on that new music that you gave them the other day. It sounds great, despite the shortage of practice. You can’t even tell we just handed it to them. We’re just waiting on you. I’ll make sure to chat up the big guys a bit to make sure they pay attention. If I play my cards right, we’ll have something settled before the meet and greet.”


    Xander nodded. “Let me know as soon as you find out. I want to–” He froze, as he heard the door creak open behind him.


    Ava bounced out the door, far happier than usual.


    “Oh, no. She’s done it now,” Warren warned. “Just look at her. You know she’s up to something.”


    “Oh, I’ve totally outdone myself this time!” She shouted toward the door behind her, “Wait a second before you come out! I want my camera!” She ran to a decorative table in the hallway and snatched her camera off the surface. She ran back down and positioned herself near the door, facing Xander, Don, and the guards. She peeked at the screen to make sure they all fit in the shot. No way was she missing that opportunity.


    “You can’t take a picture of her from that angle,” Rich said, rolling his eyes.


    “I don’t want one of her. I want one of Xander.”


    “Me?” Xander asked. “Why? I thought she was your masterpiece.”


    “She is!” she giggled. She checked her camera one more time to make sure it was ready, before calling, “Come on out!” She held the camera steady.


    Eden slowly stepped out the door, one foot after the other, afraid she’d fall flat on her face. The heels Ava had picked out were much higher than what she’d ever worn in the past.


    Ava had picked out a solid white dress that fell halfway down her thigh. The sleeves were long but slit down the outside, starting at her shoulder and leaving long strips of fabric that fell down the inside of her exposed arms to her knees. Her bruised wrists were hidden by thick cuffs covered completely in diamonds. Her heels had thick ankle straps to match the cuffs. The tops of her shoes had an inch strap across the toe that was also covered in diamonds. The thin heels, themselves, were a strong, clear plastic that almost looked like glass.


    Xander froze and stared, awestruck. The hallway was completely silent, until his phone slipped out of his hand and thudded loudly on the carpet.


    As soon as it left his fingertips, Ava snapped a picture, a satisfied grin across her face. She giggled when she saw the preview and noticed she caught his phone mid-fall. “I did good. That one is definitely going on the website. I don’t even think I’ll wait until we get back.” She quickly turned and proudly snapped a picture of Eden.


    “I … uh …” Xander stuttered.


    Eden smiled self-consciously and raised her shoulders in a small shrug. “So, you guys like it?” She moved her eyes from one man to the next, all of which held similar expressions.


    Don cleared his throat. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Are you from Nowhere, USA or did we pick you up somewhere off Rodeo Drive back in Beverly Hills?” He took a few steps closer to inspect her. “Good god, Ava! She barely looks like the same person!”


    “You were stressing out the other day about PR nit-picking about what kind of person he has to have with him. I wanted to rub it in their faces that they’re stuck-up assholes, who don’t know what they’re talking about.”


    “They’re going to choke on this, that’s for sure,” Don replied with approval.


    


    ~*~


    


    Eden stood through the concert with Rich and Warren at her back. She peered out over the crowd to see all the happy faces and the dancing. She couldn’t help but smile. She knew that feeling. When she saw how happy Xander and the band members were on stage, her heart melted. She could tell they were doing exactly what they wanted to be doing. They loved the music life, and they loved the energy. She had to admit that she had grown to appreciate her tiny glimpse of it, as well.


    After their last song on the list ended, Xander looked backstage and smiled brightly at her. She smiled back and clapped her hands with the crowd. He then smiled and waved in appreciation at the audience.


    He held his hands up and slowly lowered them, a sign for the crowd to quiet down. “We have a special treat for you guys!” he said loudly into the microphone. “I know a lot of you are here because of the show that was cancelled. I would like to personally apologize for that. Due to some rather unfortunate circumstances, we were unable to be there. However, we made sure to invite you all to this show, which I hope you are enjoying.”


    When he paused, the crowd cheered loudly, as if saying that yes, they were having a good time.


    “Since this is our last show in town, we have one more song that we’d like to play today that can’t be found on any of the albums that we have released. I actually wrote this one earlier this week, and you will all be the first to hear it.” He turned and winked at Eden, backstage.


    She raised an eyebrow in confusion. She hadn’t heard them play any new songs. And she’d been at all the practices … Hadn’t she?


    “You see, when I came here, I didn’t know what to expect. When you come from somewhere like Los Angeles, you can imagine this place would be like another planet. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. I’ve developed a great appreciation for places like this, for the hidden gems that they are. And I think it has to do with the fact that I somehow had the incredible luck of stumbling across one of the best tour guides anyone could ever ask for. She’s taught me much more in one week than I’ve learned over several years. Far more than I expected to learn, coming in, that’s for sure. Some of you may know her. If not, you should. She is a beautiful and amazing person, and I feel blessed to have had the opportunity to meet her.”


    She could feel the color rush to her face. “Such a charmer,” she mumbled under her breath. She could hear Rich give a short chuckle behind her.


    “So before we start, I want to introduce you to Eden! Come on out, Eden!”


    As applause rang out from the crowd, her jaw dropped. “Wait, what?” She turned to Warren and Rich, who both shrugged, as if they knew nothing. However, she could easily see through their façade.


    “Go!” Ava shouted from behind them.


    Eden froze.


    “Don’t make me drag you out there, missy! Get moving!”


    She had a feeling that Ava wasn’t joking, so she put on her best smile, and tried like hell to hide her nervousness. She slowly walked out, one foot after the other toward Xander, who held his hand out for her. She stared down at the stage, terrified she’d trip over a wire somewhere and fall flat on her face in front of thousands of people. Her eyes were drawn to the cuffs around her shoes, which glittered beautifully in the light, like twinkling stars packed tightly together into bands to embrace her ankles. She looked at the bracelets on her wrists, which did the same. She almost forgot the bruises behind them. Her dress seemed to glow in the spotlights. Oh, Ava, what did you do? she thought.


    “Doesn’t she look angelic?” Xander asked the crowd, while they cheered loudly. “She’s stunning.” When she stepped within reach, he took her hand and kissed the sensitive skin across the top. He smiled affectionately at her.


    She tried to look out over the crowd, but she couldn’t see much past a few rows back. However, she smiled, all the same. It wasn’t her crowd. They weren’t her fans. It wasn’t her dress, jewelry, shoes, or makeup. They were his fans, and her shell had been purchased with his money. She felt out of place, as if she didn’t belong out there. However, the crowd didn’t seem to recognize her as an impostor. They cheered, as if she was the best person ever. It made her uncomfortable, but she fought with everything she had to hide it. She didn’t want to disappoint him.


    “This is for you.” His eyes shined with affection.


    The band began a slower ballad. The music sent waves of chills across her skin. He squeezed her hand, just as he started to sing.


    She closed her eyes, as his voice soothed her down to her soul, like it had many times over when she listened to his albums. But that time was even better. He was right next to her. In person. Not a recording. So, why couldn’t she shake her sadness?


    He sung of a man lost in the dark, alive, but barely living, and his lifelong search for paradise, of an Eden. The man was pushed into the light by a woman, who was ensnared by the darkness for her efforts. The same man was determined to rescue her, just as she’d rescued him. He sung of unspoken loves and regretted mistakes. He sung of a promising future full of hope and beauty that would send those negatives into the abyss to be forgotten forever. And he sung of a wish to venture that future together, knocking down all barriers in the way. He sung of a promise to hold her forever and never let her go, no matter what obstacles stood in their way. It was beautiful. And it was heartbreaking.


    Her calm shattered, and she covered her mouth with her free hand in an effort to contain the sobs she could feel trying to wriggle their way to the surface. She could feel tears run down her cheeks and over her fingers, but she didn’t dare move them.


    When the song ended, he wrapped her in a tight hug, and she nearly lost what miniscule amount of composure she had left. “Thank you,” she choked through her tears, barely aware of the cheering crowd. “It’s beautiful.”


    “Thank you for inspiring it,” he whispered back.


    She closed her eyes tightly and enjoyed the safety of his arms around her.


    When he released her, he turned back to the crowd. “I hope you will all join us after this! I can’t wait to meet each and every one of you! If I don’t see you there, have a great night! Thank you all!”


    He hurried off the stage, pulling her close behind him. Once he was out of view of the crowd, he crushed her lips under his.


    Her tears rushed down her face and dripped down her chin. She briefly hoped Ava had used waterproof mascara. Otherwise she’d look almost as much of a hot mess on the outside as she felt inside.


    He pulled away with a smile and dried her tears. “I meant every word of it,” he whispered. “I’ve searched a long time for someone like you.” He kissed her gently.


    “Xander,” Don interrupted. “You have to hurry. They’re waiting.”


    “On my way.” He turned back to Eden. “You are coming with me, right?”


    “Oh,” she said awkwardly. “You know, I’ll just meet you there. I saw a friend of mine in the crowd, and I’ll just hitch a ride with her.”


    He smiled brightly. “I’ll see you in a bit.” He kissed her one last time, before he hurried past his busy crew and disappeared into the crowd, Warren and Rich right behind him.


    She stood there, seemingly paralyzed.


    “You are going to meet him, right?” Don asked, clearly seeing through her act.


    She bit her lips closed for a brief moment and shut her eyes tightly. After she inhaled a deep breath, she said in as strong a voice as she could manage, “I need a favor.”


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Nine


    


    As requested, Don didn’t stop at the hotel and took Eden straight to her house. He wasn’t happy about it in the least and tried to talk her out of it several times over with no success.


    “Don, this isn’t my world,” she said. “I’m lost in this madness. I can’t do this.”


    He shook his head. “Let us guide you, then. We’ve gotten you through the week. We’ll get you through until you don’t need us anymore.”


    “I can’t.”


    “He’ll be heartbroken.”


    The tears flowed freely, all the way to her house. She couldn’t bear the thought of hurting him. But what choice did she have?


    She’d made Don promise to not tell Xander anything until after the meet and greet. She didn’t want him to disappoint the fans that had already been disappointed by his cancelled concert earlier in the week. He couldn’t afford another strike against him. He had too much riding on that week, and they’d all worked too hard.


    Don dropped her off in her driveway and made sure she got to her door safely. Then he drove away without another word.


    Eden hurried in the door, slamming it behind her.


    “‘Sup Rock Starlet!” Noah greeted. “You look nice! Long time, no see!”


    She quickly turned toward the stairs and attempted to run up them in her impostor’s heels.


    “Hey! Why are you crying? Get back here!” he yelled, as he jumped up from his spot on the couch and followed behind her.


    She ran to her bedroom and slammed the door in his face, locking it behind her. She dropped onto the floor next to it and buried her face in her hands.


    He pounded his heavy fist on the door. “Eden! Open this door! We clearly need to talk!”


    “Go away!” she yelled between sobs.


    “Open this door, or I’m breaking it down!”


    She briefly wondered if he actually would … but only briefly. She knew that if she didn’t open the door soon, he’d find a way in. Property damage be damned.


    She reached up and turned the lock.


    He immediately threw the door open, but froze when he saw her crumpled on the floor. She reminded him of a fallen angel. He sighed deeply. “What happened?”


    “Nothing,” she mumbled between tears.


    “Then why are you crying?”


    “He’s perfect. He’s amazing and caring, and he took care of me when I couldn’t take care of myself. And when I didn’t want to care of myself.”


    “So your problem is … what?”


    “I can’t go with him.”


    “Why not?”


    “I can’t leave you. I can’t leave Grayson. I can’t leave … And even if I could, I don’t belong there.”


    “I shouldn’t be a factor in this. I’ll be fine. I’ll figure it out. As for Grayson, talk to Jace. Maybe he’ll be more understanding than you think. You go get Grayson soon, yes?”


    “He’s supposed to text me when he’s ready to meet me.”


    “Good. Ask him when you get there. And I don’t understand why you wouldn’t belong there. You belong wherever you want to be. If it’s here, fine. If it’s with him … go!”


    “Noah … Look at me.” She held out her arms to show off her outfit and then gestured to her makeup. “Look at all this crap that I would have to wear in order to pass with his PR people. I’m barely recognizable.”


    “You know what’s nice about makeup?”


    “It covers up what a boring little nobody you are?”


    “No.” He pulled her up off the floor and dragged her into the bathroom. He picked up a small packet from the counter and pulled a wet cloth from inside it. Tilting her face toward him with his fingers, he slowly and carefully began wiping off all of her makeup, until it was no longer there. He then dangled the cloth in front of her face, showing her the rainbow of color smeared across the white surface. “It comes off. And then you can go back to being you. And so you know, you’re pretty great. And he knows that. I’ve seen it.”


    She threw her arms around him and allowed herself to cry into his shoulder. He held her in an attempt at giving her even a small amount of comfort, as he’d done for most of her life.


    


    ~*~


    


    “Where the hell is she?” Xander raged, pacing across the floor of his hotel room. He’d searched all over for her after the meet and greet, but no such luck. He decided to head back to the hotel, in case she decided to just meet him there. No Eden there, either.


    “I don’t know,” Rich replied. “I haven’t seen her since the show.”


    Xander glared at Warren, who shook his head. Then his eyes moved to Ava, who only shrugged.


    He picked up his phone for the hundredth time and put in her number. No response. It only kept ringing. Panic set in, as flashbacks of the last time she’d disappeared raced through his mind. Had Hadley somehow gotten out of jail without his knowledge? Was there someone else after her? Did he finally scare her away? Where was she?


    He spun around to Don, who had made no movement or response, whatsoever. “Why are you so quiet, Don? What do you know?”


    Don sighed. “I know where she is and why she went there. And I know that she’s safe.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “Because she asked me to take her, and I obliged.”


    “And you took her without telling me?”


    “I figured it would be better for us to make absolutely sure she got there safely. She asked that I wait until after the meet and greet to tell you she left. She didn’t want you to upset fans, and I agreed with her logic.”


    “Well it’s over, and you still didn’t tell me until just now?” he nearly screamed. “Why?”


    “Because she was upset. I know you don’t care for my opinion, but if her words and actions on the way there told me anything, it’s that she needs time to realize how much she can’t stand being away from you.”


    Xander glared angrily at Don. “Give me the address.”


    


    ~*~


    


    When Xander pulled up to the small house, Eden was sitting on the steps of the porch. She idly played with her fingertips and intently watched the small movements, as if deep in thought. She wore the same dress that he’d seen her in earlier, but her makeup was no longer on her face. He thought she looked even more beautiful than she had earlier, with the exception of the tear stains that still marked her cheeks.


    He stepped out of the Lamborghini and stood next to it, afraid to come any closer.


    Her movements immediately ceased. “What are you doing here?” she asked.


    “I suppose I should be asking you the same thing,” he replied, sticking his hands in his pockets. “You told me that you would meet up with me after the show. You never showed. You didn’t say goodbye.”


    She sighed. “I’m so sorry, Xander.”


    “Did I do something wrong?”


    She shook her head sadly. “No. You’ve done everything right. You’ve been amazing. And most of this week has been a dream come true.”


    “Then what is it?”


    “You’re from a different world. I don’t belong there.”


    “It’s the same world, Eden,” he insisted. “I just want to bring you into a different part of it. The crowd loved you, today. Don loves you. Ava, Warren, Rich, the band … I love you. You belong with me, regardless of what part of the world. Let me prove it to you.”


    Eden jumped, as she heard her phone vibrate against the steps. She tapped the screen. “Meet me at the park.”


    “Please,” Xander begged. “Please, don’t do this. I’m not above getting down on my hands and knees and making a huge, embarrassing scene in front of all your neighbors. I will even call the paparazzi to cement the moment into celeb gossip history so the whole world will know that I am completely at your mercy. If I have to, I will.”


    Her lips tugged into a half-smile. She somehow didn’t doubt it. She also didn’t understand it. “Before you get your three-thousand-dollar jeans dirty in a huge, overly-dramatic scene, would you be willing to go on one more adventure? But we have to take my car. As luck would have it, Don brought it back for me. You can drive, if it makes you feel any less at my mercy, as you say.”


    Xander exhaled in relief. “I’ll go with you on as many adventures as you want.” He ran over to her and pulled her off the steps, holding her so tightly she had difficulty breathing. He wasn’t sure where she wanted to go, but he would go anywhere if it meant she wouldn’t turn him away.


    When he reluctantly released her, he walked her to her car and opened the passenger door for her. As she dropped into the seat, Noah stuck his head out of the door and yelled, “You have one job, Rock Star! She comes home safe! Don’t mess it up this time!”


    


    ~*~


    


    When they got to the park, Eden had Xander park next to a wooden bench swing. She hopped out of the car and sat down on the swing. She patted the bench next to her.


    “We might have a few minutes,” she said. “Might as well make yourself comfortable.”


    He dropped into the swing and pushed it into motion, grinning like an excited child in an attempt at getting a smile out of her.


    She giggled. “Are you nervous?”


    “Should I be? Why are we here?”


    “You’ll see.” She rested her head on his shoulder and enjoyed the rocking sensation, as he kept the swing in motion. She didn’t know how their adventure would end, but she couldn’t deny that she’d missed Xander horribly in the hours she was gone. She wondered how bad it would be when he actually did leave. It would be unbearable; she could tell.


    He reveled in the slight weight of her head on his shoulder. He kissed her temple. He wasn’t sure about much, but he knew that it was where she belonged. He couldn’t lose her again. The time he’d spent without her had been agony. He didn’t see how he could survive it again.


    A dark charcoal-colored car pulled into the mostly empty parking lot. Eden slowly stood. “I have someone that I want you to meet.”


    A tall, blond man stepped out of the car and waved at Eden, before walking around to the back of the car. He leaned against the trunk and waited for her to approach.


    She gave a small wave in response and took Xander’s hand. She led him over to the man without further word.


    “Wow. You look nice,” the man said, as they neared the car. He looked to Xander and back at her.


    “Thank you,” she replied. “Jace, I want you to meet Xander Hart. Xander, this is my ex-husband.”


    “Hey, it is you!” Jace grinned and shook Xander’s free hand. “I thought you looked familiar!” He looked at their clasped hands and back up to their faces. “What in the world are you doing here with my ex-wife?”


    “Eden has been showing me around this week,” Xander replied calmly.


    “All week?”


    “Yes. She’s been a great tour guide.”


    Jace looked down at the bracelets covering Eden’s wrists. “You know, a little birdy told me that a local girl was abducted, tied up, and raped by a member of your group. Know anything about it?”


    Eden studied Jace’s face. One look in his eyes told her that he knew. He’d talked to Clifton, despite her request that Clifton say nothing to him. It was likely his way of doing her a favor, but the favor was unwelcome.


    “And the rapist was caught and arrested,” Xander replied, trying to stuff his irritation. “They are no longer a part of my team.”


    “I see. Did you know the victim?” His voice was low and almost threatening.


    Xander visibly tensed.


    “What’s under the diamonds, Eden?” Jace asked.


    “Nothing that concerns you,” she insisted.


    “Why didn’t you call me and tell me? You can still talk to me, you know. Or have you forgotten?”


    Ignoring Jace’s question, Eden let go of Xander’s hand and hurried to the back passenger seat of Jace’s car, before Jace could continue with the conversation that she didn’t want to have in the first place. She opened the door and stuck her head inside. After a moment, she pulled a small boy out of the car. He was blond, like Jace, but his features were Eden’s. The boy threw his arms around Eden’s neck.


    “Mama!” he yelled.


    Eden closed her eyes and held her son tightly. Just his presence seemed to melt away all the stress and trauma that she’d endured that week.


    “Who that?”


    Eden stepped back and gestured to Xander. “Grayson, this is my friend Xander. Xander, this is my son.”


    Xander stared at him in awe, before he shook the boy’s tiny hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”


    “Mama, I play?”


    Eden nodded. “Just for a few minutes.” As Grayson took off toward the nearby creek, the adults followed.


    “Are you sure about this?” Jace asked. “He’s going to be soaked.”


    “That’s why we brought my car. I have towels in the trunk. And a backseat.”


    “While I’m here, there’s something I want to ask you,” Xander started, looking at Jace. “I want to take Eden with me.”


    “With you where?” Jace asked, even though he had a feeling he knew the question that lay underneath. Clifton had given him ample warning that something might come up. He’d told him that Xander seemed extremely interested in his ex, despite their short time together. He imagined that interest would only grow with time. Though she hadn’t been the one for him, he knew her worth. He knew that when she finally decided on someone, he would be a lucky man, indeed. Clearly Xander recognized that, as well. All the same, he tried to hide his happiness for her, if for no other reason than the fact that it was fun to make the muscular, tattooed rocker sweat for a while.


    “I want to take her with me everywhere. I want her to go on tour with me.”


    “Xander,” Eden began. “I can’t –”


    Jace raised a confused eyebrow. “Well that would be fun. But I don’t see why you would need my permission.” Yep. It was coming. He could feel it.


    “She won’t come with me,” Xander explained. “She says that she can’t leave …”


    “She can’t leave without Grayson.” Jace nodded in understanding.


    “Neither of them will have any expenses. I’m hiring two more guards to look after both of them, so this mess doesn’t happen again. They will be strictly their guards. When Grayson is older, I will hire a personal tutor to take over any classes that he needs and wants. In fact …” Xander pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket. “I had one of my lawyers draw this up so that you would have it in writing, and you wouldn’t have to worry about me backing out.”


    Jace quickly read it over. He could tell from Eden’s stunned expression that she hadn’t known about it. He hid his laughter. The man was determined. He had to give him that much. “And to make sure that I won’t go back on my word and say she kidnapped him.”


    Xander nodded. “I have to protect her, too. She is my number one priority. What concerns her, concerns me.”


    “Well,” Jace sighed, pretending like he hadn’t already known what his answer would be. Neither Eden nor Grayson would be trapped by the agreement. In fact, there were provisions in writing stating that he would return them safely home, should they ever ask to go. He wasn’t trying to pull one over on him. He simply wanted to make sure that nothing would stand in Eden’s way should she want to follow Xander around the world. And Jace knew her well enough to recognize that she did. “I think it would be a great opportunity for all of you.” He pulled a pen out of his pocket and signed the paper with no further questions.


    “I will make sure to have my lawyers hand you a copy of this, before we even leave town,” Xander promised.


    Eden blinked in surprise. Jace hadn’t tried to argue. “What about your visitation?” she asked


    “I’ll see him when you come back,” Jace replied. “Plus, I have vacations. I can visit when you’re in the states.”


    “And when we’re not,” Xander offered, “I will pay to bring you to us. Any time or place that either you or Grayson wish. It’s also written in the contract that I will never keep you away from him.”


    “I saw that. Sounds good to me.”


    “But what about Anna?” Eden asked. “Won’t she be mad when you just disappear for a few days to find us?”


    “Let me worry about Anna. This is a chance for you and Grayson to see the world. This is more than I could have ever given you.”


    Eden stared at him, as if she’d never met him before in her life.


    “Look, I found Anna, and I’m happy. Maybe this is your chance to be happy, too. I think you should find out. I have to go.” He handed Xander the signed paper, before giving Eden a quick hug and getting back in his car.


    Eden and Xander looked on, as he pulled the car out of its spot.


    Jace rolled down the window. “By the way,” he added. “You better take care of her.”


    


    ~*~


    


    As soon as Xander, Eden, and Grayson landed in Los Angeles, they were met by Xander’s realtor. Xander had decided that he couldn’t take Eden home to a house that he had shared even temporarily with Hadley. She deserved better. So he sold the house and everything inside it, other than his clothes, instruments, awards, and pictures. Everything belonging to Hadley, reminding him of Hadley, and all the pictures with Hadley in them went in the trash.


    Together, they picked out a beautiful mansion that was a mix between Xander’s rock and roll style and Eden’s more simplistic style. It was protected by a towering wall with the most extensive security he could find, including cameras, alarms, and 24-hour guards. The walls contained a garden that rivaled her sanctuary at Blue Springs. He made sure it had a pond with her own fish to feed, koi in every color he could find. He hired a gardener to transform the garden into something that would be worthy of being compared to her name.


    Grayson loved that the house had a pool and movie theater. Xander hired an interior designer to help Grayson design his room however he wanted. He wanted to make sure that Grayson was comfortable while he was with them. He didn’t want to replace Jace. He just wanted Grayson to know that he was there for him, as well, and would do whatever he could to make sure he had a safe place to go, should he need or want it.


    Eden was a bit surprised by the size and number of extra rooms, but Xander assured her they were necessary for guests, such as Jace or Noah. In fact, Noah put one of the rooms in the nearby guest house to immediate use, as Xander offered to let him help oversee the contractors and watch the property while Xander and Eden were gone. As payment, Xander would provide him everything he needed on a day to day basis and would allow him access to anything in the house that he wanted, including the recording studio and instruments when they weren’t in use. Noah was ecstatic to have the equipment, and Xander felt better knowing someone would be there in case something else happened, while they were gone. Eden’s only stipulation was that he didn’t tell or show his stalker-y friend, Adam, where they lived. She’d had all the creepy stalkers she could handle for a lifetime. Xander backed her up by expanding that rule to no visitors on the property at all while they were gone.


    While they were in Los Angeles, Xander and the band recorded the song that he’d written for her. He had contemplated saving it for the next album, but after the response it had received at the concert, the band decided it would be best to give them what they wanted, as soon as they could. They finished just in time for release day.


    Though they enjoyed Xander’s home city, their time there came to a swift close. They had a tour to get to and a new album to promote.


    


    ~*~


    


    Seven weeks in, Eden began to feel a bit out of sorts. The constant running started to take its toll on her. Grayson enjoyed the traveling, though, so she kept her mouth shut and continued on. Her new bodyguard, Hagan, noticed the subtle change in her health, but she swore him to secrecy. She didn’t want Xander to think she couldn’t handle the constant traveling and have him suddenly change his mind about bringing her with them. She didn’t know what she’d do if he sent her back to LA. Her biggest fear was turning into that typical Hollywood girlfriend that waited by the phone for his call. She knew for a fact that she couldn’t handle that kind of life. It would break her.


    That day, she, Xander, and the band had an interview to go to. For some reason, the magazine had specifically asked her to come with them. Everyone seemed to want to know who the new girl on Xander’s arm was, and they all fought to break the official story first. She thought it was silly, but how could she turn them down? Especially since Grayson’s guard, Matthew, had agreed to take Grayson to a local aquarium that he’d been dying to visit. When she hesitated, Hagan offered to go with them. Knowing her son would be more than safe with two guards, she had no excuses to not go to the interview.


    As she usually did with more important events, Ava dressed her up like she was one of the most important people on the planet. Though she no longer needed them, she still wore thick bracelets, because Xander mentioned to Ava that he loved them on her. She found they no longer bothered her. Most of the paparazzi they ran across had started calling them her signature look.


    Even after the journalist arrived, Xander held Eden’s hand as tightly as he could. Though she promised she wouldn’t go anywhere without his knowledge again, Xander still had a fear that she would disappear again and rarely let her out of his sight. With her guard watching over Grayson that afternoon, he wasn’t about to take any chances.


    The journalist was beautiful, but Xander didn’t seem to notice. Her name was Elizabeth. She had long, brown hair that had been curled into loose waves. Her thick, black glasses rested on her freckled nose.


    Eden held her breath as she walked by. The smell of Elizabeth’s perfume sent an odd feeling through Eden’s body. She began to feel slightly woozy.


    After introductions, the interview began. First, she addressed Xander and the band. She asked about upcoming tour dates, what was in store for the fans going to the shows during them, and what was next on their plates.


    She addressed Eden to get her experience with the constant traveling and asked the questions that they had all known were coming. “Tell us about yourself,” Elizabeth asked. “Everyone has been dying to know, ‘Who the heck is that girl?’”


    “Well, my name is Eden Balestra,” Eden started. “I’m … Well, I’m not really sure what you would want to know.”


    “How did you meet?”


    “I found him walking down the side of the road in my hometown. So I stopped.”


    “That’s a very lucky stop to find such a famous hitchhiker.”


    “Oh, he wasn’t hitchhiking. Just walking.”


    “I see. And you’ve just been together, ever since?”


    “Well, I guess. Sort of.” She paused. They hadn’t technically been together, but they hadn’t exactly spent much time apart. “Yeah, I guess you could say so.”


    “How long have you been together?”


    “Oh. Umm … Almost two months?” She looked at Xander, who nodded. “Sorry. Everything has just been running so fast, it seems my days are starting to run together. I’m not used to this schedule at all.”


    “That’s understandable. How do you get along with the rest of the band? You’re spending a lot of time with them now. Are they starting to become like family, like we usually see when people spend so much time on the road together?”


    “We hate her,” Chase, the drummer, teased. “She’s awful.”


    Eden giggled, and Xander laughed


    “Yeah,” John, the bassist, added. “She’s mean and she’s … too … clean? And she makes me eat my vegetables … Yeah, I don’t know where I was going with that. I like her just fine.”


    Eden grinned. “Yeah, I’d say they’re exactly like a family. And I do sometimes make him eat his vegetables. And explain that his usual choice of potato chips doesn’t qualify as a vegetable.”


    Elizabeth stared at the strange scene before her. “So, are you becoming like the mom of the group? After only a couple months?”


    “Well, she’s the only mom in the group, so being the mom of the group just sort of came naturally,” Chase explained.


    “So, you’re a mom? And you travel with a band? If you don’t mind me asking, where are your children?”


    “Oh,” Eden replied, slightly shocked. “My son is scoping out the city with … friends. He’s two. There’s apparently a really nice aquarium that snagged his attention. And you can imagine that these interviews and things aren’t that exciting to him.” She didn’t want to say he was with bodyguards. The word seemed a bit foreign coming off her tongue.


    “So he travels with you?”


    “Yes. He seems to love it.”


    “Do you worry that this sort of lifestyle would be dangerous for him? Clearly he would have more exposure to things like drugs and sex as he grows up. Don’t you think the music business would be a bad influence on him?”


    Eden shook her head. She smiled at each of the men surrounding her. “No, I disagree. When we have to go places that are likely to have questionable things around, my son just doesn’t go. When he gets a little older, assuming this is still the path we choose, we won’t keep these things a secret from him, and Xander and the band have agreed to be very open with him about why they choose not to do these things or why they stopped doing these things, whichever the case may be. And we know that in this line of work, they can’t always be avoided, but they can be discouraged, and we make sure he knows it’s always fine to tell people that he doesn’t want to participate in something he’s not comfortable with. When I know that he is mature enough to be able to handle seeing but staying away, then the situation will likely change. I know I can’t shelter him forever. But right now his curiosity is extremely high, and I promised his dad that I would keep him away from it as much as I could.”


    Elizabeth jotted down notes.


    “But as far as the shows and things that Xander and the band can control, I don’t really have to worry about it. These are great men. I spend a lot of time with them and the crew. There are never any drugs or anything around them. I’ve rarely even seen a liquor bottle. There are, of course, those groupies that wait outside for them, but the band makes sure to not do anything inappropriate in front of my son, while he’s there. It’s not even something I requested them to take into consideration. They just seem to do it on their own. As I’ve said, these are great men, and I’m blessed to know them.”


    Xander kissed the top of her knuckles.


    “Speaking of groupies,” Elizabeth redirected. “You have had to learn to deal with groupies and fans being around your man, all the time. How do you feel about that? Does it put a strain on your relationship, at all?”


    Eden shrugged. “No. It doesn’t really bother me. Sure, I’ve watched several try to lure Xander away from me, but it never works.”


    “He just calls her over and introduces these groupies to his girlfriend, emphasis on the ‘girlfriend’ part,” John added. “It’s disgusting.”


    Eden giggled. “Yes, that happens, too. As far as the usual fans go, I enjoy being around them. Their energy is great. And we have some common ground. I was a fan first, after all.”


    “You seem awfully young. How old are you?”


    “Nineteen.”


    “That’s not the usual age range for Xander Hart fans. What drew your attention to them?”


    “My mother listened to them a lot, and I followed in her music tastes. However, I think this next album does a better job at catering to the next generation of teens and younger adults.”


    “Does the age difference between you and Xander bother you?”


    “Why should it? I was a teen mom. He is an adult in the music business. As far as maturity levels go, we’re about even.” She snickered. “Most of the time, anyways.”


    “Does it bother you, Xander?”


    Xander laughed. “Since when would having a younger girlfriend bother any man?”


    “Right. Back to Eden. What has been your experience with them been like, so far?”


    “She likes to mingle,” Chase added. “Nearly gives Xander a heart attack.”


    “Yes, I do like to mingle. I love to talk with them and see how they enjoy the show. If they have things that they hate about the show, I relay the message to the guys and see what can be done to fix it. If they love it, I relay that message, too. Or I’ll just sit and chat with them about it. These guys have been blessed with some amazing fans.”


    Several music and tour experience-related questions later, the question Eden had been dreading finally reared its ugly head.


    “I keep seeing that the band is extremely active in promoting the new Rediscovering Eden charity. My sources inform me that there was an attack, more specifically a rape, at one of your more private concerts. Is this true? If so, is this why you have started this charity?” Elizabeth asked.


    Xander squeezed Eden’s hand, as he felt the tension roll off her. “Partially true,” he replied. He didn’t want to go too deep into the subject for fear of upsetting Eden, but he didn’t want to lie to Elizabeth and say it never happened. Elizabeth had clearly done her homework. Lying wouldn’t get them anywhere with her. “It was several hours before a concert, which was later canceled, and I was unfortunately nowhere near to stop it from happening.”


    “This same source says that the rapist was a member of your team.”


    “The rapist was someone that came with us, yes, but was not exactly a member of our team. They didn’t contribute to much.”


    “It doesn’t seem to have hurt your ticket sales.”


    “Fortunately, no. They were in police custody by the end of the night. The fans have nothing to worry about.”


    “Who was the victim? A fan?”


    “Look, I don’t see how this is relevant to–”


    Eden cut him off by tightly squeezing his hand, once she noticed the increasing hostility in his tone. That was all he needed. Flipping out on a journalist wouldn’t win him any new fans or even the good publicity they hoped for with the interview.


    He leaned close to her and whispered, “I don’t want to drag this all back up for you. It was traumatizing enough the first time. I don’t see what good rehashing it for the world is going to do.”


    “It’s okay,” she soothed, bringing her free hand to his cheek and caressing it with her fingers. She smiled as he closed his eyes, nuzzled his face against her hand, and kissed her palm. “We might as well come out and say it. I think it would help the victims seeking our help if they knew the whole story. They’d know that we truly do understand and care.”


    Xander nodded in defeat and glanced nervously back at his bandmates. They sat back in silent support.


    Despite being unable to hear their conversation, Elizabeth searched from one face to the next in shock. She wondered how some girl from seemingly nowhere had managed to strongly affect the group of men so quickly. She waited patiently for the story that she knew would be major.


    Eden turned to Elizabeth. “I was the victim. The charity is my project, though Xander and the band have graciously lent their influence to get the word out, and Xander was the one who came up with the name Rediscovering Eden. He decided the name was a tribute to my journey through it, but to me, it’s also about helping the victims that go through the same thing that I did or worse, so they can finally be happy. My goal is to help victims find a safe place to go full of the support they need to stand on their own two feet, again. I know how hard it can be. I know how alone and worthless it can make you feel.”


    “Let me get this straight. You were raped by someone who had been traveling with them? And you’re still with the group? And not only that, you’re dating one of them? Why?”


    Eden shrugged. “I love him.” She gestured to the band behind her. “I love every one of these men, too, though obviously in a different way. I love the team they work with. They have all been very gracious to me. I can’t allow the actions of one person to tarnish my feelings for everyone else. That wouldn’t be fair to them or to me. I have consciously chosen to be happy.”


    Elizabeth thought that statement over for a few minutes. “Would you like to talk about your attack? Our magazine’s main audience is women, who are the majority of rape victims. I’m sure they’d love to hear your story. Naturally, it would be separate from the other article, if that’s okay.”


    Clifton’s advice kept running through her head. “Look, I’m not supposed to recommend that you go public. I’m not telling you this as an officer. It will put a lot of pressure on the judge and even the department. I’m telling you this as a friend. If you are up for it, it would probably help keep her off the streets longer.”


    Eden looked to Xander, who shrugged.


    “It’s up to you,” he whispered. “It’s your story to tell. You have my full support no matter what you choose to do with it.”


    She glanced back at the band.


    “I think it’s a good opportunity for you,” Chase whispered to her. “Get the word out. Get that publicity that you need for both your case and your cause.”


    She inhaled a deep breath and slowly released it. “Alright. You want to talk about it? Let’s talk.”


    


    ~*~


    


    By the end of the interview, Eden’s odd feeling had turned into full-blown sickness. They thanked Elizabeth for her time. Xander immediately called Ava for help once he noticed her complexion had dulled and her body began to sway, as if she’d either collapse or throw up at any minute. Ava immediately called a trusted doctor, who met them at their hotel.


    After running a few small tests, the doctor sat Eden and Xander down. Xander’s palms were sweaty against hers, as they waited anxiously for her diagnosis.


    “Well,” the doctor began. “I have great news for you.”


    “Oh, thank goodness,” Eden sighed with relief. “I’m going to be okay?”


    “Oh, most certainly. Most of your tests came back normal. No viruses, no infections. All were normal except one.”


    “Which one?” Xander asked.


    “A pregnancy test. According to my calculations, based on your cycle, you’re about seven weeks along.”


    Xander suddenly looked as if he might be the one to throw up or collapse. He sat back and let the news sink in.


    Eden quickly counted back the days. “But … But that would mean that it happened while we were back at home. My home, I mean.”


    “Are you saying my calculations are off? Because they could be, give or take a week or so. Without an ultrasound, I can only guess based on your cycle. I would need you to come with me to the office for that.”


    Eden was stunned. Back at Palatial Heights. Their very first time together. Though she’d felt broken, apparently her body hadn’t noticed any bit of difference. Suddenly the color drained from her face. Oh, lord, she silently worried. What will Xander think? He still hasn’t said anything. I don’t want him to think I purposely trapped him in any way. That never crossed my mind. I tried to prevent this. I had Noah bring me my pills. I took them every day without fail.


    She glanced up at Xander to watch a smile slowly spread across his face. It wasn’t even his usual, warm smile. It was a silly, scared and confused, but excited smile. He looked as if he’d finally cracked. “Are you okay?” she asked.


    “I’ve never been better,” Xander replied. “This is great news!”


    She blinked rapidly. “It is?”


    “Well, I suppose it might be a bit soon. But I decided shortly after I met you that I want to be with you for as long as you will have me. We are meant to be together. I can feel it. I will accept any gift you give me, including this child. He or she can only add to our happiness.”


    Yep, she thought. He’s officially lost his mind.


    


    ~*~


    


    After Eden’s story was released, a petition had been created by Ava for Eden’s court case. Eden had tried to keep her from getting too involved in it, but once the story was out, Ava could no longer be restrained.


    At the next tour stop, bouquets of flowers were delivered to their hotel room, nearly filling every bit of free space inside. Eden stared around the room in awe.


    “What in the world is this?” she asked. “Did you buy out another florist?”


    Xander laughed. “Not this time.”


    She went from bouquet to bouquet reading off names and messages. She recognized three of them as Xander’s ex-wives and one from the magazine that released the story. The others, Xander explained, were from several of his more serious ex-girlfriends that didn’t want their relationship in the spotlight.


    She gave an impressed whistle. “There sure are a lot of them. I think I should meet these girls.” She laughed when his face paled.


    The bouquet from the magazine was a “Thank you for your story” bouquet. She’d been told that it had been their best-selling issue in years. The cards from the wives and girlfriends all had similar messages to each other. They all said something along the lines of, “I’m sorry for the horror that you had to endure. I wanted you to know that not all of Xander’s exes hold the same animosity towards you. I only wish for your happiness. You are a brave woman for sharing your story with the world, and I am pleased to know that you have turned tragedy into something positive. I am spreading the word of your petition to the courts as well as your charity. Best wishes.”


    “How did they find out where we are?” Eden asked.


    “They likely contacted Don. Does it bother you?”


    Eden thought a brief moment, amused by his awkward discomfort. “No,” she decided, at last. “I think it’s a bit strange, but I find it oddly encouraging. I hope they wouldn’t actually think I would blame every single person you ever dated or married before me for Hadley’s ridiculousness.”


    It might not have bothered her, but he wondered how dangerous for him it would be for the majority of his exes to band together as they seemingly had in that small effort … It was a slightly unsettling concept for him. He hoped it ended at flowers. However, he felt the need to at least offer her one thing. “You know several of them are high influence, right? Actresses, models, singers? The attention they can bring to your case could tip the scale in your favor. If we got them all together to work on it, your cause would get some serious attention. I could help you make it happen.”


    She burst out into a fit of laughter.


    “What?”


    “You just suggested getting me and all your prominent exes into the same room for charity work. You either really love me or you want me dead. Which is it?” she laughed.


    “I wasn’t suggesting we do it. I was just saying that if you wanted to, we could.”


    Yep, she thought, as she wrapped her arms around him and planted a firm kiss on his mouth. He loves me. He would risk serious drama in order to help me win my case and raise funds for the charity. And he would pretend to be totally okay with it. She hadn’t actually had any doubts, but the confirmation felt good.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Ten


    


    As the tour went on, Eden decided to bring as much attention to her charity as possible. Her growing belly made standing in front of large crowds increasingly uncomfortable, but she wanted to reach as many victims of sexual assault as she could.


    After her article had released and gathered attention, schools across the country asked her to speak to their students. Most of the calls she received were from high schools and colleges. Rapes were far more common than many cared to think about for people in the age bracket, and the schools wanted to make sure their students were aware that there was help out there, should they need it.


    She couldn’t speak with everyone, of course, but she scheduled speeches around Xander’s tour schedule. As they visited each city, she gave speeches during setup and practices, when Xander would be too busy to notice her absence much. His paranoia about her potential disappearance made any other time too difficult, and bringing him with her would be too much of a distraction for her audience.


    For the most part, she kept her speeches short and sweet, so she could speak with as many people one-on-one as she could afterward. She found that was when she reached the most people.


    Hagan went with her to make sure she remained safe. The likelihood of finding a threat there was slim, but he took his job extremely seriously. He’d heard about why he’d been hired, and he wasn’t about to start taking chances just because they’d gone so long without incident.


    As her schedule filled, she found she needed an assistant of her own. Ava quickly jumped at the opportunity. She said that working for Don had become complicated. Eden suspected that it had to do with the fact that Ava and Don had started dating, and they didn’t want to ruin their relationship with work. It amused her that they would wind up together. They hadn’t acted that close until the day she’d found out. But she was happy for them, all the same.


    Every school she went to, she always received strange stares and whispers. The most popular whisper was, “I’ve seen her before. Where have I seen her?” Most of the time it was so distracting that she had to just state that she was usually seen with Xander Hart and his band. After that, she always had to calm the crowd down and remind them that she wasn’t there for celebrity gossip, not that she paid enough attention to participate in it, anyways. Then she always explained that she was there to talk about rape, and she started to tell her story.


    Once they found out that she was a rape victim, herself, they usually speculated about the paternity of the baby fluttering around inside her stomach and wondered why Xander would want anything to do with a rape baby. Then, she had to go on and explain why it would be impossible for her child to belong to anyone else but Xander in order to regain their attention. She grew more impatient with it each time, but she learned to remain calm. She couldn’t reach people if she lashed out, and she knew it.


    She then went on to explain her charity and what services they offered. She explained that though the charity had her name in it, it wasn’t about her. She told them that her name also meant “paradise,” which was what she considered her life before her attack. She explained that the charity was to help those victims rediscover their own paradise, so their attack wouldn’t be able to control them any longer.


    She told herself that one or two victims calling in to her charity was a success. Most of the time, however, there were at least five or six new callers after each of her speeches.


    Her biggest hurdle had been finding and training staff that she could trust to man the phone lines. Noah decided to help her on that front by overseeing everything. Once she and Noah had the best staff they could find, everything seemed to flow much smoother.


    She found that, although several callers did request some of their more costly services (legal help, counseling, etc.), most simply wanted someone to talk to who would understand them and believe them. It only made her speeches more important to her. To her frustration, rape culture was everywhere she went. The kind of view where some rapes were supposedly not extreme enough to be considered rape, and some men and women were only asking for it. She didn’t think that she could completely erase that thought process from the world, but she hoped she could at least help poke a few holes in it.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    Xander didn’t like the situation. He didn’t like it one bit. The dining room was hot and stuffy. The food was fussy. His tux was stiff and scratchy. When the meal was over, they moved into a ballroom, which was even warmer than the dining room. Or was that just his anxiety talking?


    Eden lovingly clung to his arm, and she looked stunning, as always. Ava had found a beautiful evening gown that draped over her growing belly in the right ways. Just under her chest, a thick belt of diamonds glittered against the sheer, light sky blue fabric, forming the fabric underneath it to her body and showing off the curves that she still had, despite the baby’s increasing attempts at hiding them. Two diamond cuffs that matched the belt wrapped around her wrists. A short train trailed a few inches behind her. The dress was strapless, showing off her slender neck and shoulders, which Ava played off of by pulling her hair into a loose, elegant bun pinned with diamond-tipped hair pins. Ava had even given her full glamour makeup. She looked as if she belonged there more than anyone else, and despite his frustration with the whole thing, he was grateful that she was on his arm for the night.


    It wasn’t the place that had him on edge. It wasn’t even the activities. It was the company they mingled with. When Eden called his exes to thank them for the flowers they’d sent to her and their support in sharing her petition, several of them decided to scheme against him and put together a formal dinner party, complete with dancing and socializing. And worse, they’d somehow convinced Eden that it was a good idea. He wasn’t exactly sure why they’d decided to gather everyone. He wasn’t even sure if Eden knew why. All he knew was that she told him that they were invited, and she wanted to go.


    Despite his attempts at talking her out of it, she was determined. He’d tried to avoid it by saying they were just too busy, which wasn’t far from the truth. But Eden eventually called Don. Once Don had found out that Eden wanted to go, he immediately cleared a night for them.


    They flew back to California. Grayson and his guard, Matthew, flew to Jace’s house for a visit. With no more excuses left, he had to cave. But he only agreed to go if they could bring Hagan and Rich with them. Rich nearly died laughing at Xander’s discomfort, saying that Eden was a far braver woman than he’d ever imagined. Hagan appeared nervous at the concept, but would agree to go wherever his charge went.


    Xander shook his head at the thought. Eden hadn’t even been around a full year, but she managed to completely wrap Don and many others in his band and crew around her delicate fingers. Even the guards would cave to her every whim. He wanted to be mad about it, but he couldn’t. She’d had him wrapped, too, from the very beginning. She was a rarity in his world. He wanted to protect her and never let that graceful strength and purity inside her die. Thanks to him, that had already come far too close to happening.


    He entwined his fingers with hers. His other hand, he rested lightly on her belly. He allowed the light thumping sensation of his baby kicking against his palm to distract him from the chaos that could break out at any moment.


    Eden couldn’t help but laugh. “You shouldn’t be so tense,” she whispered in his ear. “It’s been a great night, so far. It’s going to continue to be a great night. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”


    “Easy for you to say,” he whispered back. “Do you know how many exes you talked me into mingling with at this party?”


    “I’m fully aware. If anyone should be tense here, it’s me. I’m more likely to get stomped on by jealous exes than you are. Besides, that’s what you get for having so many exes,” she teased. “I thought you said that you would get them together, anyways, if we wanted to do something for the charity?”


    “Yes, but this isn’t about the charity. This is a just-because dinner, as far as I know, and nothing good could ever come from that in this crowd.”


    She giggled. “What did you do to these poor girls that makes you so nervous to be in the same room as them for even a few hours?”


    “Nothing! I just wonder if it’s a good idea for you to have this kind of stress in your condition.”


    Eden raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m pregnant, not dying.”


    “And you remember that empty beauty we talked about a while ago? There’s a whole lot of that here. There is the potential for a whole lot of ugly coming from this room.”


    She laughed at his excuses. He seemed to be full of them as of late. “I’m not that stressed out. I’m actually enjoying myself. I just wish you’d break away from the wall and join me on the dance floor or something.” She gestured to the dance floor that had quickly filled with couples dancing to the live orchestra.


    His jaw flexed, as his tension refused to subside.


    She placed one hand gently on his cheek, pulling his attention to her face. “Hey. We’re together. It doesn’t matter who else is here. In case you haven’t noticed, more than half of these people aren’t your exes. Besides, I have to face them someday. Unless, of course, you plan on leaving me behind during awards shows. Or if you decide to just not go to those. It’s fine with me, if that’s what you really want to do, but it seems to be a bit silly to miss out on something so important. And these girls seem nice enough. As far as empty beauty goes, I’m not worried about it. This is just one night. And I’m not here with them. I’m here with you.”


    Xander shook his head. Having her chat with them in person had nearly given him a heart attack. They’d come up one at a time to meet her, almost as soon as they’d arrived. He was at least happy to see that Eden had become more secure in herself over the last several months. She reminded him more and more of that girl that he had fallen for when they first met.


    But with each ex that came up, he was afraid her calm would suddenly snap, as it sometimes continued to do. He feared she would run because she’d find one of them too pretty or too successful, and it would make her feel inadequate, even though she had no reason to feel so. It seemed a ridiculous thing for him to fear … except she’d already done it once. It was why she had disappeared after the show near the end of their first week together. She hadn’t felt deserving enough to stand next to him in his life. It had taken a lot of convincing from him and hours alone for her to decide that she missed him too much and didn’t care about fitting in.


    Fortunately, up to that point in the party, she’d simply smiled as sweetly as ever and held onto his arm. He noticed it was a tighter grip than usual, but she seemed sure of her position by his side.


    Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted his first ex-wife, Aria Sophia, as she fluttered from group to group. It figured that she would have been the one to put the whole thing together. She had always loved the dramatic and the potential to kick that tension level even higher. Perhaps that was why she’d become an actress.


    “I’ll be right back,” he grumbled.


    Eden tightly gripped his arm. “Wait! Where are you going?”


    “I need to talk to Aria. I know she’s the one behind this, and I want to know what’s going on.”


    “Can’t you just be happy we’re here?”


    “No. Something is up, and I want to know what, before someone gets hurt. I will be okay if I’m the unlucky target, but I will never forgive myself if it’s you.”


    Eden cautiously released him and watched him cross the floor. She shook her head. She wondered if she was ever going to get him to loosen up that night. She’d known Aria had at least one surprise up her sleeve for the party. She just hadn’t told Xander about it. He hadn’t exactly asked, either, so she wasn’t exactly lying about her lack of knowledge. He only assumed. And even if he had asked, she wouldn’t have said anything.


    She sighed in defeat. She wanted to enjoy herself. It was a bit awkward to see all of his exes in the room, but she was the one who had his arm and his heart that night. That was all that mattered to her. And up to that point, they didn’t seem to be too bothered by that. She wasn’t going to get bent out of shape until they gave her a reason to be. Sure, she’d received a few awkward stares, but they weren’t hurting her. If anyone else had Xander on their arm, she’d be jealous, too. He was quite a catch. The tux only added to it.


    Xander purposefully strode across the floor to the drink table, where Aria had finally settled for the moment, rearranging glasses full of what appeared to be champagne and speaking with one of the waiters. As usual, she was a vision in a form-fitting, strapless, black evening gown and as many diamonds as she could possibly fit around her neck without toppling over from the weight. Her blonde hair fell in a halo of curls on top of her head. Her makeup screamed Old Hollywood Glamour with the deep red lipstick and the bold eyeliner paired with barely visible eye shadow.


    He braced himself for the worst, as she turned to look at him. They didn’t usually fight, but they hadn’t exactly gotten along in ages.


    “Xander,” Aria gushed, waving to the waiter in dismissal. The waiter scampered away. “I hope you enjoyed dinner.”


    “Aria,” he answered stiffly. “Dinner was great. We enjoyed it.”


    “I’m glad to hear that.” She grinned. “How is Eden tonight? I see she’s getting pretty far along, now.” Aria nodded toward the dance floor.


    Xander turned to look in the direction Aria nodded. Eden had been dragged out onto the dance floor by Aria’s date, a tall, heavily-muscled, supermodel-looking man with short but wavy black hair. She looked so tiny next to him, even with her stomach. He watched as a bright, excited smile crossed her face, when they joined in a waltz. Jealousy coursed through his veins.


    “Yes,” he replied, trying to hide his frustration toward the situation only a few feet away. He wasn’t sure why he’d tried so hard to hide it. Aria would see through it. She always had. “Just under four months to go. We’re very excited.”


    “Do you know what you are having?”


    “Other than a baby, no. Eden wished for it to be a surprise. Since I’m terrible at keeping surprises, I requested that I not be told, either.”


    “You’re really living on the edge, these days,” she teased. “Whatever happened to that dangerous rocker that I loved?”


    “He grew tired of playing the games, and he grew tired of everyone playing games with him. That tends to happen, sometimes.”


    As she looked out over the floor again, Aria’s lips curved into an amused smile. “That didn’t take long. You leave her for all of a minute, and already, the boys come swooping in for her. Seems that belly doesn’t deter them any. He seems awfully impressed with her.”


    He growled, as he watched the pair gracefully move across the floor. Eden seemed to float over the ground in the other man’s arms. Aria was testing him, and he didn’t like it in the slightest.


    “What do you want, Aria?” Xander grumbled. “Why did you invite us for this? I don’t understand why you’d throw a formal party just for shits and giggles.”


    “Since when do I need an excuse to throw a party, Xander? I have always loved parties, if you recall. You used to complain about having to go to so many of them.”


    “Yes, but you’re acting like you have purpose in mind.”


    “This party does have purpose. Several, actually.”


    “Like?”


    “The most obvious is curiosity. I wanted to meet this girl that has you so enamored that you’ll drag her out of the middle of nowhere after a week of knowing her to go on tour. She isn’t a model. She isn’t an actress. She isn’t a singer. She isn’t aspiring to do anything, except her charity. She’s a single teen mom from nowhere.”


    “She’s not single anymore, and she’s no longer a teen,” he corrected. “Not that it matters, but her twentieth birthday was a month ago. But what’s your point?”


    “You have nothing to gain from her. She has a lot to gain from you, but she doesn’t seem to take it, other than the publicity you lend to her cause. I wanted to see what you saw in someone that doesn’t want to be in the spotlight with you, but goes there anyways because you clearly want her there.”


    He crossed his arms across his chest in impatience. His jacket sleeves squeezed his muscles uncomfortably. “Did you find what you were looking for?”


    “No. But does it matter?”


    “Kind of, if you truly think that there’s nothing to be gained from her. But it doesn’t matter in a way that you would think. I was hoping you would have learned by now, for your own happiness. I gain a lot from her. However, I see a gain as anything positive. I gain more from her in a single day than I really deserve in my entire lifetime. You, however, only see gain as anything profitable.”


    “Now that’s not fair!”


    “But it’s true.”


    She shook her head. She wasn’t going to argue over something so petty with him, when the night had, up to that point, gone exactly as she’d planned. “Anyways, I … we wanted to meet the girl that has you so awestruck that we haven’t seen a single picture of you that doesn’t have her in it since you met her. With the exception of one of the most recent ones from this tour that was put on your website. The one where you were apparently so impressed by her that you dropped your phone,” Aria teased. “That one is my favorite. Although, I also saw the one that caused you to do so. She is quite stunning. It’s a shame that she doesn’t want to get into acting or modeling. She certainly looks the part.”


    “So what is your final conclusion?” he asked, rolling his eyes. “Since it’s so damn important for us to come all the way out here for your approval, whether or not we actually care to seek it.”


    She shrugged. “I like her.”


    “But …?”


    “Why do you always think there has to be a ‘but’? I truly like her. I think you chose well. I don’t know how long she will last in our world, but I hope things work out for you.”


    “This isn’t my world, anymore. I just so happen to work in it. So what are your other reasons for us being here, if that’s only the main one? There are easier ways to meet a girl than throw an expensive party. And would you like to explain why nearly all of my exes are here? And how did you even get them all here? No offense, but that’s pretty fucked up to even try.”


    “Oh, please. It’s not hard to get the contact info for the type of girls you went after. As far as reasons go, I enjoy parties. Also, if she wants to play in your world, she will need contacts. For all these years, you decided to dip your stick into a diverse ocean of privileged women, if you don’t mind the innuendo.”


    “I do, actually,” he grumbled.


    She ignored him. “Women with the contacts that she will need. I figure that’s as good a place to start as any. Most of us are willing to help her out, there. I don’t see why we shouldn’t be allowed to.”


    “Because it’s weird!”


    “Well, she doesn’t seem to mind. And I know you don’t want my advice, Xander, but you will need to let her decide who she wants to converse with. If you try to tell her she can’t talk to certain people, she will start to resent you. Perhaps not now, but sometime in the near future.”


    He sighed. He knew she was right. But he wasn’t about to admit it to her.


    She smiled in triumph. Deciding against continuing with their little spat, she said, “Make sure you stay close There will be a surprise or two in store for tonight.”


    “What kind of surprise? I don’t think I like the idea of a surprise from you.”


    “You’ll see, soon enough. I think you’ll be happy with it, all the same.”


    “Why do you feel the need to grate at my last nerve? I don’t understand what pleasure you get from this?”


    “I’m not trying to grate at your nerves, Xander. I’m trying to help. You shouldn’t be so defensive.”


    “Shouldn’t be so defensive? I have three ex-wives and at least twenty ex-girlfriends all in the same ballroom scheming with my manager to throw a formal dinner party so they can meet my current girlfriend to see if she meets their standards, and I’m supposed to be completely okay with it? What the hell is wrong with you girls?”


    He turned his head slightly, so he could closely watch Aria’s date twirl Eden around the floor. With each move, he grew increasingly nervous.


    “Hey, we weren’t the ones that abducted her. In fact, we have been busting our asses to help her see that we’re not that bad. Call us whatever you like, but we don’t want her thinking poorly of all of us just because of what that psychotic bitch did to her. We haven’t so much as shot a single dirty look in her direction. I have directed my security staff that if anyone does, they are to be escorted out, immediately. And I made sure to accommodate your security to make you feel better.”


    “You don’t want her thinking poorly of you, or you don’t want the world thinking poorly of you? It smells like a publicity stunt to me.”


    She rolled her eyes at him. “And it’s not that we feel that she has to meet our standards. That’s not it at all. We just wanted to see what kind of person it takes to get you to finally want to grow up and break away from your man-whore reputation. We wanted to see what kind of person can still keep you happy after all these months.”


    “Several of you, I was with for quite a while.”


    “Even the few of us who had a year with you noticed you pulling away after a few months of any serious development. We wanted to meet the girl that has you crawling on your knees. And more than anything, we wanted to see what kind of person has you saying things like ‘We can’t wait to meet our new baby!’ to the press and genuinely meaning it. We’ve all spent a lot of time with you. Don’t think we can’t tell when you’re lying.”


    Xander blinked at her. “What are you trying to say? Why wouldn’t I be excited about my own child?”


    “I’m saying that all of us failed miserably in keeping your attention and keeping you happy for long, but it seems second-nature to her. You’re fully capable of being disgustingly sweet and attentive. You’ve proven that many times over. But I’ve never seen you anything like this. You seem to worship the ground she walks on. And you remember that pregnancy scare that we had? You found out that I was late, and you ran off to Berlin until I called and told you it was a false alarm. And then you filed for divorce a few weeks later. Don’t think I didn’t notice you rubbing her belly earlier.”


    “Ohhh,” Xander said, as if she’d told him something revolutionary. “You mean that time that I came home early, because I’d had some free time on tour that I wanted to spend with you, and I walked in on you going down on your director in our bed? And then I found out that you two had been having an affair for about six months, just before you came to me saying that you might be pregnant and didn’t know if it would be mine or his, if you were? That pregnancy scare?”


    She flinched under his venomous glare. “You certainly seem to remember that part well enough.”


    “Of course I do. I felt like my life had ended,” he hissed. “Don’t even pretend that I didn’t try to love you like I love her. I did. I tried very hard.”


    Over the music, he heard Eden giggle. He looked toward her just in time to see Aria’s date twirling Eden in a small circle, like a pro. Her gown spread out around her ankles, showing off the diamonds on her heels.


    He growled. “Can you not find a date that can keep his hands to himself? And if he lets her fall, I will hurt him!”


    Aria laughed, but covered her mouth before she could make Xander’s anger worse. “Look at her face. She’s happy. And she’s turning her face to focus on one spot on the wall, so she doesn’t get dizzy and fall on her own. Amazingly enough, she knows what she’s doing. Maybe she should have been a dancer, instead. And I was talking to you, you know.”


    “I don’t know what you want me to tell you,” he snapped. “I love her, and I want to be with her for as long as she’ll have me. I felt that way from the beginning. And for reasons I’ll never understand, she wants to be with me, too. I’m sorry that things didn’t work out with the rest of you, but even without all the cheating and the mind games, it wouldn’t have worked anyways. It wasn’t meant to be. And despite popular belief, I didn’t leave any of you just because. However, I dated some of you just because. It’s not one of my prouder moments, but there it is. But because I did actually care about some of you, I kept everything to myself and didn’t air out our dirty laundry for the press. And now, it doesn’t matter, anyways. It’s in the past. As far as my relationship with her goes, I can’t explain any of it. And even if I could, I don’t think I owe any of you an explanation into my private life when none of you are included in it, anymore.”


    From the corner of his eye, he saw Aria’s date dip Eden backward and lean over her, as men always did to their women in cheesy old movies just before they kissed. He also worried for a second that the man would drop her, but his hand was firmly on Eden’s back, and she had his bicep in a death grip. She threw her head back when she laughed. The smiling model never moved in for that expected kiss, but it didn’t matter to Xander. He was far too busy seeing red. “Put a muzzle on your date!”


    She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture, as her date quickly pulled Eden back to her feet and continued around the floor with her. “Stop worrying. He’s clearly strong enough to keep her balanced.”


    “It doesn’t matter!”


    She laughed at the jealousy that radiated off him. “Calm down, Xander. He’s gay. He’s just trying to make her laugh, something that she seems to need tonight. And he’s clearly succeeding. I’m sure it wasn’t hard for him. In comparison, you’re awfully broody company.”


    “He’s what?” Xander snapped his attention back to Aria.


    “He’s gay. He likes men.”


    “Why are you dating a gay man?”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not dating him. He’s just my date. He’s fun to dance with, and he’s nice to look at. And his boyfriend is out of town, so I’m keeping him company. Win-win.”


    He looked back towards the dance floor and shook his head. He inhaled a deep breath and tried to stuff his jealousy. As he breathed in the calming air, he felt bad for tearing into Aria. He had failed at least one of her tests. He knew that much. He’d shown a small crack in not only himself, but also his faith in her, cracks that he planned on repairing immediately.


    Although Aria hadn’t pointed it out, he realized that he was punishing Eden for the mistakes of several of his exes by showing anger. She hadn’t given him any reason to believe he couldn’t trust her. Quite the opposite, actually. She was one of the very few that he felt he could trust. She was simply dancing with a guy that asked her. And why wouldn’t she? She’d asked him earlier, and he’d blown her off. He felt like a complete asshole for it.


    Aria sighed, as she watched the emotions fluttering across his face. “Look, I need to get going. We’re going to be making a toast, soon. She’ll definitely want to be here for it.”


    “Eden can’t have champagne.”


    She rolled her eyes impatiently. “You think I would give your pregnant girlfriend alcohol? It’s not champagne. It’s sparkling cider. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s no alcohol at all here, today. Since we mainly planned this for her, we based the menu around her. Give us some credit.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Eden laughed, as her dance partner spun her for the umpteenth time. He was a pretty good dancer, when he wasn’t purposely goofing off, and he had a great sense of humor. He certainly had a flair for the dramatic. Other than that, all she really knew about him was his name, Jason. He was entertaining. She had to give him that.


    “Can I cut in?” Xander growled from behind her. He didn’t wait for Jason to respond. He grabbed her hand and spun her into his arms.


    “Thank you for the dance, Jason,” Eden called behind her, as Xander pulled her away. When she looked up at his face, she couldn’t contain her laughter. “Are you jealous, again? I haven’t seen that in a while. I have to say, jealousy is pretty attractive on you.”


    “I turn around for all of a minute, and the men come swooping in like vultures.”


    “Yes. Your baby makes wonderful man-bait,” she teased.


    “I will never understand how you can’t see how beautiful you really are. You really think that a pregnant belly would stop them?”


    “In all fairness, I think that one appreciates men more than women.”


    Xander tightened his grip on her waist, pulling her against his body as they swayed together on the dance floor. “That’s what Aria said.”


    “Well, I believe her.” She rested her head against his chest and closed her eyes tightly. If it took dancing with some random gay guy she didn’t know to get Xander jealous and on the dance floor, it was well worth it. Though admittedly, Jason was a better dancer. She clearly needed to work with Xander on that front. “Did you find out whatever it is you wanted to know?”


    “No. She wouldn’t tell me.”


    “That’s a shame. I guess now you just have to enjoy the party with me and forget about whatever is bothering you.”


    “You know what’s bothering me now?”


    Eden pushed herself back a couple inches so she could look into his eyes. He tightened his grip on her waist so she couldn’t back up too far. “What’s that?”


    He leaned in until he was about an inch from her face. “It’s been too long since I’ve kissed you.” He closed the gap between them and caught her lips underneath his.


    She sighed against his mouth and wrapped her arm around his neck. Her heart raced at his very touch. She wished she could get closer, but the huge bump in her belly forced her to keep some distance. However, she figured it was for the best. The heat he sent through her lips and down her body was intense. It would take a lot of effort to not drag him off to some hidden corner of the building.


    He pulled away and rested his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.


    “For what?”


    “I’ve been an asshole to you tonight, and I don’t mean to be. I’m just worried that this is going to be a disaster. But it was important to you to be here, so I should have been supportive, no matter what.”


    “I understand why it’s awkward, but why does it bother you as much as it does?”


    “I guess you’re not the only one with pain and trust issues. There’s a lot of that in this room. The difference is that you actively try to work on it. I haven’t done that.”


    She tightened her arms around him. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


    “No, you didn’t upset me. I did. I let myself worry too much about what could happen and forgot to focus on what’s standing right in front of me. I suppose I have some fear that you’ll try to disappear into this world and become just like them. It’s not that I don’t want you to be a part of this. It’s just that I love you exactly how you are. I don’t want you to ever change into this.”


    She shook her head. “I told you that this wasn’t my world from the beginning, and I meant that. It hasn’t changed any. My place is with you, wherever we are. Isn’t that what you keep telling me? If we have to dance through this part of it from time to time, so be it. I would rather go willingly by your side, so people don’t think that I’m holding you back. Besides, it’s kind of fun to dress up. I especially love the way you look at me when I look like this. Not to mention, you’re pretty dreamy in that tux.” She winked at him.


    The ping of metal against crystal rang throughout the room, silencing the orchestra. Everyone turned toward the noise. Xander wrapped his arms around Eden, pulling her back against his chest. One arm crossed her chest and shoulders. The other rested on her belly. Eden wrapped her hand around Xander’s arm and leaned her head back against his shoulder. She could feel several pairs of eyes on them, but she didn’t care. He was hers.


    After searching for the sound, they found Aria with a crystal flute in one hand and a spoon in the other near the recently emptied drinks table. Aria began, “I want to thank each of you for joining us, tonight. I hope you have enjoyed yourselves so far. I’m sure you’ve noticed the photographers around the room. Any pictures they take, you are more than welcome to.”


    As Aria talked, several waiters carrying trays of drinks made their way around the room, handing each guest a crystal flute full of sparkling cider.


    “We have a few surprises in store for tonight. Which one should we do first?” She paused contemplatively. “Oh, I know! You all know Xander Hart, yes? Of course, you do. Xander seems to have many friends in this crowd.” A devious smile spread across her face at the small laughs throughout the room.


    Xander’s grip tightened around Eden, still a bit worried that she’d disappear.


    Eden smiled reassuringly up at him. She gave him a quick kiss and turned her attention back to Aria.


    Aria continued. “Well, today is a very special day for him. But knowing him, he’s totally forgotten, as usual. With the help of his lovely date, Eden, we pulled a little something together.”


    Looking up at his face, Eden couldn’t help but laugh. The confusion in his expression was priceless. Aria was right. He’d clearly forgotten, and she could tell he was afraid of what they’d done to remind him. She also caught that Aria was trying to plant a small seed of tension between them by mentioning his “friends” in the crowd and mentioning her as his “date” instead of his girlfriend, as if she were that much more disposable. It didn’t work. And Eden didn’t care.


    “Bring it out!” Aria called.


    Doors on the opposite side of the room opened, and in strolled two men in crisp, white jackets, pushing a cart with a round, four-tier cake on it. The cake was covered in black fondant and decorated with red and white icing in elegant patterns on each tier. A single lit candle stuck up from the center of the top tier.


    “Happy Birthday, Xander!”


    The room clapped appreciatively.


    “You knew about this?” Xander asked, as he took two glasses off the tray that the waiter brought by. He handed one to her.


    “I did,” Eden said guiltily, taking the glass from him. “It was actually my idea. I could tell they were looking for an excuse, so I found one. Happy Birthday.”


    He smiled and kissed her on the cheek.


    “Come blow out the candle!” Aria insisted.


    Xander made his way to the front, but he held Eden’s hand in a vice grip, dragging her behind him. He stood next to the cake and smiled down at her.


    “Make a wish!” Eden reminded him. “Make it a good one!”


    “I have everything I want,” he grinned. He gently kissed her cheek and turned back to the cake. As he briefly watched the flame dance on top of the candle, a last-minute wish popped into his mind. He smiled and blew out the candle, as the room clapped and the waiters finished their rounds, finally disappearing through the doors.


    “We have one more surprise for tonight,” Aria stated, as the guests quieted back down. “You have all met my new friend, Eden Balestra, yes?” Aria gestured to Eden.


    Eden felt the color rush to her face, as the entire room focused from Xander and Aria to her and clapped. Xander tightened his grip on her hand.


    “I know you have all at least heard of her, by now. Eden runs the charity, Rediscovering Eden, which sends all sorts of help to rape victims. One of the things that many of you might not know is that this is a cause near and dear to several people in this very room. Naturally, this was also a cause that we were more than happy to help with. So, Eden, I have kept a little secret from you. The main reason we called you here tonight was because the girls and I have been very sneaky.”


    Eden glanced up at Xander, a question in her eyes. He shrugged, and she could tell he knew less than she did. However, she somehow doubted that whatever it was had been her main reason. Aria put on a great face for the crowd, but something told Eden that it was at least partially for show.


    Aria crossed the short distance to where Eden and Xander stood, carrying an ivory envelope and her glass. She handed the envelope to Eden.


    Eden shakily accepted it. What in the world?


    Aria gave her a quick hug. “Go ahead and take a look.”


    After handing her glass to Xander, Eden carefully opened the envelope to find a check inside. With trembling fingers, she retrieved the check from the envelope, so she could look at it. Her hand immediately covered her mouth, and tears stung behind her eyes. She threw her arms around Aria’s neck and gave her a grateful hug.


    Aria laughed and hugged her back.


    When Eden released her, she turned to Xander to show him the check. He nearly dropped both of the glasses he carried.


    “For those of you who can’t see it,” Aria explained, “we have been doing a little fundraising of our own. We have, so far, raised thirty million dollars for Eden’s cause. Every penny of that will go to the victims to help them find their road to recovery.”


    “I just …” Eden stumbled, wiping away her tears. “Wow. I don’t know what to say. Thank you all for this. This is incredible.”


    “You’re very welcome. I know you will put that money to good use.” She turned to the crowd. “I would like to propose a toast.”


    Xander gave Eden’s glass back to her.


    “To Rediscovering Eden. May every victim find the help and peace they deserve.”


    Everyone in the room drank to Eden’s cause. Eden’s smile just wouldn’t fade. That amount of money would help a lot of people.


    


    ~*~


    


    When Eden began to tire, she and Xander thanked Aria for the party. Xander nodded at Hagan, who immediately went to go get the car.


    “If you need anything,” Aria offered, “I am always here. Just give me a call. You have my number, now. Even if you just need to talk.”


    Eden smiled politely and said, “Thank you. I will. Thank you for everything. The party was beautiful. And I think you nailed that cake.” She nudged Xander in the side. “He looked pretty impressed.”


    Xander smiled, mainly just grateful to finally be able to leave. “It was a beautiful cake.”


    “I can’t take all the credit,” Aria said. “Eden chose the general design. I took over with the details.”


    “Well, you both designed an amazing cake.”


    Aria nodded, and Xander led Eden out of the ballroom and toward the car. When they reached the chilly, outside air, Rich held the door open for them. Once they were safely in the back, he climbed in, just before Hagan started the long drive home.


    “Did you enjoy yourself?” Xander asked. “I hope you know I was on the verge of a heart attack the whole time.”


    Eden giggled. “Poor baby. All those beautiful women in one room. It must have been awful for you.”


    “What beautiful women? I only saw one.” He grinned.


    “Smooth. Did you notice that Aria kept subtly trying to annoy one of us with a few comments here and there? I’m not sure which one of us she was trying to annoy, but I thought it was a bit weird.”


    “She loves drama in all its forms. I think she was trying to test me to see how happy I really am. Also to see how confident you are.”


    “So, did I pass?”


    “Does it matter?”


    “No. But I am a bit curious, now.”


    “I don’t know or care what her grading scale is, but you pass with flying colors as far as I’m concerned.”


    “So what about you? Are you happy?”


    He was a bit taken back by her question. “Do I seem unhappy? Other than the first half of the party, I mean.”


    “Well, you don’t have the option to go to all those parties like the one we just left. I don’t have the kind of patience it takes to throw one, and I certainly don’t have Hollywood elite in my cell phone contacts. I guess I have Aria’s, but I doubt I’ll be using it much. It seems like you’re trading in glitz and glamour for diapers and bottles.”


    “It’s not a bad trade.” He kissed her bare shoulder. “So is that why you wanted to go? To celebrate my birthday with a bit of glamour?”


    “Well, it was an excuse. Really, I was just curious.”


    “About what?”


    “What they were like.”


    “What who is like?”


    “Aria and the others. I read about them and see them in movies and on TV. I kinda wanted to know what they were actually like.”


    “So you decide to throw yourself into a room full of them? That could have been dangerous.”


    “Eh. It wasn’t that bad. But at least now I know.”


    “Oh? And what do you think?”


    “I think they’re a bit silly. Apparently they really hold onto whatever frustration with you. I know they seemingly appreciate the charity, but I could feel them trying to burn holes through the back of my head all night long.”


    “Well, not all exes are pleasant like yours is. I tried to warn you.”


    “You did. But at least we know that we can get along. And I know that they wouldn’t let whatever feelings they hold for me stop them from participating in a good cause. Which is why I told you that you shouldn’t worry.” She smiled. “I certainly wasn’t worried.”


    “So you’re not worried that one of them is going to try to swoop in and steal me away?”


    “Nope. They can try, if they really see fit. But I trust you. Even when I didn’t think I should trust you, I did. Clearly.” She pointed to her stomach.


    The car turned into the long driveway. The heavy gates opened to let them through.


    When they reached the front doors, Xander stepped out and held the door open for her. He took her hand and helped her to her feet.


    “You have to admit, it’s pretty nice to be home,” Eden said.


    “It is. Though it doesn’t quite feel like home without Grayson here.”


    Eden smiled. She often felt the same way. “Thank you, Rich. Thank you, Hagan. I hope you have a great night.” She waved at the men behind her.


    Before they could respond, Xander pulled her through the front doors and into their home. When the doors closed behind her, he pinned her between himself and the door and locked the deadbolt. He crushed her lips under his.


    She sighed under his mouth and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She groaned as his body hardened against hers.


    He moved his lips from her mouth to her ear and slowly down her neck.


    “Oh, god, Xander,” she whispered breathlessly. “Keep this up and I will shred that tux of yours to get to everything underneath it.”


    He grinned against her neck, before placing one last kiss on her delicate skin. “I’ve felt the same way about that dress all night.” He ran his hands along her sides. “I have one more birthday wish. Are you up for filling it?”


    She smiled seductively in response.


    He reluctantly pulled his body away from her and took her hand. He slowly led her up the stairs and to their room.


    In front of the closed door, he stopped and smiled. “After you,” he said, dropping her hand.


    Still feeling the heat course through her, she reached a shaky hand out and slowly turned the doorknob. Damn him and this effect he has on me, she complained to herself. She opened the door to find nothing but blackness. She felt along the side of the wall, until she found the light switch.


    When she turned on the light, she was met by a room full of rose petals in all colors. On the floor in front of her, written in red petals was “Marry me, Eden,” wrapped in two joined hearts.


    She opened her mouth to speak, but words wouldn’t come out, so she closed it again. She spun around, confusion etched into her features. She immediately froze, once she saw Xander behind her. He knelt on one knee and smiled up at her. Wrapped around the tip of his index finger was a huge, round, diamond ring with a platinum band wrapped in more diamonds.


    “Oh my god,” she choked.


    “So,” he began. “I know it seems that the entire beginning of our relationship was me rescuing you and trying to pull you back into sanity. But the truth is that you rescued me by doing the same. You make me a better person and help me see things differently than I have in the past. Your love and encouragement get me through every single day, both personally and professionally. I have never been sure about much, but I am sure that I love you more than anything, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I know that my track record with this kind of sucks. But I’m hoping you will give me another shot at it, anyways. So this is my birthday wish of all birthday wishes. Will you please spend the rest of your life with me?”


    A teary smile spread across her face. “Of course, I will.”


    His heart swelling with excitement, Xander leapt to his feet and met her lips with his. Without breaking their kiss, he gently slipped the ring on her finger, where it belonged.


    When she felt the awkward weight on her finger, she pulled away and brought her hand in front of her face. She could only stare.


    “You don’t like it?” he asked breathlessly. “We can get you another one.”


    “No. I want this one. This is the one you picked out for me. But do you really think I’m worth this much?”


    He shook his head. “No. I think you’re worth more, but I know you’d argue with me if I got you something so huge it was vulgar. So I went slightly under that.” He grinned and took her hand in his, guiding it to his lips. He gently kissed her finger where her ring rested, amusement dancing in his eyes. He then moved his lips back to hers, drowning himself in the taste of her sweet mouth.


    With fumbling fingers, she slowly unbuttoned his jacket. She traced his shirt-covered abs with her fingers, before moving her hands up his chest and over his shoulders, dropping the jacket on the floor behind him. She reached around his waist and unfastened the black cummerbund, dropping it near the jacket, before carefully untying his black bowtie and dropping it on the bed.


    She smiled appreciatively, as she watched him pull off his cufflinks. She knew she loved the tux, but it seemed the more pieces they pulled off, the better he looked.


    After he set the cufflinks on the nearby dresser, she pulled him over to the bed and knocked him backward onto the petal-covered blankets. She quickly pulled off his shoes and socks, before she pulled her dress up to give her legs room to move and climbed over him. After she settled, straddling his waist, she impatiently unbuttoned his shirt and slid it off his shoulders, revealing the tattoos that she’d grown to love. She gently placed a trail of kisses down his chest and stopped just under his naval, while unfastening his pants. When her prize sprung forward, she enthusiastically took him into her mouth. She gently gripped the base and worked the shaft with her hand while teasing the tip with her mouth.


    She peered up into his face to savor the pleasure she could clearly see there. “Mmm,” she appreciated, as she wrapped her lips around the tip to lick the salty-sweet bead that had formed there.


    “Oh, god, Eden!” he rasped. His impatience growing with each stroke she made, he grabbed her arms and pulled her over him. “Not tonight.” He cupped her face in his hands, as he pulled her mouth against his. It always surprised him that she could be so sweet and innocent in public, but as soon as their bedroom doors closed and she was able to put aside her restraints …


    He unzipped the back of her dress. She sat up straight and seemingly stared into his soul, as if nothing else existed around her. He groaned, as the fabric tumbled down her body, and his need for her grew nearly painfully. He sat up straight and carefully placed his arms underneath the skirt, before carefully lifting it free. He tossed it to the side.


    His need to claim her in every way grew with his desire. He’d patiently let her do things her way for months, and it had been amazing. But he suddenly wanted more.


    At the same time, he didn’t want to scare her. “How much do you trust me?” he asked her.


    “Infinitely,” she replied, trembling under his fingers, as they leisurely grazed up the sensitive skin on her sides.


    He pressed his bare chest to hers. “Are you sure?” He teased her bottom lip with his.


    She tried to close the distance, but he kept pulling away and returning to brush his mouth against hers. She whimpered, trembling, and nodded. “I’m sure,” she decided, biting lightly on her bottom lip. She was surprised to find exactly how little she actually doubted the words.


    He gathered her into his arms and rolled her onto her back. He made a trail of kisses down her neck and chest. He planted one gentle kiss on her expanding stomach, before working his way down the gentle curve of her hips and sliding down to his knees next to the bed.


    She arched her back, as he gently spread her legs apart and began his worship of her body with his mouth. She could feel the flicker of pleasure building within her. Within minutes, it engulfed her body, until she feared her skin might ignite under his tongue. She twisted the blankets around her fingers, clinging to the fabric, as if it were her lifeline. Thick waves of pleasure rolled over her and carried her into sweet release.


    Xander grinned with accomplished satisfaction, before pulling himself to his feet. He leaned over her and smiled, as he watched her slowly drift back to him.


    He pushed her further back onto the bed and climbed up next to her feet. Her eyes widened, as he leaned over her body and gently brushed his lips against hers. His kiss gradually deepened, as he ever so slowly lowered himself onto her, hoping to distract her enough that she wouldn’t feel fear.


    After a few slow, deep breaths, she wrapped her hands around his face and pulled him close. Despite her release only moments before, the need within her continued to build. She knew what he wanted from her. It was evident in the way his kiss pleaded with her. He wanted to possess her. He wanted to lose himself in her. He wanted to dominate her, as she’d dominated him for months. And for some reason, she wanted to let him. If she could only keep the horrors in her memory at bay long enough for her to enjoy it. But she wanted to try, for him and for herself. It would finally put them on even standing, and it would be one more fear that she could defeat. It would be one more time she could show her memories that she wouldn’t allow them to control her any longer.


    “Take me, Xander,” she breathed against his mouth. She hoped none of the nervousness she felt had been evident in her tone. “However you want me. I trust you.”


    He groaned at the pleasure of hearing the words he’d been waiting for. He lowered his body over hers and slowly eased inside her, bit by bit, allowing her to adjust to the intrusion.


    She sucked in her breath as he began to move inside her, slowly at first, but gradually picking up speed. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling desperately at him.


    He smiled down at her, deciding she was ready. He ran one hand up the curves of her waist, up her ribcage, and to her arm. He traced the inside of her arm with his finger. She loosened her grip on his shoulder to enjoy the feel of it. She dropped her arm above her head. Switching arms, he did the same with the other. She positioned that arm next to the first.


    As he rocked inside her, he traced small, soothing lines on the underside of her arm with his fingers, until he reached her small wrists. He joined them together inside his large hand and held them solidly in place.


    Her muscles immediately tensed, and a quiet whimper escaped her lips. She squeezed her eyes closed.


    He buried himself deep within her and held himself there. He brushed his lips against hers. When she cautiously returned his kiss, it gave him a small flicker of hope that she would be okay. “Eden,” he soothed. “Look at me.”


    She took in a deep breath and slowly opened her eyes. Her eyelashes fluttered in ecstasy, as he ever so slowly pulled out and pushed back in, allowing her to feel every inch of his body inside hers. Her fear wavered at the sound of his voice and the warmth of his body.


    He smiled at the effect he had on her. “Look at me. Keep your eyes on me. You are here in our bedroom with me. I will never hurt you.” He swallowed nervously. “And if this doesn’t work out, you can tell me to stop. I will, without hesitation. I will not be upset with you for it.”


    She nodded, as she met his eyes with hers. Those beautiful blue eyes that reminded her of the churning water in Blue Springs, her sanctuary. Those blue eyes belonged to her lover, her protector, her truest friend. Her tension melted away.


    With his free hand, he gently lifted her hips off the blankets and pulled her toward his body. She accepted him fully and arched her back as the fullness she felt within her sent waves of ecstasy through her veins. She pulled on her arms, but he held them firm, and she no longer felt bothered by it. He had her at his mercy, and she trusted him fully.


    Allowing the sensation to take him over, he devoured her mouth under his, pushing himself faster and deeper within her. She writhed in pleasure underneath him, but he held her hips and hands firm. She was his, and with each stroke, he wanted to make sure her body never forgot that.


    “Oh god, Xander,” she moaned, as she shattered around him.


    Her body gripped tighter around his, pulling him into release with her. He buried himself deep inside her, branding her with his body one more time. He slowly pulled himself out of her and released her arms. He smiled as he watched the exhaustion creep over her face. He carefully gathered her into his arms and carried her over to the pillows, gently tucking her under the covers next to him.


    She wrapped her growing body around his. As she tangled their legs together, he tightened one arm around her shoulders and rested the other across her belly. As he pulled the blankets up around them, he couldn’t help but think about how lucky he was to have her complete trust, despite all odds. He wasn’t sure how he’d accomplished such a feat, but he decided that he would never violate it.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    After two months of traveling through Europe, they finally returned to the United States. Their first show back took them to New York.


    Eden enjoyed the world tour. She’d loved exploring the history and monuments with Grayson and Xander. She loved that Xander used his free time to take them to the museums, gardens, and any random tourist attraction he could think of. And she definitely loved letting Grayson get a small taste of other cultures, even if he was still too young to appreciate it.


    But once she set foot on US soil, she had to admit she was beyond happy to finally be somewhere more familiar. Especially since her stomach had grown to uncomfortable proportions, and she still had another month for it to grow even bigger. Previous experience told her that it was possible, but her stretching skin told her that she might actually explode this time.


    She decided against giving any more speeches at schools until the baby came. She was afraid she was getting too close to delivery to chance it, and with the uncomfortable physical conditions came uncomfortable mood shifts, which wouldn’t have earned her any listeners, anyways.


    Xander seemed almost relieved by her decision. He didn’t like the idea of her helping the crew in her advanced pregnancy, so she pulled up a chair backstage and enjoyed a few moments off her feet, relaying verbal instructions when they were given to her. She knew she’d need the downtime, because after the show, they’d have to run across yet another airport to catch yet another plane. He assured her that tours didn’t last forever, but they sure seemed to.


    Ava tried to talk Eden into a dress for the show, but Eden wouldn’t hear of it. She was so self-conscious about her roundness that the idea of a dress made her cringe.


    “Come on, Eden,” Ava pleaded. “You know you’re going to have to go out there at the end. Xander will make sure of it.”


    “I don’t care. I don’t want my fat, pregnant ass disgracing whatever amazing dress you picked for today. Jeans are more slimming.”


    “I hate to break it to you, but nothing is going to be too slimming on you for another month. So far, I’ve done a pretty darn good job of making you shine. It can’t stop now, just because you’re too pregnant.”


    Eden glared at her. “The band wears jeans. No one will care if I do, too. I can shine in jeans. I shouldn’t even be on the stage anyways. Not many bands bring people on stage anymore.”


    “Fine. Have it your way,” Ava conceded. “I know you’re not a fan of going out there, but it seems to mean a lot to him. The fans seem to enjoy it, too. That’s probably why they’re coming back. They know that you’re not a psycho, so they feel more comfortable showing up.” She brought one of the few pairs of maternity jeans that Eden could still wear and a light blue tee shirt that formed to her growing body. Ava found two thick ribbon bracelets in the same shade of blue and wrapped them around Eden’s wrists.


    Eden checked her reflection in the mirror. “That’s not so bad, I guess.”


    “I can’t wait until you’re skinny and less picky again.”


    


    ~*~


    


    The concert in New York started like any other. They ran through their playlist, without problems. Just before Eden’s song, Xander called her out on the stage, as he always did. The crowd seemed to look forward to that tiny glimpse into the personal life of the man behind the music. They smiled and waved, which she happily returned. She didn’t know whether they actually loved her or whether they just loved to know more about him, but they were always kind to her. She was always kind to them, in return. Without them, Xander would have no career in music.


    As the song started, Eden looked straight into Xander’s eyes. She loved watching the emotions play on his face, as he relived each song he sang. It almost felt like traveling back in time to the week he’d written the song for her. She could almost see the way he used to look at her when he’d first met her. That mixture of confusion and need always made her melt. He still looked at her with need, but he had grown surer of himself and his position by her side over the past several months. The surprise and confusion that she’d thought were so adorable rarely showed their faces, anymore.


    In the middle of the song, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a huge section of the crowd on the lower floor begin to shift to the walls. She turned her head just in time to see a small flash, brighter than even the stage lights. A loud bang filled the room, and something whizzed by her face. She felt a stinging burn on her right cheek. Chaos erupted around her. Xander hurried to cover her, and the band tried to take cover behind their equipment.


    “Gunfire!” Xander yelled. “Everybody down!”


    “Mama!” Grayson yelled, running onto the stage toward her.


    “No!” she yelled, yanking herself free of Xander’s grasp. “Stay! Hagan! Matthew! Get him out of here!”


    Matthew grabbed onto Grayson and pulled him back, but Hagan ran onto the stage toward Eden. She ran over to Hagan and snatched his pistol right off his belt, before turning back onto the stage.


    “Eden, no!” Hagan yelled. He tried to grab her, but she slipped through his fingers.


    “Get my son and get him out of here! Keeping my son safe is your number one priority right now! That’s an order! Tell Don to turn on the lights over the crowd! I need to see!”


    Conflicted, the guard decided to go after Grayson, who was in the process of wriggling away from Matthew and nearly winning out. He was small, but he was quick, much like his mother. Rich and Warren leapt over the stage to get to the shooter.


    As Eden ran across the stage, she searched the crowd. The lights slowly flickered on, giving her a better visual. She pulled back the slide, as she watched a man in black run toward the stage through the parting crowd. The doors had been blocked, and the fans were trapped. She needed to put an end to it before casualties climbed.


    She lifted Hagan’s gun toward the man, who aimed his at her. He fired, but it flew past her. She slowly breathed out as she squeezed the trigger. As the bullet left the barrel, time seemed to slow to a crawl. She prayed her aim was as good as it had been in the past. When the bullet reached its target, the man dropped to the floor, completely motionless.


    Rich and Warren fought their way through the crowd across the floor to find their assailant. He was dead. The bullet had passed straight through the middle of his forehead. Along the shooter’s trail to the stage, they immediately spotted three injured fans. After pulling them aside for crew to look after, they immediately began looking for any other possible threats.


    Shaken, Eden dropped the gun onto the stage. In her altered sense of time, it seemed to float down to the floor, like a feather. Her ears rang with confusion, and her brain processes seemed slushy.


    She turned her attention back to the stage to survey the damage. She immediately found Xander, face up on the floor. He clutched at his chest, his breathing ragged. Her mind instantly sobered. “No!” she yelled, running toward him. “Xander, no!”


    She slid to her knees and checked the damage. A large hole in his right shoulder spilled blood all over his shirt and the stage.


    She tore his tee shirt off to find that it was closer to his chest than his arm. Hot tears burned behind her eyes. She pulled his head and shoulders up into her lap, making sure to check for an exit wound, which she didn’t find. She immediately pressed her hands against the hole to try to stop the bleeding.


    “Mama! Zanner!” Grayson yelled from the backstage area, still gripped tightly by Hagan and Matthew. “John!”


    Eden looked up toward the bassist, who clutched the outside of his left arm, blood gushing down his pale skin. His face was nearly colorless. “Grayson! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” she asked.


    “He’s fine!” Hagan called.


    Eden attempted to hold in her tears, as she plugged the hole in Xander’s shoulder. “Chase, are you okay? Everyone over there okay?”


    “We’re all fine!” Chase answered from the opposite side of the stage.


    “Come here! I need your help!”


    Xander looked up at her with tears in his eyes. He shook his head. “Eden,” his voice cracked. “I–”


    “No! You’re going to be just fine!” She turned her face toward Chase, who ran her direction. He slid to the floor.


    “Jesus, Xander,” Chase staggered. “Eden, your face.”


    “No, I’m fine,” she replied as calmly as she could manage. “You see this blue ribbon on my wrist? This clean one, here?”


    He nodded.


    “I need you to take this and go tie off John’s arm. Think tourniquet.”


    “I don’t know about this, Eden. Don’t you think you should find someone more qualified??”


    “Like who? Xander?” She choked on his name, and the tears she tried to hide spilled down her face. “We’re still blocked in, and even if we weren’t, EMTs will take a while to get here.” She pulled her arm with the thick, clean ribbon away from Xander’s shoulder to keep Xander’s blood out of it, as Chase unraveled it. As soon as her wrist was bared, she replaced her hand over Xander’s wound and gave Chase a significant look. “You can do this. You have to.”


    Chase ran to John with the ribbon in hand. He wrapped it several times around John’s arm and pulled it tight. The usually strong man flinched under the sudden pressure. Chase pressed his hands over the ribbon to make sure the pressure on it stayed firm.


    “Don’t look too far into this,” Chase teased. “You’re not my type.”


    John’s attempted smile came through as a grimace. “Yeah, you wish, dude.”


    Ava and Don searched the room to see if anyone else had been hit. They pushed through the thick crowd as the stunned fans gathered toward the stage to check on their wounded entertainers. Several terrified cries filled the room. A loud bang resounded through the back of the room as Rich and Warren tried to break open a door. The crew busied themselves working on breaking down the door from the stage and searching for more injured. One was already on the phone with Emergency Dispatch.


    “Xander,” Eden begged. “Come on. I need you to stay with me.”


    He reached up with his uninjured arm and brushed his fingers across her face. She felt them leave a sticky, wet trail across her skin. His face was pale and weak. “You’re … You’re hurt.”


    “No, this is nothing. I don’t even feel it.” She knew he wouldn’t buy the lie, but in comparison, her burning cheek felt like a tiny scratch. She kept her hand pressed firmly against his shoulder. “I need you to stay with me.”


    “Eden, I … love … you.”


    “I love you, too. But you’re going to get through this. Everything will be just fine. I swear it.”


    Xander’s eyes drifted closed.


    “Xander?”


    No response.


    “Xander, no!” She moved one hand from his shoulder and slapped the side of his face repeatedly to get his attention, splattering red across his cheek. “Xander! Come on, Xander! Stay with me! Xander, wake up!”


    


    ~*~


    


    Eden rubbed large circles around her belly, chasing the baby’s feet across the surface. It was a soothing motion to give her chaotic mind a break, no matter how small. The beeps of the hospital equipment, though annoying, made her feel slightly better. As long as there was a solid pattern, instead of a solid screech, she was content. A pattern meant he was still alive.


    The doctor had said Xander was lucky. She’d slowed the bleeding enough to get him to the hospital alive. The bullet left minimal damage to his arm and didn’t hit any organs. He had required surgery to pull out the bullet and repair damage. The doctor expected him to make a full recovery. However, Xander had only been awake for a few minutes at a time, before his next round of medication kicked in. She didn’t find it very promising. Especially since he had developed an infection after surgery and was forced to stay in the hospital a while longer.


    Eden’s face had barely been touched. She required a few stitches, but that was the extent of her damage. Her stitches were removed after a few days. And in comparison to the others, she decided she was extremely lucky.


    John, however, required several stitches on his arm. Chase was only grateful that he didn’t accidentally kill him with his horrible first aid skills. Within days, John was back to playing bass as if it barely bothered him. However, Eden wished he’d have given himself more time to heal. She was afraid he’d tear those stitches wide open. But he was determined to find a distraction from the worries of his bandmate and fans.


    Five fans had been injured, because they either tried to take the shooter down on their own or just happened to be in the way. Eden made sure to visit them every day, regardless of their story. She’d even brought flowers with her each day in an attempt to brighten their spirits. She knew it didn’t make up for everything, or even anything, but she hoped it helped. They seemed more surprised that she’d even cared enough to be there.


    Don cancelled the rest of the shows for the tour until a time that hadn’t been determined. No one knew how long it would take Xander to recover. They had to come up with some sort of additional security plan to make the fans feel safe, again. Don offered a statement to the press in hopes it would get them off everyone’s backs, but Eden could still see them from the window nearby.


    Within minutes of the shooting, Eden’s phone blew up with texts from Jace and Noah. She refused to answer them until the doctors confirmed that Xander was stable, a decision that they screamed mercilessly at her for, until they realized exactly how hurt Xander had been. Though they were still angry about it, they let it slide. They knew that if it had been her and they found themselves in her place, they’d have reacted the same way that she had.


    When she was finally able to respond, Jace told her that the news reported the shooter as being Hadley’s brother. He’d learned from Clifton that there was an investigation in the prison. It was rumored that Hadley offered the guard on duty sexual favors in exchange for bypassing the prison’s mail system to send messages to her brother, avoiding the possibility of them being read. The guard had been put on leave, and Eden suspected he would be terminated and perhaps charged as an accomplice.


    Hadley had been moved into solitary confinement and was given several additional charges for conspiring with her brother to commit murder, after the letters were found. Unfortunately, that would occur at a later trial than the one that was already in progress. Eden hated how the whole nightmare felt stretched out, like it would never end.


    As soon as she could, she put Grayson and Matthew on a plane back home to Jace. She wished more than anything that he could stay with her, but a hospital was no place for a toddler. He needed support and distraction, not solemn idleness. It broke her heart when Grayson fought with her, because he didn’t want to leave. But she couldn’t let him stay. If she hadn’t sent him home, Jace would have come after him, and there could have been a huge mess that she wasn’t sure she was strong enough to handle.


    It made Eden sick that every time her life started going well, Hadley always had to tear it down, even indirectly. And that time, she wasn’t the only one hurt in the process. Her heart ached because Xander and the others had suffered in her place. Innocent fans had been hurt.


    As she looked back toward Xander’s face, she found his eyes locked on her movements on her belly. His smile was contagious. Her heart swelled to see him awake, for a change.


    “You’re up,” she breathed with relief.


    “It’s not even here, yet, and you can’t stop playing with it,” his voice scratched. “I’m glad I chose such a loving mother to carry my baby.”


    She let out a strained laugh. “I think you’ve had too many of those happy meds. You didn’t choose me to carry anything. I managed to somehow seduce the dreamy rock star that came to town and just so happened to get pregnant from it, because my birth control failed.”


    “That’s not how I remember it. I chose you with the knowledge that I wanted relationship and a family with you someday, and you just so happened to throw me a line when I couldn’t figure out how to make that happen. The family just came sooner than expected, and I couldn’t have been any happier.”


    “You didn’t know you wanted a family with me, and you didn’t know if you were going to make it past that first week. Now you’re just making stuff up.”


    “Oh, believe me. I knew. I said I would love and protect you forever in that song I wrote for you. I meant forever. Time has only strengthened my decision.” He groaned in pain as he tried to sit up.


    She jumped to her feet and helped him settle into a comfortable position, careful to avoid his shoulder.


    “You shouldn’t move so much. You need to heal so we can get back on the road. The doctor says you should make a full recovery.”


    “That’s good news.” The expression on his face saddened. “I’ve been thinking that when we go, maybe you and Grayson should stay behind.”


    Eden felt as if she’d been drenched with a bucket of ice water. “What? Why?”


    “I can’t let you get hurt again. What if something else happens and she manages to send someone else? What if they succeed in killing you? You would be much safer with Noah and the guards back home.”


    “Xander, I can’t stay behind. I can’t bear to be away from you that long.”


    He fought with himself to stand his ground. He hated disappointing her, but he felt it was for the best. “I know. I will hate it, too. I just don’t know how to keep you safe while you’re with me. I thought I did, but clearly I was wrong.”


    “I can take care of myself. The only time I’m away from Hagan is when I’m on that stage. I’ll start bringing my own gun. I’ll have Ava strap it under those ridiculous dresses she has me wear, where no one will even notice it’s there. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” She searched his face for a retraction of his horrible request, but she found none. “Please don’t leave me behind.”


    She saw a slight hesitation cross his face, before he looked away from her. “I won’t let you get hurt or worse because of me.”


    The air whooshed out of her lungs. She felt as if she’d been hit with a wrecking ball, bent on destroying her world and everything in it.


    Her cell phone rang from the bedside table. She answered it, but said nothing. She stared at it as if it were an alien device. She wasn’t sure what she could say. Even her usual greeting was wedged in her throat.


    “Eden?” Ava asked through the receiver. “Eden, are you there?”


    “Ava, I need you to get me a plane ticket back home,” she droned, trying to hide her frantic emotions.


    The words slashed at Xander’s heart on their way out. He covered his face with his good hand.


    “What?” Ava shrilled. “Why?”


    “Xander doesn’t want me to travel with the band, anymore.”


    “That’s not what I said,” Xander argued. “I just don’t think it’s safe. I need to protect you.”


    “I’m on my way up there!” Ava shrilled. “Don’t go anywhere!”


    Eden placed her phone back on the table, feeling as if she were locked in a daze. She wrapped her arms protectively around her stomach, hoping the tiny kicks would keep her from collapsing, but there were none. The baby had finally fallen asleep. She felt so alone.


    The situation she feared most was happening. Xander wanted her to stay behind. She would be that Hollywood wife that sat at home waiting for his call. She would spend long nights taking care of their baby and her son, wondering what Xander was up to that kept him from calling. She would sit with Noah, wondering where Xander was and who he was with. Those things had never bothered her, because she was close, and she could find out those answers. She was there to remind him what he had. Their close relationship would drift apart, until they were both okay without each other and miserable with each other, because they spent so much time apart that they no longer had anything in common.


    No. No, I won’t be that wife, she decided. I can’t. She turned her ring around her finger once, admiring it and everything it stood for one more time, wishing she were strong enough to handle what he asked of her. But she couldn’t do it. She was too damaged. He had promised that he would be by her side forever. She had trusted him to keep that promise. He changed his mind. She couldn’t say it was okay, but she had to learn to accept it. She had to live with his decision and move on as best she could. She slid the ring off her finger and placed it as calmly as she could manage on his bedside table. She prayed he wouldn’t see her unsteady hand.


    “What are you doing?” he panicked.


    Tears streamed down her face. “Xander, I can’t be that forgotten wife that waits for you to come home. I can’t handle the distance and the wondering. I can’t answer the ‘Where is he?’ questions that I know will be coming from the kids and everyone else. I answered them for a long time after Jace and I divorced. It was heartbreaking for all of us. I can’t do that again. I’m sorry. I can’t–” She couldn’t even finish the sentence. She wasn’t sure where she wanted to take it, anyways. She started toward the door.


    “Eden, wait!”


    She turned to the side, but wouldn’t turn around completely. “I guess this is why there are no forevers, especially in your world.”


    She felt a small pop within her lower belly, completely in sync with her breaking heart. She heard the sound of a splash on the floor, but she couldn’t stand to figure out where it came from. She was vaguely aware that the air on her legs had gone cold, but in her distress, she assumed it was just another drafty hospital. She covered her eyes with her hands, as she tried to build up the strength to leave the room. She didn’t know where she was going to go, but she couldn’t stay.


    The door flew open, as Ava burst through. “Good god!” Ava yelled. “What the hell is going on here?”


    Xander pleaded with Ava with his eyes. For what, he wasn’t sure. But he knew that if anyone could fix everything, Ava could. Ava worked miracles and made the impossible possible.


    She saw the ring on Xander’s table. “Nuh uh! Eden, put that shit back on! We’re not done in here!” She ran across the room to get it, nearly slipping on the tile. She grabbed onto the foot of Xander’s bed, before she hit the floor. She looked down at her feet to find a clear puddle of what appeared to be water. She followed the water trail across the floor and up Eden’s legs. “Oh, shit. Xander, press that call button. Right now.”


    “But–” he tried.


    “Do it!” Ava hurried as fast as she could to pull a towel out of the hospital’s cabinets. She dropped it on the floor and started mopping up the mess dragging it with her feet and keeping a steady hand on Eden the whole time, afraid she’d snap back to the present and run. “Eden, hun, it’s going to be okay. I need you to stay right where you are until the doctor gets here,” Ava soothed.


    “Nurse’s Station,” a deep female voice responded through the box next to Xander’s bed.


    “We have a woman in preterm labor at thirty-four weeks in Xander Hart’s room. We need help, right now.”


    “We’ll be right there.”


    Ava reached over to the table next to Xander’s bed and snatched the ring off the surface, shooting a burning hot glare in his direction. “I’ll deal with you later,” she hissed at him.


    


    ~*~


    


    He felt awful. His nurse couldn’t confirm whether or not Eden’s added stress had caused her preterm labor, but he was pretty sure he had driven that final trigger in there. The conversation ran circles through his mind, as the nurse helped him change into scrubs. He’d managed to convince them that he was okay enough to go to her (plus, he threw a few threats in there), but they refused to take out his IV needle, just in case he needed medication or fluids. He figured it would be a small price to pay to be next to her at such an important time. Besides, it would give him time to try to make things right. Once he was ready, they helped him into a wheelchair and began their journey to the maternity floor.


    He wasn’t sure what could happen if she delivered at thirty-four weeks, but he feared it wouldn’t be okay. He would never forgive himself if something happened to her or the baby because of him.


    Unsure of what else to do, he silently prayed to any higher power that might listen. I know it’s far easier for you to listen to someone like her than a relapsing fuckup like me, but please grant me this one request. Don’t let anything bad happen to her. Please don’t let anything bad happen to the baby. Don’t let my stupidity cause them any more harm, today. I will gladly trade my good fortune for their health and happiness. Anything you request to make it happen, it’s yours.


    Ava hadn’t come to yell at him yet, but he knew that time would come. If she didn’t come for him, she would be waiting in Eden’s room for him. And he didn’t blame her. Eden had told him that she couldn’t be that type of girlfriend that would sit at home and wait for him. She told him when they first met, just after her attack. He wasn’t sure how he could have expected her to go with it just because they would be married. And he didn’t want her to be that type of partner, anyways. It would have been the equivalent of leaving his air supply behind for what would feel like an eternity.


    But how could he let her walk back into harm’s way? It had only taken a split second for everything to go to Hell. He had been the one hurt, and he was grateful he was able to take her place, for once. But what if he couldn’t the next time? How could he stop it from happening again?


    As soon as he was pushed through the door, he could feel Ava’s restrained hostility in the air, just waiting for the nurse to leave him. Eden was hooked up to a monitor and an IV. Ava sat on her bed next to her, where he wished he could be. But he knew she was too hurt to allow it. And he didn’t blame her.


    His nurse disappeared out the door without a word, leaving him alone with the two most prominent women in his life. And neither was all that happy with him at the moment.


    Ava held up his ring for him to see, seething hostility plain on her face. “What’s this?” she asked with venom in her tone.


    “It’s Eden’s engagement ring,” Xander sighed.


    “Yes, I see this. Why is it in my hand and not on her finger, where it was this morning when I left her?”


    “Because she took it off.”


    “Why did you let her?” Ava nearly yelled.


    The tearing pain in his chest was nearly unbearable, as Eden turned her face to the wall away from him. “I didn’t let her. She just did.”


    “What’s this mess about not wanting her to travel with the band?”


    “I didn’t say that!” he defended himself. “Eden, please! Don’t do this!”


    “It took a lot of arguing to get her to even let you in here, Xander! How could you say something like that to her?”


    “I’m tired of her getting hurt because of me!” he yelled.


    “You would be dead right now without her!” Ava countered louder.


    He stared at her, breathing heavily. He wanted to yell back at her, but he couldn’t. She was right. If he’d have never met Eden, he’d have gone through a depression-filled spiral of self-pity that would have knocked him flat on his face. She pulled him out of it before it even had a chance to set in. She had been the one to protect him the first day they met. Who knew what could have happened if the wrong person had found him on the side of the road? When trouble found them, Eden stepped up to the plate and disabled it. If Eden hadn’t been at that last concert, he’d have bled out. She had saved his life several times. She had somehow become his life.


    When Ava saw that her words had sunk in, she continued, “Eden saved your life. She not only saved your career, but she helped put you back on top. I haven’t seen you so inspired to write in years. Ever since she came along, your popularity and sales have gone through the roof. Fans are comfortable going to your concerts again, knowing they won’t get jumped for paying too much attention to you. And right now on YouTube, a few of the top trending videos are from the shooting at the concert. You know why?”


    Xander shook his head. “Because people are far too addicted to tragedy, and the news is probably rolling it nonstop until either there’s no more interest or the courts make them take it down?” He glanced at Eden, but he could still only see her long, dark hair.


    “Yeah, that’s really funny, Xander!” Striding across the floor, Ava pulled out her smartphone and opened her app for YouTube, quickly searching for the trending videos screen. The first video on the list was entitled “Xander Hart’s Girlfriend Takes Down Shooter.” The third was called “Girlfriend Saves the Day.” The fourth, “Xander Hart’s Girlfriend Heartbreak.”


    He stared at the screen. “They recorded it? I thought you meant news coverage! What kind of people see a shooting and first think ‘I must get this shit on camera’?”


    “My guess? You probably had some reporters in the crowd. It wouldn’t be the first time.”


    Ava tapped the “Heartbreak” video and held it in front of his face, making absolute sure he was paying attention.


    The camera moved closer to the stage, thumping around, as if the person carrying it had been running. “Can you see them?” a low-pitched female asked.


    “Barely. Here,” a voice closer to the camera said. Her voice was high-pitched and soft. He could tell that she was the one recording. “Oh, god. He’s down.”


    “Xander was hit?”


    The camera moved above the crowd of people in front of it, finally focusing on two people on the stage.


    “Eden, I … love … you,” he heard himself say. A fallen microphone nearby had caught his words, loud and clear.


    “I love you, too. But you’re going to get through this. Everything will be just fine. I swear it.”


    He saw himself lying motionless on the floor under her hands, his upper torso and head propped up in her lap, as she tried to stop the flow of blood. She looked so small and helpless, but he knew those hands were capable. There was a brief moment of silence.


    “Xander?” he heard Eden ask.


    More silence.


    “Xander, no!” Eden yelled. His breath froze in his chest, as he watched her slap his face with one bloody hand while keeping the other wedged into his shoulder. She shook his motionless body and cried. She lightly slapped him again and again. “Xander! Come on, Xander! Stay with me! Xander, wake up!”


    “What do we do?” the voice behind the camera asked.


    “I don’t know. Those girls over there have 9-1-1 on the line.”


    Eden looked up at the camera, as EMTs started to make their way through the crowd. Her sad and terrified expression pleaded with them to help him. Their blue shirts seemed to glow under the stage lights on the screen.


    Xander tapped the pause button, as Eden’s eyes seemed to meet the camera. He focused on her face. The love and fear in her expression threatened to destroy him. The outside view of what happened was certainly powerful, especially the parts that he hadn’t been conscious to remember.


    “Do I need to play another one?” Ava asked. “Or are you feeling like a big enough asshole yet?”


    “I felt like an asshole before I saw this,” he grumbled.


    Ava walked by him and shoved the ring into his hand. “Good. Fix it. I’m going to go find Don.”


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Three hours in, and he thought he was going to crack from the stress. She hadn’t said a word to him. Instead, she’d just writhed in pain, as the contractions became more severe and frequent. He wanted to help her, but they said it was too early for an epidural. Though her water had been long broken, she wasn’t progressing fast. They’d tried to stall it long enough for steroid injections to do their job and help the babies lungs develop. Unfortunately, they couldn’t stall it for too long. The baby had its mother’s stubbornness, and it wanted out.


    Ava had come in to check on them, but when she saw Eden still wasn’t talking to him and the ring was firmly around his knuckle, she turned back out. Before she left the last time, she angrily gestured for him to go over to Eden’s bedside.


    His nurse had come in to see if he needed pain medication, but he refused to take anything that he wouldn’t be able to stay awake with. Unfortunately, with the medication they gave him, he still felt pain, though in a more tolerable amount. He didn’t mind as much. He decided he deserved it. If she had to be in pain for doing nothing but loving him, he deserved to be in pain for upsetting her.


    He got up from his wheelchair and slowly walked over to her hospital bed, hoping enough time had passed that she would let him near. She didn’t even look toward him. With his good arm, he lowered the rail on the side closest to him and knelt on the floor next to her. He carefully took her hand in his. She didn’t try to pull it away, which was promising. But she let her hand hang limp.


    “I trusted you,” she said to the wall on the other side.


    “I know,” he replied, trying to hide his physical pain.


    “You said you would never leave me. You said you would hold me forever and never let me go. Countless times. In person and in song. Not only to me, but in front of the world. And when things start to get bad again, you take it all back.”


    He wanted to argue with her. He wanted to tell her that he didn’t want to leave her behind. He wanted to tell her again how much it worried him that if she stayed near him, someone would eventually get to her. He didn’t know how many resources Hadley had, but clearly she had a few at her disposal. He didn’t want Eden in harm’s way, and he would do anything to keep her safe. No limits. But he couldn’t say it to her. He felt the words, but he didn’t see how trying to correct her would fix anything.


    “I love you more than anything,” he said softly. “I would give anything I have to keep you safe. I would do absolutely everything in my power.”


    As another contraction rolled across her body, she squeezed his hand in a death grip. She arched her back, turning her face up to the ceiling. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but he could tell by the red blotches on her skin that they weren’t the first she’d cried.


    He stood up from the floor and sat on the bed beside her. With his good hand, he brushed the tears off her face. He leaned against her arm, so she would know he was there for her.


    “Why are you here?” she asked through her tears.


    “Because you need me,” he replied simply. “Wherever you need me, that’s where I will be. I love you. You are the most important thing in the world to me.”


    “Until you leave me behind.”


    He sighed deeply. “Eden, I–”


    “Ah!” she cried, as the pain intensified.


    He wrapped his good arm around her and held her tightly. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “If it were possible for me to take every word of it back, I would. I don’t want you to hurt. I don’t want to upset you. Tell me how to fix it.”


    To his surprise, she buried her face in his chest. “Make it stop. Make all the pain stop. I can’t take anymore.”


    He leaned back and pressed the call button.


    “Nurse’s Station,” a male voice responded through the speaker.


    “This is Eden Balestra’s room. Can we please have her checked to see if she can have pain medication yet? Her contractions are getting intense.”


    “I’ll send someone in.”


    “There,” he said, rubbing her arm and hoping it would offer her some comfort. “They’ll be here soon.”


    She whimpered next to him.


    “Eden, please,” he began. But he wasn’t sure how to finish it.


    “What do you want from me?” she cried.


    “I just want you. I want to make this right. It killed me to even mention leaving you behind. And every time I think about it, I don’t know if I could do it. I still don’t know if I could. And I feel awful. I feel guilty, because I know that you would be safe at home with the huge wall and security guards and cameras. I feel selfish for wanting you to put yourself at risk to stay with me. I feel like I am failing in my job to protect you.”


    She shook her head. “I’m not built to be your little bird in a gilded cage.”


    He sighed. “I know. Look, I don’t want you to leave. I meant it when I said I wanted to be with you. I meant it when I said I wanted to marry you and be by your side. I want you to show me what forever feels like. You’ve already shown me that I’m willing to offer it and fully mean it. You saw that room full of women at Aria’s party. Not one of them came even close to comparing to my feelings for you. Not even Aria.”


    “Xander …”


    “I don’t want to leave you behind. I’m just trying to find out how I can keep you safe. I would never forgive myself if you were hurt because of me. If you want to carry a gun onstage, I will be okay with that. I will figure out how to make that happen. I will get you a new one, one of the best, since your old one is now evidence. You clearly know how to handle one and have proven that twice, now. If you want me to hire another guard or two … or ten … they’re yours. I don’t know if the road is a place for a newborn, but I apparently have a lot of downtime to give this baby time to grow. If you’ll still come with me.”


    She sighed.


    “I’m sorry I suggested you stay behind. I’m sorry I upset you. I’m sorry that as soon as you fully put your faith in me, I let you down.” He slipped the ring off his finger and held it out to her. “Please. Let me fix it. Let me make everything okay again.”


    Eden let his words sink in as the anesthesiologist and his nurse walked in the door. Xander got off the bed and went to the other side of the room to give them space, putting the ring back on his knuckle for safekeeping. The nurse quickly checked Eden’s monitor readings and then her dilation.


    She nodded to the anesthesiologist. “She’s ready.”


    As the anesthesiologist got his things ready, the nurse helped Eden sit up. She bent her forward. “Dad, would you like to sit by her to support her and help keep her calm? She needs to stay absolutely still.”


    Being called “Dad” stunned him. He’d known she was carrying a child, his child. But that one name held so much meaning. He felt like an even bigger asshole for suggesting she stay behind. It would have forced her to raise their child without him there. He knew she was fully capable of raising children on her own. Grayson was a shining example. He was a great kid. But he didn’t want her to have to. She shouldn’t have had to with Grayson, either. His determination to fix everything amplified, and he suddenly felt more nervous than before. He felt as if more were at stake. He couldn’t find words, so he weakly nodded.


    The nurse pulled a chair around the side of the bed by Eden’s feet. He slowly sat down. Her sad green eyes pierced his soul. He wrapped his good arm around her shoulders and pulled her face next to his. The nurse put her hands on the upper part of Eden’s back for added support.


    As the anesthesiologist started placing the epidural, Eden flinched. She had so many emotions rolling around at once, she didn’t know what she wanted to do with any of them. She had Xander’s arm around her. It felt good. And it saddened her.


    But more than either, she was terrified. She had a baby coming early, and she didn’t know whether or not it would be okay. The doctors had tried to stall, they’d tried to give medication for a healthier delivery, but she didn’t know what would happen, and the doctor couldn’t tell her much about what to expect. All he’d said was, “Every baby is different.”


    She could tell Xander blamed himself, but she didn’t blame him at all. She’d felt her body preparing for labor for weeks, but she hadn’t wanted to tell him about it. She didn’t want him to worry about her. He’d already been treating her like some fragile being that needed constant care and protection.


    She wasn’t sure what to think about his apology. She wanted to believe that he really had changed his mind. But she didn’t want him to change his mind just because he felt guilty about her early labor. And she certainly didn’t want him to change his mind because Ava tore into him. She wanted him to change his mind because it was what he really wanted. She didn’t want to tag along if he really wanted her to stay behind.


    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered into her ear. “Please don’t end this.”


    “Are you saying that because you think you put me into early labor or because Ava chewed you out?”


    “Neither. I’m saying that because I can’t be without you.”


    “All done,” the anesthesiologist said. “This should help you.”


    “Thank you,” Eden replied, as the nurse helped her back into her resting position in her bed. Once she was something similar to comfortable the nurse left them alone.


    Xander sat back on her bed next to her. He took her hand in his. “I shouldn’t have told you to stay home. I should have discussed it with you and we should have decided together what would be best for us and for our family.”


    She stared at him. “What?”


    “I shouldn’t have told you to stay home.”


    She shook her head. “No, I heard you. You said, ‘our family.’”


    “Yes. You, me, Grayson, and the baby. I suppose, in a way, Jace qualifies as part of that, too. Our family.”


    “How long have you thought of us that way?”


    “Since before I bought this ring.” He held out his finger with her ring around the knuckle. It looked so tiny on his finger that she almost laughed. “I held onto it for a long time, before I gave it to you. And I bought it after I felt that way for a while. It didn’t seem like such a huge step to give it to you. It just felt like making how I feel about you official. The wedding, itself, would feel the same to me, even if we did it this afternoon.”


    She thought about his statement. That thought had snuck up on her several times in the past, but she was surprised to hear the words verbalized, especially by him. “I’m sorry, too. I should have instigated that conversation.”


    He slipped the ring off his finger and held it in front of her. “Can we try this again? And as many more times as we have to until we get it right?”


    She thought for a brief moment, but it wasn’t as hard a decision for her as she had expected. “I’d like that.”


    He brushed his lips over hers, as he slipped the ring back on her finger, where it belonged.


    


    ~*~


    


    After several more hours, Eden gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. They named her Olivia Grace. She was born at four pounds and thirteen ounces. She was briefly whisked away to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, but she was released and sent back to Eden’s room after a few hours and several tests. Xander had prayed for a healthy baby and a healthy birth. He’d miraculously gotten them both. And he’d managed to win Eden back. It was more than he felt he deserved, but he was grateful to have it.


    While Eden rested, Xander simply cradled the infant in his only functional arm and stared. He was stunned by her perfection. Her hair was dark, almost black like Eden’s, but her eyes were the bright, clear blue of Xander’s. She had Eden’s chin and Xander’s mouth. She was so tiny, Xander was afraid he’d break her. He marveled at every yawn and every clench of her tiny fist.


    A soft knock interrupted his daze. He glanced at Eden to make sure she was still sleeping, before he quietly called, “Come in.”


    As the door creaked open, his bandmates, guards, Ava, and Don stepped in the room. He nodded his head in Eden’s direction to make sure they knew that she was still sleeping.


    “Wow,” Chase quietly said, as he looked at the tiny infant. “My shoes are bigger than her. Hell, Ava’s shoes are bigger than her. Are they sure she’s okay? She looks … breakable.”


    “She’s beautiful,” Ava marveled. “She looks so much like Eden. Mind if I hold her?” Before he could answer, Ava walked over to Xander and took Olivia from him, nervous that he started to look tired but only had one functioning arm to hold her in.


    “They said those shots worked,” Xander said, not looking away from his new daughter. “They had some minor issues with her breathing when she was born, but they said it was a common issue for many babies, not just early ones. They said Olivia will probably be able to leave when we do.”


    “That’s good news.”


    “Did they say when you can leave?” Don asked.


    “No,” Xander replied. “Just that they expect it to be in a day or two. Also, I’ll need physical therapy to get the use of my arm back. It might be a while before I can pick up another instrument.” He sighed. It was the hardest piece of news he’d gotten since he found out Eden was tied up in Hadley’s room.


    “That’s okay. You’re alive. That’s what matters.”


    “While you’ve been snoozing off your pain meds, Eden has been visiting your fans here, every single morning,” Ava said, a slight edge in her voice. He could immediately tell she was still a bit mad at him. “Now that she’s unable, who wants to take over for tomorrow?”


    “Why don’t we all go?” John, the bassist asked. “We don’t know how long they’ll be here. It might be a nice surprise for them before they leave.”


    “She’s been visiting fans?” Xander asked. “Why hasn’t anyone told me?”


    “Well, you were a bit unconscious at the time.”


    “Why would she do that? It’s dangerous.”


    Hagan cleared his throat. “Rich and I both went with her. We never let her out of our sight until she got back to your room.”


    “It clearly didn’t wipe their memory of the shooting, but they seem to appreciate the gesture,” Ava added. “Especially since she brings flowers. This hospital is pretty dreary. It seems to help.”


    Xander blinked in shock. Once again, Eden had gone above and beyond his expectations. She took care of him by taking care of his fans. “Wow,” he replied. “I guess … Yeah, I guess we can all go. As long as Ava and Hagan stay here to make sure she and Olivia stay safe.”


    Ava smiled at Olivia, who stared up at her. “No way am I leaving this little angel until I have to.” Ava quickly glanced over to the sleeping Eden. She noted the ring was back on Eden’s hand. “I see you worked out your little spat,” she added.


    “I admitted my asshattery, and she forgave me. Which reminds me, before we get back on the road, we have some safety things to work out.”


    “Yeah, I knew that was coming. Anything specifically you have in mind?”


    “She won’t be walking around unarmed anymore. Any clothes she wears in public need to be able to hide a pistol. Also, we might want to look into another guard or two. I haven’t worked out specifics, but I clearly have some time to figure it out. I don’t want to stay offstage just because I can’t use this arm, though. So as soon as I get the okay, we’ll go.”


    “This is turning out to be a pretty big operation,” Chase said.


    “I think the fans would feel better about coming to see us after this if they knew that we upped security.”


    “I think they’ll also feel better knowing that if shit goes down, your girlfriend is a better shot than the guys that come after her,” John teased.


    “Maybe even better than our guards,” Chase snickered. “Seriously, he had a clean shot at her, and it hit John, instead. Then the next one got you. She took one shot and he dropped to the ground. And he had full body armor. There was only one place she could hit him and take him down.”


    “Don’t say that to her when she wakes up,” Ava ordered. “I’m sure she feels awful that she killed someone. She nearly cried in front of the police during her statement.”


    “I’m sure she’s about sick of talking to police this year,” Xander stated. “This makes twice. And in a few months, Hadley’s official trial starts.”


    “She’s wanting to go to trial?” Chase asked. “She’s a lot of things, but I never thought stupid was one of them.”


    “According to Eden’s lawyer, Hadley’s attorney tried to talk her out of it, but she’s determined to go to trial. I’m guessing she thinks she can persuade a jury to see things her way, despite the fact that we have video surveillance, witnesses, pictures, receipts …”


    “That sounds more like the Hadley I know.”


    “Ugh!” Ava huffed. “Enough of this depressing crap. We need a happier subject. It’s a happier day.” She smiled at Olivia, who stared up at her with huge blue eyes.


    “So I guess we’re a family band, now?” Don asked. “We seem to be collecting children.”


    “Don’t listen to him, Olivia,” Ava said, readjusting the tiny pink cap on Olivia’s head. “I will find you the cutest pair of baby noise blocker headphones ever, and you can listen to your daddy and your uncles play music that is way ahead of your time. And we’ll put all the other celebrity babies to shame with your cuteness.”


    “Oh, no,” John sighed. “She’s on another mission.”


    Warren laughed. “She hasn’t failed one yet.”


    Eden yawned from the other side of the room. “Hey guys,” she said sleepily. “How long have you been here?”


    Noticing her struggle to sit up straight with her IV and a few monitors, Chase hurried to her bedside and helped her sit up comfortably. Xander glared at him, but there wasn’t much Xander could do to help her.


    “We just got here a few minutes ago,” Don answered. “How are you feeling?”


    “Pretty beat up.”


    “I suppose that’s to be expected. You look great, if it’s any consolation.”


    “Yes, I think this hospital gown is extremely flattering, too,” she teased. “Ava, we need to see if you can find any designers that make these.”


    “I’m just happy that I know what gender I’m shopping for, now,” Ava replied with a grin. “It was so frustrating that I couldn’t prepare. I tried to look on the ultrasound, but it just looked like a blobby chipmunk to me.”


    Eden laughed. “Well, Xander doesn’t get too many surprises these days. I did manage to sneak that one in for his birthday, but other than that, he’s usually the one doing the surprising. And your first baby is a big deal. I wanted it to be extra special for him.”


    Don’s phone started vibrating in his pocket. He quickly checked it and smiled. “Speaking of surprises,” he added. He quickly opened the door. On the other side stood Jace, Noah, Matthew, and Grayson.


    Grayson ran across the room and threw his arms around Xander before anyone could even register what happened. “Zanner!” he squealed. “You have ouch!”


    Jace and Noah shot Eden questioning looks, but Eden only shrugged. Xander and Grayson had grown somewhat close over their travels. He wasn’t quite another father just yet, but he was a great man for Grayson to look up to, and he taught Grayson a lot.


    Xander flinched under the pain, but wrapped his functional arm around Grayson. “I’m sorry I scared you, buddy. Your mom and the doctors took great care of me.”


    “Good!”


    “Would you like to meet your new sister?”


    Grayson backed up and searched around the room. “Sister?”


    Ava walked over to him and held Olivia out for the boy to see.


    “What’s her name?”


    “This is Olivia,” Xander answered.


    “Whoa.”


    Noah stared. “Good lord. Talk about mini-Eden.”


    “No kidding,” Jace agreed.


    Grayson hurried over to Eden’s bedside and hugged her. Eden held him close. “She come with us?” Grayson asked her.


    “Of course,” Eden answered. “Do you think you’ll be okay helping me out with her?”


    “Yes. I’m big brudder.”


    Eden smiled. “Yes, you are.”


    “You know we’ve gotta do group and family pictures now that everyone is here, right?” Ava reminded them. “You know the fans are going to want to see them. They want to know that everyone is awake and safe. They’ve been flooding the page with ‘Get Well’ wishes.”


    “I don’t know if I’m up for being in pictures that’ll be posted online today.”


    Ava reached out to Don, who handed her camera to her. “That’s okay. We’ll start with the boys!” She walked over to Chase and placed Olivia in his arms. When Chase’s expression quickly changed to sheer terror, Ava snapped a picture.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Epilogue


    


    One Month Later …


    


    “Your boyfriend is all over the magazines, again,” James, the guard, teased, as he walked by her private cell. “Xander Hart … You said he’s your boyfriend, right?”


    “What’s your point?” Hadley asked, rolling her eyes. James tormented her every day that he was on shift, and she just wished he’d go away. He held a grudge against her, because he was childhood friends with the little bitch that put her there. She missed Max, her last guard. He was a great lay, and he didn’t give her nearly as much shit.


    James celebrated the fact that her charges had been upgraded to the most severe. She was sure that was also the whore’s doing. She didn’t know how, but it had to have been. Her lawyer had told her they were pushing for her to serve her sentences consecutively. She could possibly serve well over thirty years. Her lawyer wanted her to take a deal. That would never happen. She could pull jury sympathy. She was confident. Surely enough of them had thought of destroying their boyfriend or girlfriend’s “other.”


    Unfortunately, her brother had left her letters in his apartment, so she was also charged with his failed assassination. She heard Xander had been hurt, too. If he hadn’t have been killed in the process, she’d have given her brother an earful. He was only supposed to kill the bitch. She’d known his aim wasn’t that great, especially when he was under stress. It was why she’d told him to get close to the stage before he actually fired. Figures he’d ignore that order.


    Her lawyer had told her that when they met in court, she’d need to act remorseful. She wasn’t sure she could. She gave the bitch exactly what she wanted in that hotel room months before. And if her brother had succeeded, she would have gotten everything she deserved, too. And she certainly refused to pretend she was mentally inept, as her lawyer had also tried to suggest. She was far too proud to allow anyone to think less of her.


    “So you know,” James grinned. “My wife came home with this, yesterday. Thought you might be interested. It seems you’ve officially been permanently replaced.” He pushed a magazine through the bars. It fell on the floor by her feet. “We’ll call this a gift, just for you.” James walked off, laughing.


    Hadley bent over and picked up the magazine to see three proud, smiling faces on the cover and one sleeping one. She curled her lip in disgust, as she saw that one of them was that stupid little bitch, smiling proudly at the reader. Another was Xander, his eyes glued to his whore. In between their faces, a tiny, sleeping baby rested in her parents’ protective hands. Next to the bitch, a kid that looked just like her smiled and proudly watched over the baby. Underneath, the headline “Xander and Eden Hart: Rock’s New Royal Family” jumped out at her in bright pink letters. Underneath, in smaller white letters, a subtitle read “From tragedy to triumph”


    Grumbling obscenities under her breath, she flipped to the center to find the article, complete with pictures of a private wedding in a garden. The caption said it had taken place in some place called Blue Springs. She read the captions first. Several shots showed them together at Xander’s shows, and a few of them were of the pair at formal events. In many of them, she was heavily pregnant. The captions said she “glowed.” Hadley thought she looked like a cow.


    Her rage grew, as she saw Xander’s face in all of the pictures. His eyes were glued to her in every single one of them. His expression said he adored her and dared anyone to challenge her position by his side. If Hadley were free, that’s exactly what she’d do.


    She began to read.


    


    Rock’s New Royal Family: From Tragedy to Triumph


    


    After a horrifying turn of events at a recent concert, Rock Royalty Xander Hart and new wife, Eden Hart, got a blessed surprise. The newest addition to their family, Olivia Grace Hart arrived six weeks early at 4 lbs. 13 oz. on March 3rd. Despite her early arrival and tiny size, Hart assures us that she is thriving. She is currently at home with her parents and half-brother Grayson (Eden’s son from a previous marriage).


    When asked what he enjoys most about fatherhood, Hart replied, “I love everything about it. She was a surprise for us, but I got a crash course from Grayson, and I knew immediately that I wanted to add to our family. Olivia is happy and healthy. Grayson is happy, healthy, and one of the best big brothers on the planet. Eden and I are blessed beyond words.”


    Wife, Eden, appears to be doing just as well as Baby Olivia. “She’s tough!” laughs Xander. “It would take much more than 20 hours of labor to take her down! She went straight from the delivery room to giving me Newborn 101!” On a more serious note, he adds, “I couldn’t be more proud of her. I am honored to be the one by her side. As usual, she surprises me and encourages me with her strength.”


    The Hart family’s strength was severely tested in the terrifying tragedy that struck at their last concert. A man in full body armor open fired at the band and several of their fans. The nightmare ended, when the new Mrs. Hart fired a single shot into their assailant’s head. During this attack, there were eight wounded, including five fans, bassist John Hayme, and the couple, themselves. Though several of the injuries were serious, there were fortunately no deaths. Although a few of the fans will have a very long healing process, Xander’s gunshot wound to the chest was the most life-threatening. Fans looked on, as his wife pressed her hands into his wounds to keep him from bleeding to death, until help arrived. Several managed to get the events on camera. The footage went viral within hours.


    When asked to comment on the shooting, Eden only says, “I’m only grateful that none of the innocent people there were killed. I’m heartbroken that many of those injured have wounds that they’ll feel mentally and physically for the rest of their lives. While I do feel guilt over the shooter’s death, there was no other way to disable the threat he posed without allowing more innocent people to get hurt. I do grieve for his death and for his family’s pain, but I prefer to remember the bravery of the fans that tried to stop him. I prefer to remember the love that brought everyone together that day. There’s no place in our lives for the hate that the shooter brought, and I certainly don’t want my kids to hang onto it. I don’t want them to be afraid to walk outside the house. I want to focus on positivity and love.”


    The couple certainly doesn’t have a shortage of either. Although they have many critics, due to Xander’s high-profile status and previous relationship disasters plus Eden’s emergence from seemingly nowhere, the couple has been tied at the hip since their first appearance together. “She’s had so many changes and challenges over the last year, and she handles them all beautifully. I love her more every day,” gushes the rocker. “It seems many of the gossip magazines and websites feel that she isn’t good enough for me, likely because she doesn’t spend time under a spotlight, unless I drag her, or on the silver screen or runway, ever. The truth is, most days I wonder if I’m good enough for her. She shines brighter than any of those spotlights. Not to mention, without her, I wouldn’t even be here talking to you.”


    Xander isn’t the only one who seems to be enchanted by his new wife. His bandmates and fans seem to have nothing but praise for her. We spoke with a few of the injured fans from the shooting, and despite the tragedy, they had nothing but kind words about her. One says, “She’s so nice! I’ve been to tons of his concerts over the years, and she’s the first girlfriend or wife of his I’ve seen that has taken the time to actually speak with us. She visited me every day while I was in the hospital and even brought flowers. She asked if I enjoyed what part of the concert I got to actually see and she apologized a million times for the parts I couldn’t, as well as for my injuries. We chatted a bit about some of the songs the band played and she let me feel the baby kick her stomach, which is something I didn’t expect her to do. I expected her to tell me no. But she was really sweet and down-to-earth.”


    Another says, “I don’t generally keep up with personal lives, but she seems to make him happy, which is all I care about. I know she keeps us happy. His last girlfriend got up in our faces for looking at him too long at his concerts. I’m not sure where else we were supposed to be looking. The ceiling I guess. This one doesn’t do that. She mingles with us and asks us what we think of the show. You can tell she actually cares about us and him. She came to see me and brought me flowers. When she found out that the blue flowers she brought me first were my favorite color, she made sure that every bouquet she brought after that had blue in it somewhere. When he played her song and called her on stage, you could see how much they love each other. He just lights up, and so does she. That’s what matters. Who cares what anyone else thinks? She might be too amazing to hate that guy for ruining that moment, but I’m not. I truly do hate him, and I’m glad she took him down before he hurt anyone else.”


    So what’s next for Rock’s new Royal Family? Xander is going to need some healing time, but he assures us that he won’t be down for more than a few months. After that short break, Baby Olivia will join her brother and parents, as they finish their tour with the Xander Hart band to promote her dad’s newest album, featuring the hit single, Reaching Eden, written for Eden Hart. The smash hit has been #1 on the Billboard Top 100 for a current record of 19 weeks. Proceeds from the Reaching Eden single go toward medical and psychiatric treatment and legal aid for rape victims, a cause near and dear to the family.


    


    Hadley clenched her teeth together for a few moments, before screaming at the top of her lungs. She shredded the magazine into as many pieces as she could manage. “Just wait until I get out of here! That little bitch is going down!”
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