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  Disclaimer


  


  If you’ve read The Legend of Arturo King, you know the fate of Arturo King, and if you’ve read The Truth of Tristan Lyons, you know what happened to him before you read further. Please note, that any medical misrepresentations are purely my error. I tried to be sensitive to the loss that both Arturo and Guinevere faced, but based their experiences on my own perceived emotions, feelings and sensitivities from the perspective of both fictional characters.
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  If I ever wondered what the pits of hell felt like, I sensed my current position was similar to being in the fiery depths. The orange-yellow glow danced before me; blinding me to the man I knew was on the other side of the flames. His face was melting, fading in the fumes that surrounded and flowed from the heat. I sensed the wooden walls of the barn structure were crackling and eventually would crumble, but I continued to stand as if frozen. There would be no chance to freeze under the circumstances. If anything, I should be melting slowly to form a puddle on the floor. My skin felt as if it would peel off of me, one droplet of sweat at a time.


  The blaze started in an attempt to gain Arturo’s attention. The boy wanted to impress his father: a rock god who stubbornly ignored his son, as he had done over a year ago in this same barn. The Barn. The place of inspiration for Arturo King and his band, The Nights. The place where they performed their magic through music. The place that marked where history was made.


  I continued to stare through the flames that separated us. I could see that his lips were moving; calling or shouting out to me, but I couldn’t hear over the roar of the fire. His face was warped in my vision, drifting with the bright light that framed his head filled with dark waves and a jaw covered thicker than before. His brown eyes looked black as they stared back at me. I was trapped. The flames formed a wall between me and my beloved; a man I loved more than anyone. A man who I hurt more than I ever intended. A man who hurt me with his mysterious disappearance and lack of communication.


  I didn’t move. Allowing the heat to consume me, I decided this might be my fate. Death by fire was how the adulteress was punished in ancient times. Of course, in romance novels a hero comes to the aid of the persecuted. My mind flashed to another man. He had been a hero to a little girl trapped within a burning building. He had been my hero, as well, when I was kidnapped in a drugged induced haze. He was someone I should not have been thinking of.


  I continued to watch the movement of Arturo’s mouth. The roar of the flames was all that I heard. It made music to my ears, drowning out the accusations.


  How could I do it? How could I be with another man?


  The world seemed to stop as I struggled to give my answers. In contrast, it came alive in an orange glow that spread rapidly along the old wooden floor. My back was now against the warmth of the stones behind me. It was almost like I imagined a brick oven would feel. The ancient fieldstones were absorbing the heat and reflecting it back within the cramped space. Wood crackled above my head. The ripping sound only assured me that my end was eminent. The walls were catching and the barn was doomed to collapse.


  Suddenly, I heard my name. The voice that screamed to me was clear, familiar, and not the voice that should have called for me.


  “Guinie, turn around and reach up your hand,” he shouted down to me. It was like an angel spoke to me from the heavens. I couldn’t break my gaze on Arturo, but he was gesturing above me. His expression showed he clearly recognized who was over me, who was calling me. His eyes found mine through the flames and he nodded once. Then he looked away and I quickly spun reaching upward blindly. My eyes were dry, boiled orbs within their sockets. The smoke so thick, I confused it for fog. Stretching, my fingers connected with those reaching down for me. One hand was clasped, the opposite wrist encircled, and up I went into the freshness of the cool summer afternoon air. The scent of pine and lake water burned my smoke encrusted nose and I gasped for more oxygen. It was like I’d been drowning. A brief sensation I’d had a year ago in the water of that lake below.


  My mind was clouded, but a passing image flashed of Arturo and me spinning in the blue water. He’d kissed me for the first time on that day then rolled us off the boat into the water in distraction. We were playful then. Not today. I heard his voice ringing in my head; his words enflamed with his bitterness.


  How could I do it? Didn’t I love him?


  I balanced on hands and knees in the dry earth near the burning barn. My throat was hoarse from gassy fumes and screams. I called out his name one more time, and then the inevitable happened. The wooden structure collapsed.


  


  


  


  


  A month earlier…
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  The Nights were set to play. The guys were gathered in the room off the stage, which they planned to share as the new trio: The Nights without Arturo King. It was a test, an experiment. Would the group be able to continue without him?


  I had no doubt they would. It wouldn’t be the same, but I had no concerns that they couldn’t pull it off. Tristan Lyons would be the new lead singer, and they would showcase all their songs, including the three that they’d collected without Arturo’s presence. There was “Beautiful Distraction” by Lansing Lotte; “This Quest,” a duet with Hollister and Tristan; and finally, Tristan’s gorgeous song, “Come Back.” The album was complete. Ten songs, originally sung and finished with Arturo King, were ready for release while the album awaited the final three cuts.


  It had been decided that The Nights would perform in my father’s place. The Round Table was a famous underground bar, known to make or break music careers. The unusual cylinder structure had natural acoustics with its three stories of ancient looking blocks. The sound travelled upward, vibrating off the circular inside, and any audience felt the music in their soul. It would surround them, engulf them, and fill them whole.


  I waited in my father’s office, three flights up from the pit. A tinted window ran the length of the wall. The shading was redundant as the black glass recessed into the darkness at the highest point of the cylinder shaped room. No one from below would be able to look in the window at this height regardless, but Leo DeGrance liked the extravagance. He could watch what he’d built, his mini-empire of music, in the comfort of this office, which is where I intended to watch the show that night. I had no intention of going downstairs and being part of the chaos that ensued in a concert of that magnitude. Arturo King or not, the excitement of having the band, albeit partial, reunited and performing was outrageous. I didn’t need to be swept into the mayhem.


  I’d been harboring a friend, Isolde Ireland, in the other half of this third floor: my father’s home. Our private living quarters were opposite the elevator that divided his office from our apartment. Isolde had come to me in a moment of despair. Pregnant, alone, and newly disengaged from a terrible man, she anxiously chewed her lips standing next to me. We both stared down at the crowd. The lights on full, the men slowly gathering onto the stage, the energy was palpable. It was a living, breathing thing.


  I turned to see her close her eyes. I recognized her pain. She loved him: Tristan Lyons. She loved him deeply, but she didn’t know what to do about him. Known as The Heartbreaker, he had a reputation for loving and leaving, only this time I was convinced he wanted to stay. He wanted to love Ireland; he just wouldn’t admit it.


  The band began and we could hear their music piped in through the speakers overhead. While I wasn’t down below, I felt the music encompass me in a strange disconnected way. It was Arturo’s words, but it was not Arturo’s voice. I sighed deeply and closed my eyes, trying to conjure his voice in my head; hear him singing to me, of me, in the songs they sang. The words were written for me. One year ago, Arturo King and I began an affair that he claimed inspired him. I was his muse.


  I laughed internally. A muse was all I must have been. When that terrible accident caused his disappearance, Arturo did not see fit to return to me. His profession of love had been a farce. He couldn’t have loved me. Our engagement meant nothing to him. My Once. My Future. His words. He was only going to love once, and that made me his future. Lies, I decided after nine months. He’d disappeared without any other words. Empty silence.


  Hollow inside is how I felt and my arms instinctively wrapped around my middle. This stance was one I’d perfected. It was an attempt to hold myself together, hold my feelings inside, and control the hole he’d left behind. My heart beat slowly, a step down from the rhythm of the fast-paced music surrounding the room.


  My forehead rested on the cool glass. Tristan’s voice suddenly struggled over the crowd to speak. He was introducing the next song.


  “I need to go down there,” Ireland’s voice broke our private reveries. She turned her head to look at me with the most brilliant blue eyes. Her bright blonde hair hung loose and wavy around her model perfect face. She looked as hollow as I felt. I nodded slowly. Her draw to him was familiar to me. I felt the same connection to Arturo when he sang. I was pulled to him, a slow magnetic force, summoned by his voice. Of course, I didn’t hear that voice any longer. I nodded again toward the door and watched as Ireland left my father’s office for the main floor.


  I was disheartened to see Tristan kiss the other girl. The bright blonde bobbing up and down in front of the stage was hard to miss. Her hair almost glowed under the magnificence of the lights on stage. The song played on. Like a true rock star, he hardly missed a beat as he kissed that girl and stroked his guitar. Music was in their soul. The band could not function without it. Yet, it was so much a part of them they could do two things at once. The song finished.


  My disappointment lessened when I heard the words of Tristan.


  “I love a girl.” The resounding noise of screams after that statement almost drowned out the rest of his plea. My heart sank. I prayed Ireland had missed that kiss by still descending in the elevator, and yet, I somehow knew without seeing her, that she had witnessed it.


  “And I need her to know that she changed my world. I’m hoping if she hears my song, she’ll know I’m sorry I didn’t tell her earlier how I felt. And I’m hoping once she knows that I love her, she’ll come to me.”


  His voice pleaded as he sang. I heard the call in those words. He wanted her back. He wanted her to come to him. He was a fool in my opinion. She’d been on her way when he made that misstep, kissing another girl. How little did I recognize this foreshadowed my own story. He’d been on his way back to me, when I slept with someone else.
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  I waited in the wings. I hadn’t meant to make my presence known. I followed the music. They sounded good, just the three of them. No ‘good’ was an understatement; they sounded fantastic, without me. My heart dropped to my toes as I hid in the dark shadows. I didn’t want to be discovered; I only wanted to hear them. The enthusiasm of the crowd was contagious. It always fueled our love of the music. Arturo King or not, the band would play on, I realized. Mure Linn was wrong, as he was about many things. The fans would love them. The album would be cut.


  My words poured out of Tristan Lyons’ mouth, flowing and flooding The Round Table with my love for a woman. Guinevere DeGrance, daughter of this establishment’s owner and my future bride. No, my intended bride. I shook my head again. No, my ex-fiancee. She could not be mine. I had destroyed that connection while I was away. Nine months was a long time to be gone. Many things could have happened in that time. Many things did happen. I wasn’t intending to return, but the music. It called to my soul. It pulled at the core of me, and so I slowly made my way closer and closer to the edge of the stage.


  There was some commotion with Tristan. He was pledging his love to a woman. I never thought I’d see the day. Tristan Lyons, The Heartbreaker himself, had finally found his favorite flavor. He didn’t want to let her go, and yet somehow, he had lost her. His song expressed his longing, his desire; his need for her return. His words outside the lyrics confirmed it. I heard him yell he loved the girl. What fools we were for love. The things we did, or didn’t do, for it, I thought.


  I didn’t want to see the chaos. I didn’t need to. In my mind’s eye, I could picture The Round Table as I had pictured it so many times in my recovery. The hollow cylinder, the ancient cement blocks, and the echo of music as it covered the walls. I could practically see the music climb and coat the dark, dirty looking stone interior. The pit would be filled body to body. Soft blue lights dimly lit the area, while the brighter lights of the stage reflected off the opposite side of the pit. A wall of mirrors with shelves of liquor in browns, ambers, and yellows would glow. I swallowed hard with the desire for a drink and the control to not take one. I’d already used too much of that to numb me. Tonight, I wanted to be fully cognizant of my surroundings.


  As I stood to the side, the band returned to the stage. Tristan must have rushed off after the girl. Perkins had done the same thing. He’d hastened to the aid of a woman, and then…well, then everything went to hell for me. For Perkins, he’d gotten the girl. In turn, I lost mine.


  I didn’t realize how close to the band I had drawn. I could see the strain on Tristan’s face as he tried to remain professional. He tried to numb his feelings and return to the music. He was a performer. His legendary good looks could distract from the pain those closer to him would know was evident. He wanted to walk out of this concert and find that girl. We’d already lived that experience, though. When I went with Perkins at the end of that concert in August, the result was twofold at the time: save the girl, wind up in a fog for months.


  Tristan’s voice continued on in a song I didn’t recognize. I’d heard a rumor that the band had written three additional songs and finished the album. Kaye Sirs and Leo DeGrance, ever the businessmen, must have carried onward. Money was the music to their ears. Cash registers going cha-ching made them dance. For the rest of us, music was music. Sounds. Lyrics. Instruments. Songs.


  The song began soulfully, almost religious sounding. It sang of longing, and return, and need. I recognized the girl that sang with Tristan: Hollister SanGrael. She was the girl that Perkins had longed for. She was the girl returned. She was the one he had needed. Above all other women, she was the one that he had been saving himself for. He believed in love so strongly, that Perkins did not enjoy the physical pleasures of women like the rest of us in the band. He remained a virgin, convinced that she would be waiting for him, as well. The woman was written for sin with her long dark hair, gray eyes, and body curved like a pin-up calendar girl. Her voice was added to that list of gluttony; it made one lust for her. My imagination doubted she’d been saved for him, but I hoped for his sake that she had. Perkins’ face beamed with pride as his love sang out with Tristan.


  Eventually, I neared the stage enough that I almost felt as if I was on it. The music was vibrating across the boards, rhythmic under my feet, and the reverberation from the speakers reflected off my skin. I was beaded with sweat. Not as intensely as my bandmates, but growing warm just the same at the excitement, the pull, the dedication to such a song. I had an outer body experience with the music, until it ended without my notice, and the words blared through the microphone.


  “Holy shit. It’s Arturo.”


  Frozen still, I sweat further. I didn’t want to be recognized. I wasn’t ready to go public.


  “You must return at some point,” came the gentle voice of Mure Linn in my head. “Your rightful place remains.”


  I wasn’t convinced I had the right to lead the band. I’d been gone for too long; I believed I’d lost my power. I certainly knew I had lost other things; my heart being one of them.


  In this very room, I told her I loved her. My Once. My Future. I suspected I would only love one time in my life. She would be that once. That also made her my future. How abruptly that all ended. The slow murmur of my name snapped my thoughts from Guinevere.


  Arturo was chanted in that growing awkward way, until the crowd developed a pattern, a rhythm. My name rose in a constant cheer and a smile broke my face. I hadn’t smiled in a long, long time. It felt strange, as if I was using muscles I didn’t recall having, or rather, relearning to use muscles that had since gone slack. Tristan Lyons met my eyes with disbelief, while Lansing Lotte stared at me as if he’d seen a ghost.


  “Come join us, man,” blared through the microphone in Tristan’s encouraging timbre. I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. The muscles needed for laughter had definitely not been felt or used in months. It was infectious and I laughed harder. Sweat rolled down my side and I took the first step while releasing a deep breath.


  Here I go, I thought, as I placed one foot in front of the other and walked forward, back into the limelight.
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  I stared in utter disbelief. It could not be him. He looked…exactly the same. Not a scratch. Not a scrape. Not a hole in his heart. He looked exactly as he had all those months ago with dark wavy, unruly hair over matching dark eyes that looked hooded on his best days and dangerous on others. He had power over women and he knew it. The Chivalrous Lover had been his nickname, and he earned that rightfully by his generous lovemaking skills. I was one more girl added to that list. I thought I’d be the end of it, but watching him on stage, seeing his presence as natural as the moon lighting the night, I sensed how wrong I was. Arturo King still held the power to be a lover: gentle, patient, and kind, but to other women.


  The screams of desire were almost orgasmic. The euphoria of seeing him alive, standing, and singing was driving women mad. Actually, it was making me mad. My heart went from a slow patter to a full gallop as it sprinted inside my chest. A nervous energy took over my body, and if I didn’t move in some manner, I was afraid I’d combust. I ran for the stairs, skipped the elevator, and huffed down three flights of emergency steps. I wouldn’t have been able to take the containment of the elevator box. I was ready to explode.


  I flung open the door to the pit. It was a heavy, fire retardant door, made to liken the walls around it. It wasn’t quite as secretive as my father intended, but it did require a passcode to enter into the private sanctuary. The space was respected, and few ever attempted to break through the barrier. The dim light of the hall behind me must have attracted his glare as Arturo King’s eyes found mine in the doorway. A small beacon of light beamed through the darkness of the throbbing bodies. I again had the sensation of the audience being a living, thriving organism. It moved as one while Arturo sang a famous song.


  I walked slowly toward that breathing, squirming crowd. Like an amoeba, it would only take seconds before I was consumed into the body and became part of it. Ironically, the crowd parted instead. My presence gave off a vibe to separate, without anyone even looking in my direction. A path was slowly clearing, and I progressed forward like I was floating. My body moved without my control. His voice tugged me to him, but I despised the pull. The song’s words slowly registered in my mind.


  He recognized me.


  It had been so long.


  Hearts fade.


  The lyrics rolled together for me. I didn’t care what he was saying; I only cared to get to him. Then what? As if my mind stilled my body, I stopped. I would go no further. He must come to me. My heart raced while my feet stalled. The air around me buzzed. There was a perimeter of emptiness surrounding me as people in the crowd stepped back. A circle had been drawn around me, but I was not in a protective bubble.


  Slowly, my eyes registered that Arturo King actually had not gone unscratched or unscathed. His right hand removed from his pocket, as if to meet the left, gripping the microphone before him. The microphone was almost an extension of his body, he once told me, as was his guitar. When his hands touched either, they became one with him. Unfortunately, there was no right hand to grasp the metal before him. My own hand covered my mouth as I stared in horror at the dismembered man before me. Arturo King was missing his right hand.


  


  


  It took several minutes for me to recover, and by then, Arturo stood before me. His left hand reached out for my loose hair, and pushed it back from my cheeks. His thumb caressed my face, and I instinctively leaned into his touch.


  Oh, Arturo, my brain sighed, but my mouth remained shut. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to feel. The touch of his skin on mine sent every electron and neuron within me into overload. My mind went numb. My body lurched forward as I reached out and embraced him in my relief that he was alive. His body was warm against mine as I nuzzled into his neck. His arms wrapped around me and the palm of his left hand covered my back. The right side lay heavy against me. Anger returned to me. It filled me slowly from my ankles to my abdomen. It sluggishly sloshed upward like a cup being quickly made full. I pulled back and before I could blink, Arturo’s lips were on mine.


  I’d like to think I would recognize them. Lips that caressed mine tenderly. Lips that covered every inch of my body in delicate strokes of love. Lips that sang and spoke cautious, meaningful professions of love. But I didn’t recognize these lips against mine. Hard and cold, the kiss was forced, or rather, the kiss was forceful. Arturo King was a powerful kisser, demanding and vanquishing, but this…this was not a conquering. This was not surrender. This was plunder and rape. He was pillaging from me, stealing what he could with anger and distrust.


  How dare he? I thought, as I pulled my mouth back so quickly we made an exaggerated popping sound between us. My eyes hardly met his before my hand connected with his stubbly face. The crack of the flat of my palm against the chiseled edge of his cheek was audible, as if it echoed through the great hall and vibrated off the walls. That was hardly possible, but the intensity of the sound filled my ears like an explosion and then dissipated like a slow release of air.


  We glared at each other, breathing heavily in one another’s face. My heart filled with love and hatred so intense at the same moment, I thought I’d crack in half. The hurt of his betrayal to stay away from me was severe. It stabbed at the hollowness of me. While it should have gone right through the emptiness inside me, the pain filled me to bursting.


  I spun quickly and ran for the private hallway, reaching the elevator to find Tristan Lyons waiting while he banged on the button to raise the lift.


  “I’m not letting you see her,” I exhaled in exaggeration, practically spitting the words at him. My breaths came quickly as if I’d run a marathon. I felt like I had the energy to do so, and at the same time, I was completely spent.


  “Let me up there,” Tristan demanded.


  “No,” I bit, reaching around him to type in a code. “Don’t you dare follow me.”


  When the doors opened, I entered and turned quickly within the box. Firey beams of hate and hurt narrowed my eyes at Tristan, as I sensed the presence of Arturo in the archway of the door to our private sanctuary.


  “Leave us alone,” I hissed, as the elevator doors slowly closed, cutting them both off to me.


  “Leave us alone,” I muttered again inside the silence of the lifting elevator. “You’re good at that,” I breathed quietly.
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  Stunned into silence, I smiled slowly shaking my head at Tristan Lyons. My Guinie Girl certainly had a slap. I could hardly imagine if she tried to punch me. My reflexes were normally quick, but with the loss of my right hand, my dominant hand, I wasn’t as fast as I used to be. In fact, I wasn’t many things I used to be.


  I could no longer write or type. That was rectified through the use of one hand on the computer or texting. I was getting stronger at using my left hand for those mundane things we take for granted. Cutting tough food was still not possible. Lifting something that required two hands wasn’t happening. Writing free hand was out. Chicken scratches, at best, were the result of using my left hand to sign anything. My handwriting looked like a four-year-old’s.


  The thing I missed the most – my guitar. I could no longer play. With only one hand to hold the neck, there was no use for the instrument. With no fingers to stroke the chords, there could be no sound. The loss of my hand was the loss of my soul. An instrument in and of itself, it was the key to playing my beloved guitars, which I needed to propel my sound. I was empty without my body part and further depleted without my guitar. The initial depression ran so deep; I didn’t even notice the failure of my heart. It forgot to beat. The steady rhythm needed to keep me alive almost quit, and so did my desire to love.


  I’d missed Guinevere with every inch of my body, once I could recover the feeling in it. It took months to regain a semblance of the physical without pain: surgery to reset bones, infection from improper sets, amputation as a result. I didn’t have a will to live without her present, and yet I didn’t have the desire to see her either. With one loss, comes more loss, I convinced myself.


  I sighed heavily as I waited for Tristan to walk over to me.


  “She got you good, didn’t she?” He laughed without humor, patting my shoulder.


  “That she did,” I muttered. She had me good – heart and soul – but I’d lost her.


  “Drink,” Tristan stated. It wasn’t even a question. I’d drown myself in it often, while I worked my way back here. I could afford to sink into it further as I was no longer certain why I returned.


  


  


  I woke with the worst of headaches that came solely from drinking with Tristan Lyons. I’d swear on good days he was a fish. He breathed liquor instead of air. The evening before I was convinced of it, as he drowned his despair in his selected flavor of the night – scotch. I couldn’t keep up with him. Out of practice at the fast paced lifestyle, I deferred the liquid fire once I felt my body growing too warm and my heart cracking at Tristan’s pleas.


  “What the fuck am I going to do?” he had moaned and my sentiments joined his.


  “She’s having my baby, but I don’t even know where she is,” he slurred.


  “Why the fuck are women so…so impossible,” he sighed heavily then took another pull straight from the bottle.


  We had returned to his place on shaky legs after a few celebratory rounds at the bar. The overall enthusiasm at my return was overwhelming. Again out of practice at being in the limelight, I was hesitant and reserved as wellwishers patted me and women tried to hug me. It was awkward all around, as their eyes shifted to the stump at the end of my arm, while they tried to draw me into an embrace. The looks were a mix of pity and trepidation. Could the stump hurt them? Did it frighten them? It wasn’t a disease. It wasn’t contagious. A body part of theirs would not fall off just by touching me. My anger rose at times, and I worked hard to suppress it. This had been part of my therapy. I needed to work around what others did or said and be confident in myself.


  I’d been too angry at first to get where I needed to be. No longer feeling whole, I cursed everyone and everything. I cursed the media, the paparazzi, and the chaos to take a photo. Then I swore an oath of hatred as love had been the cause for the motorcycle race, in the first place. If we had not been trying to save a girl, we wouldn’t have been chased. It was all for naught, though. Whether intentional or not, I had to recognize I could not get my hand back. I had to accept that and decide where I would go from that point of discovery.


  Would I have left with Perkins? Would I have helped him save the girl? In a heartbeat, the answer was, Yes, I would. With that realization, I began to see that nothing could have changed my current consequences, save a stupid photographer. My initial action would have been the same. There was no way to predict the results.


  So, there we were, drinking away Tristan’s sorrow in his apartment. His home was considered modest by him, but it was rather nice. A sprawling living room with a bar in the corner, his place had been host to our annual Boxing Day celebration the past Christmas. I had not been here that day. Present in body outside the building, I was not in the right frame of mind to enter inside. I knew then that Guinevere was in here, and I couldn’t face her. I didn’t understand women any more than Tristan, I recalled from that night.


  My legs lie outstretched and my head tilted back as I stared blankly at his ceiling. He was in a vaguely similar position; only his eyes were closed as he dangled the bottle between his fingers.


  “She didn’t love him, and yet, I’m not convinced she loved me. I mean, she returned to him time and time again,” Tristan growled. I didn’t know much of the tale of Tristan and Ireland as he called her. Isolde Ireland was a current supermodel, renowned as well, by being the daughter of the famous classical beauty, Isa, and future inheritor of Trinity Modeling. She was going to be a powerful lady one day, but I sensed none of that mattered to my friend beside me.


  “I mean, why the hell do women return to men who can only hurt them?”


  I was beginning to ask those kinds of questions myself. I had hurt Guinie. I knew I had. I was wrong to think she would easily return to me, but nothing prepared me for that slap. I’d played the scenario of our reunion a hundred ways. I’d told myself not to get my hopes up, as I had been gone too long. But to slap me, in front of the crowd, after kissing me like her life depended on it, was a vision I had not foreseen. Actually, I had tried to kiss her like my life depended on it, but something was off. The kiss wasn’t right. Her mouth did not mold to mine like it had before. We would blend together in the past, but hers did not melt with me. It was hard and distant, like she, as if she…I sat up straighter with my thoughts. As if she didn’t want me to kiss her, ever again. Sensing that Tristan was waiting for an answer, I spoke.


  “You’ll get her back,” I said to the open space before me.


  “So will you,” he said quietly. I turned in his direction to see him roll his head to face me. Dark green eyes met mine and spoke the same language as my heart. He wasn’t convinced of his words anymore than me. I snorted in response.


  “She loves you still. She loves you more,” Tristan said tenderly, his eyes half-mast, his words slurred a bit.


  “More than what?” I bit.


  His eyes opened wider and he rolled his head back and forth on the edge of the chair cushion.


  “What?” I demanded.


  “Not my story, man,” Tristan breathed. “Not my story.”
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  “Arturo?” I whispered, my voice catching in my throat as I stared at him. My heart leapt at the déjà vu of our situation. Slowly rising from an oversized leather chair in my father’s office, Arturo stood before me. Kaye Sirs, the band’s manager, braced himself on the armrest of the opposite chair. My father was standing near the door while I entered. We were practically placed in the same locations as the first time I officially met Arturo King in this office. The time my father suggested…


  “I don’t believe I could recommend a walk for the two of you?” Leo DeGrance questioned in a sly tone.


  “No,” I laughed quietly without humor. “No, I don’t think a walk through the park will help today, Dad.” When I was first officially introduced to Arturo, my father had made this very suggestion. His cure all for melancholy: a walk in Central Park was his solution for moments of sadness, or when he hadn’t spent much time with me, and he was trying to make up for it. It was his way of pushing me toward Arturo a year ago. He had his ulterior motives that I was not aware of at that time.


  I glanced briefly at Arturo, whose crooked smile at my father’s teasing request had slipped to a straight line and then a twisting of the lips. I’d seen that look before when he struggled with what he wanted to say. I’d also seen the look in his eyes, that dangerous beam of darkness that glared back at me. His temper was smoldering beneath his skin. I almost laughed to think I could see it rising within him like a thermometer. Then my breath caught.


  He released his lips and smiled ever so slowly at me. Taking his time to let his lips curl as his eyes roamed my body. He was unbuttoning my shirt with the look in his eyes. When he reached my waist, I practically felt the release of the button on my jeans. My lower body leapt so hard, I almost fell over. The surge was powerful between my legs, and I instinctively squeezed my thighs. His eyes opened slightly wider as he noticed my motion. I tried to remain brave, stood taller, and released the clamp of my legs. His mouth dropped open and I noticed the flare of his nostrils as he took a breath. A peek of tongue crossed his lips and I was lost.


  My body quaked. The heaviness in my breasts was unbearable against the thin fabric of my bra. The pulse between my thighs beat deep. I was more conscious of it than the rhythm of my heart, which was increasing with each caress of his eyes. He swept down my legs and back up to my center quickly. The rush of that glance increased the throbbing ache, and a trickle of release alerted me to my own dampness below. My chest rose and fell as I licked my lips. My mouth was excessively dry compared to other body parts. His dark eyes stared at my mouth briefly before they met my gaze. For a moment, I imagined I saw his desperation for me. His desire. Then it passed. He looked away.


  “No, Dad,” I repeated. “I have practice anyway.”


  “You’re still with the 4Gs?” Arturo’s voice startled me, which was ridiculous as I was hyperaware of his presence. It was the fact that those were the first words he’d spoken to me. The night before at The Round Table, we hadn’t said a word to one another. He approached me. He touched me. He kissed me, with that awful kiss that still bothered my lips. I licked them again and a spark flared in Arturo’s eyes. He blinked and it was gone again.


  “Yes.” Not the most intelligent word or response, but the only answer I had for him. I played the cello. A classical instrument by trade, I always dreamed of playing for the Boston Philharmonic Symphony. Instead, I’d ended up securing a position with the 4Gs: a string quartet of women who rocked out those strings in modern song. I almost laughed and wanted to remind Arturo that he was the reason I had the gig. My mind briefly flashed through my mates: Lace Cardaugh; her sister, Allora, whom I replaced while she was on maternity leave; Enid Kelly; and Trinity Donovan. Those women had become a huge support for me after Arturo disappeared. I felt a kindred spirit with two of them as I joined their ranks, those who had slept with Arturo King. Trinity was not one of those two and her continued hatred of him only rose higher as her disapproval of his disappearance reached epic proportions. Shaken by my thoughts, and anything else intelligible to say, I spun on my flat heels and exited my father’s office.


  Crossing the hall to enter our apartment, a hand clasped my upper arm and I turned abruptly to come face to face with my father.


  “Guinevere,” my father began in a warning tone. He rarely spoke to me like that. I knew a lecture was about to start.


  “I’d like you to hear him out,” his tone softened as he released his grasp. “He’s been through a lot, but he’s found his way home. We’re thrilled that he’s here, and I’d appreciate if you would…if you would try to listen to him before you judge him.”


  Judge him? I wasn’t judging Arturo. It wasn’t my place to evaluate what he did or why he did it. I hadn’t gotten to that step in my process anyway. I was still stuck on anger: angry that he was in an accident; angry that he hadn’t sought me out to help him, to care for him. Angry that he hadn’t loved me enough to want me to be there with him.


  “I…” I stammered. I closed my mouth. I opened it again. I struggled and paused one more time.


  “I’ve been through a lot, too,” I snapped. Over my father’s shoulder, I saw the mirage of a shadow move. Arturo stood in the doorway to the apartment, his arms folded over his chest as he leaned against the frame. His expression was reflective, his stance casual. I glared at him.


  “I’ve been through a lot, too,” I said directly to him before I turned again and walked away.


  


  


  “Okay, what’s your deal?” the pixie-haired Trinity snapped at me. Her bright blonde hair had a vibrant streak of hot pink in it. Her multi-leather banded wrist lowered her bow as she stared at me over her violin. Icy blue eyes glared at me, a hint of danger, as well as a hint of concern.


  “I don’t know,” I said shaking my head, knowing full well what was wrong with me. I couldn’t concentrate. The look in Arturo’s eyes, as I walked away, continued to distract my mind. There were so many things he didn’t know and the truth of his expression showed it. He had no idea what I suffered in his absence. He had no idea what I’d done, and yet his eyes were asking me to tell him. Like my father wanted me to be understanding of Arturo, Arturo wanted to understand me. Yet, it made no sense. Why would he care what had happened? He obviously didn’t care about me. If he did, he would have contacted me.


  I wasn’t so selfish that I wasn’t concerned about him or the damage to his body. I had no explanation for the loss of his hand other than the accident. While it was certainly shocking to see, it wasn’t my main concern. I was more upset with why he hadn’t told me, why he hadn’t communicated with me, more than anything else. I wanted to know how he could stay away if he loved me, unless he didn’t really love me after all. I didn’t understand anything at the moment, and I shook my head to snap out of my muddled ramblings.


  “I know what’s wrong with you.” Lace Cardaugh’s soothing voice spoke, “He’s returned.”


  The statement was simple. I was about to ask how she knew when two people spoke at once.


  “Fuck,” Trinity muttered, but loud enough to fill the air between us.


  “It’s all over the Internet,” Lace replied, as if in anticipation to my question. She reached into her bag, for what I assumed was her phone.


  “I don’t need to know,” I sighed. “I’m sure the articles all show the slap.”


  Trinity sat up straighter, her violin resting across her lap.


  “You slapped him?” Her voice practically squeaked with excitement at the prospect of doing Arturo physical harm.


  “I did,” I sighed, my shoulders sinking, the weight of my cello suddenly heavy between my thighs.


  “Why?” Trinity breathed out. I laughed. Of all people to ask, with even a hint of concern, she was the last one I expected. Her voice showed her utter amazement and true interest. Despite hating him, she acted as if she had no idea why I’d slap him.


  “He kissed me,” I replied.


  Enid giggled. Lace snorted, but Trinity let out a full-blown laugh.


  “Oh my God, girl. I might kiss you myself. That’s awesome,” she said, as she continued to laugh. I didn’t know why Trinity disliked Arturo so much. She was adamant that she had not slept with him, and when I accused her of that being the problem, I swear she could have killed me with the slice of her glare across my throat. She was just as strong in her response that sleeping with him was the last thing she ever desired to do.


  “What did he say?” Enid asked shyly. Her wild red hair was contained today in a thick strap of fabric, attempting to hold the curls at bay.


  “He didn’t say anything actually,” I responded. “We didn’t talk.”


  It was Lace’s turn to stare, blink, and then question.


  “He didn’t say, ‘hi,’ or ‘I missed you,’ or ‘how are you’?”


  “Nope.”


  “He didn’t say, ‘I’m sorry,’ or ‘I have so much to tell you’?”


  “Nope,” I said again, shaking my head emphatically.


  “He didn’t say, ‘I love you and I had trouble getting to you, but now I’m here ready to throw myself at your mercy and beg you to take me back’?” Three sets of eyes stared at Enid. She was a quiet girl. She had her own secrets, but none so great as mine, and none so extreme as Arturo. Her words froze the three of us, until Trinity let out a snort and Lace giggled. I continued to watch the expression on Enid’s face as it fell slightly, then her lips curled into a slow smile.


  “Been reading too many of those damn romance novels,” Trinity continued in her laughter. Enid nodded once, but something in her eyes told me she hadn’t come up with that line from a romance novel. Green eyes found mine then dropped back to her instrument. For a tiny thing, she played the viola, a slighter larger looking violin with its own unique sound.


  “We literally said nothing. He kissed me. I pulled back and slapped him,” I said in an attempt to redirect the conversation, but on second thought I didn’t want to discuss why I slapped him. It was an uncharacteristic reaction to my greater questions: Where had he been? Why hadn’t he returned to me? I straightened my instrument and simply named a song for us to play.
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  A couple weeks passed, and Kaye Sirs was doing the best he could to keep the media controlled, as the news of my return travelled like rapid fire. Kaye’s phone rang constantly. His computer chimed with email alerts. Social media was out of control. I should have taken a moment to relish the adoration of my fans, the relief they felt that I was alive and well. The love they shared that I had returned. I wasn’t overjoyed by it, though. That was the very thing I was growing bored of before the accident. I was tired of trying to please Kaye, with his demands for another album and another world tour. I was tired of trying to please fans, who ceaselessly demanded for more – photos, news, and gossip. I missed making music for the joy of music, and I’d actually been stuck in a rut until I met Guinevere.


  She came on like a summer thunderstorm. My world should have seemed sunny and bright, but it wasn’t. I didn’t have a focus or a goal. I vaguely knew I wanted to rule Camelot Records one day, but I wasn’t certain when or how that would happen. I had no direction, and then I met her. She rolled into my life unexpectedly, and although our love affair was tumultuous, it was refreshing and reviving. I wrote almost an entire album inspired by her and her love with me: first kiss, first touch, first sexual experience for her. Hell, I’d felt like a virgin when I was with her and it was renewing.


  Suddenly, I knew what I needed. I needed a break. Although I’d already been away, I needed time to regenerate, rejoin the band, refresh our music, renew my love. I needed to take us upstate. Of course, when I told Kaye, he disagreed. There wasn’t much Kaye and I did agree on, so it was almost comical that we were brothers: adoptive brothers, that is. I was a foster child in the care of Kaye’s father until I was twelve. That was when I discovered that I was not the natural son of Hector Kaye and began my mentorship with Mure Linn shortly after that. Mure knew the truth of my past but kept those secrets until each one was revealed in time. At eighteen years old, I met my mother. At twenty-one, I inherited a company. At twenty-two, I learned of my son.


  Morte LeFaye, now nine years old, rode next to me on the long four-hour trip upstate. I’d offered to bring Morte with me to give us time to talk. The rest of the band was intended to meet us up there. Perkins and Hollister were expected to stay at his mother’s for a few days then come to the house. Lansing Lotte, along with Lila Lovelourne and her daughter, Fleur, were intending to stay in a small cabin near the town. He seemed hesitant to come to my place, but I ignored his reluctance. Tristan Lyons wanted to make a stop before he arrived at my house: Camlann.


  Placed high above the lake, the picturesque view appeared as if it was lord of the land. The medieval times architecture gave it an Old World feel with its criss-crossed windows and dark wood etched into the block structure. I’d inherited this home from the father I’d never met, Locke Uther, owner of the Pendragon Empire, a multi-billion dollar real estate company. The only portion of the business that interested me was a smaller group that made music, Camelot Records.


  Pulling into the circular drive, Morte bounced in anticipation of an afternoon of swimming in the pool. My heart beat rapidly in concern at returning to my historical home. I hadn't stayed here since last summer. The summer I fell in love with a girl, who clearly wanted nothing to do with me anymore.


  “Can we swim right away?” Morte asked, breaking into my thoughts. His dark hair, which matched his mother’s, bounced almost as much as him. His translucent skin reflected back the sun, giving him a ghostly appearance as he led the way into my home. His mother would be here soon, as would the others. My own mother, Ingrid, had a house near here, a few miles north. Her family home lovingly called Tintagel Castle, after her family name, and the turret tower at one end, was a place I rarely visited. I had my own space. She wanted me to come to dinner as soon as I arrived, bringing Morte to rejoin his mother, who was with Ingrid. I assured Morte we could swim in a few minutes. My arm ached. I’d learned to drive with the prosthetic hand, which itched and sweated from the heat on the end of my right stump. I couldn’t wait to take it off and give my skin air.


  The skin was puckered and taunt; sown as neatly as could be, I suppose. Heavy creams and salves were rubbed over it to moisturize the skin and dull the scar tissue. I laughed at first. What difference would a scar make? I didn’t have a hand. Surely that lack of an appendage was going to be much more noticeable than some scar. I had plenty of other scars. My skin had been ripped off as I was dragged by the motorcycle that hit me. I fell in such a way that my hand somehow became trapped in the wheel, tugging me along until the bones inside could take it no longer. Crushed to mere powder, I somehow fell free, but not before a trail of my blood carpeted the pavement.


  Of course, I was incoherent at that time. The initial fall was a vague memory. The connection with the paparazzi bike a total blur. When I awoke in the hospital, or rather a hospital-like room, I was completely unaware of who I was, where I was, or why I was there. I seemed to recognize Mure Linn, but I recalled little else as I faded in and out of consciousness. I remember a voice in my head. One I didn’t seem to hear actually as much as remember. A memory of love spoken: My Once. My Future.


  “Arturo!” Morte screeched with excitement as he raced up the curved staircase in the main foyer. “Come on. Change.”


  I stared after the boy. His thin legs, almost animal like, skipped clumsily upward, his shorts askew. He looked nothing like me. A vision flashed before me of him dressed in a white button down and a loosened tie. He played a concert here, once I learned he had musical talent. It was Guinevere that encouraged me to help him out. I took him into my room to rough up his hair and downplay the dress-up clothing. We had loosened the tie further and rolled up his sleeves. He looked like he could have been my son for one night.


  More visions filled my head as I climbed the stairs slowly. I hadn’t been here for months, but the memories were so vivid. I entered her room first. I was simply torturing myself, I knew, but I was drawn there. The room was very yellow, in creamy butter color and golds. It was royal and feminine. We’d spent all our nights in here instead of my room, for some reason.


  I stood at the end of the bed and closed my eyes. I tried to imagine what she smelled like. What she tasted like. My mouth opened slightly at the thought of kissing her in this room. Lapping at her. Making love to her. Distant memories, yet so potent. I stood frozen amongst the space that recalled them. This would always be her room in my mind.


  I turned to the right, an adjoining door in the corner beside the fireplace opened to my own room. Darker, in heavy wood tones, the room was masculine and oversized. The bed was large and filled the space. It called to me, and I wanted nothing more than to lay down in hopes of shutting off my memories.


  “Arturo, are you ready?” an excited voice squealed, as it grew louder. Without seeing him, I knew Morte was running up the hall toward my room.


  “I’ll be right out,” I hollered as I set down my bag, and slowly removed the prosthetic hand. My skin sighed with relief as the polypropylene material struggled to come off my stump. The suction was tight and a slight popping sound happened with the release of my wrist. I no longer looked at it in wonder as I did in the first days. I’d grown used to many things, relearned and forgotten just as many, without the hand. One thing that lingered was the feel of Guinevere under that hand. Of course, that too was a memory, as I no longer had the physical presence of my fingers or her.
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  I paced the guest room in Ingrid’s home, as I anxiously awaited the arrival of Arturo with Morte. Somehow I’d let her talk me into coming upstate as she swooped in to take Isolde Ireland under her wings. Alone and pregnant, Ireland had walked away from her fiancé, a man who wasn’t the father of her child, and Tristan, the man who was. She came to me, but we were both quickly enveloped under the protection of Ingrid Tintagel. She was a force to be reckoned with when her mind was made up, and her mind decided that Ireland and I both needed to get away from the city.


  I was rather surprised to find Ana LeFaye at Ingrid’s home. Ana was Ingrid’s stepdaughter and the mother of Arturo’s son, Morte. My heart softened at the thought of seeing Morte. He was an awkward child with little to recommend him, other than the fact Arturo was his father. He also had incredible talent on the piano. Estranged from Arturo for the first few years of his life, once Arturo learned of Morte’s birth, he stepped up to accept his responsibility, but only in a minimal manner. It had been my intention to change that relationship, and I was on my way to doing that when the accident occurred. Arturo was beginning to accept Morte, recognizing him more so as his son. I wasn’t certain what happened to that relationship once Arturo went missing. I knew what happened to my relationship with Arturo – it disappeared.


  Ana greeted me rather civilly, which was shocking in and of itself. She was a snake-like woman, tall, lanky, and practically slithering as she walked. Translucent white skin, which her son shared, was a striking contrast to her jet-black hair, another feature shared with her son. They both had bright green eyes. There was no resemblance to Arturo in Morte’s features. Ana rounded out the reptilian look with bright red mouth and a tongue that moved uncontrollably when she spoke. It crept out and licked her lips in an unpleasant way that brought shivers to my spine.


  But on that day, Ana was polite and cordial, even pleasant as she reached for me and gave me the social hug of an heiress. We didn’t actually make contact, but our bodies leaned inward and she airbrushed my cheek. Her eyes betrayed she held a secret. She knew things that I could only imagine, and her slow smile assured me that I was correct in my estimation. If I thought Ana held the truth to where Arturo had been, I was right.


  I didn’t bother to ask questions of Ana, as Ingrid invaded our space immediately. She sent Ireland to her garden for some flowers as she was hosting dinner that night. Shortly afterward Tristan Lyons appeared. I realized that Ingrid had ulterior motives as she practically pushed Tristan in the direction of the garden, as well. His expression showed he didn’t understand why he had to go pick flowers, but his relationship with Ingrid proved he would do what she asked.


  He’d lived with her for years, while the boys went to college. Not having a mother himself, as he was raised by his uncle, he valued his new relationship with an adult woman. Most connections he had involved sexual experiences. On that note, the handsome sandy haired man returned through the main living room with a squealing blonde in his arms.


  “Put me down,” Ireland laughed as he carried her like a bride.


  “Ingrid,” he demanded, but the smile on his face could hardly contain his excitement. “I need a room.”


  “Tristan!” Ireland shrieked.


  Ingrid only tweaked her lips in a knowing expression. Tristan’s model good looks could melt the heart of anyone, and Ingrid was no exception.


  “Your room is always ready for you,” she replied. Without further ado, Tristan passed through the living room with Ireland wrapped around his neck. Whatever she said to him, he laughed heartily, and my insides cracked a bit. It was good to see him happy. It was good to hear laughter. He had been a pillar of support for me when I was at my worst, and I wished him all the best.


  My eyes followed their happy sound until it disappeared, then I returned to the bright gaze of Ingrid. Her face still held that knowing expression as she said, “You’ll be next, my dear.”


  I huffed without a laugh.


  “I don’t think so,” I said drily. The weight of Ana’s glare fell heavy on me. Her presence alone was daring me to look in her direction, so I might fall under her hypnosis. I refused to break my stare with Ingrid.


  “He’s come back for you,” Ingrid said softly. She rubbed her hands along her thighs, smoothing an already smooth skirt.


  I humphed again.


  “You’re all he talked about,” she stated, no longer looking at me. Ingrid had secrets, as well. We were all treading lightly around one another, trying to feel our way through crumpled friendships. I had been close to Ingrid, but she slowly shut me out when Arturo disappeared. I never wanted to believe she knew the truth and wouldn’t tell me. I did believe that Mure Linn knew of Arturo’s whereabouts. He would not have held information back from Ingrid. She would have had a crumb of truth but not the whole cookie of facts, or so, I thought.


  “He was ready to return,” Ana confirmed. Her tone had taken a strange turn from the typical hiss I was used to. I trusted her less with this formal politeness. I could no longer avoid the glare I felt drilling into the side of my head. I turned in her direction to see one eyebrow raised, daring me to ask her questions. Tempting me to ask her to clarify if he wished to return, or return to me.


  There wasn’t time to ask. Servants entered and Ingrid fell into hostess mode. She beamed with excitement to hold a dinner for the boys. I excused myself and went to a room assigned to me. Ingrid thrived on a full house, and that night would certainly be full.


  


  


  I waited until I heard noises from below, knowing that Arturo had arrived before I went down. I had barely crossed the threshold of the living room when Morte squealed my name. He ran toward me and I struggled to pick him up. He was getting so big and my heart skipped an extra beat. I liked Morte. I empathized with him. His relationship with Arturo had been strained for years. While I lowered the heavy Morte, I watched Arturo over Morte’s thin shoulders as he greeted Ana. He leaned forward to kiss her cheek and she wrapped an arm around his neck. She pulled him into her and held on tight. It definitely appeared like a lover’s embrace, more than the casual greeting I first assumed.


  I stood slowly, my hands running tenderly through Morte’s dark hair. Arturo’s eyes met mine over Ana’s shoulder and he pulled back from her. His dark eyes questioned mine and I tried to look away. Morte twisted in my hands to face his father at the same time Ana turned out of Arturo’s arms, keeping an arm firmly wrapped around him. They stood like proud parents, and I felt like a total imposter. Morte walked toward his mother as if she summoned him with the hypnosis of her snake eyes. Well, there she is, I briefly thought. I wasn’t glaring at her as much as taking in the image of Arturo with Morte and Ana. My heart dropped to my feet and bile rose to my throat. My hand slowly caressed my lower abdomen.


  “Are you all right, Guinevere?” The hiss had returned to Ana’s voice. I continued to stand mute as Arturo extracted himself from her. He was beginning to reach for me when I took a step back. There were feet of space between us, but I didn’t want him to touch me. Not after he had been wrapped up in her. Hypocrite immediately jumped into my brain, and I flinched at my own thoughts. I took another step back. A thin sheen of sweat broke out on my forehead. A quivering hand reached up to wipe my hair back.


  “Guinie?” Arturo questioned, his voice full of concern as he risked stepping toward me. I took another step back, shaky hands reaching out to signal he should stay away. I took one more step and bumped into someone behind me.


  “What’s going on?” The firm tone of Lansing Lotte standing behind me pushed me over the edge. I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me whole. I closed my eyes and actually sank against him, my back briefly hitting his chest until I heard another voice.


  “Fleur, say hello to everyone.”


  I instinctively moved away from Lansing and looked sideways at Lila Lovelourne. Honey colored blonde hair fell long over her shoulders. She was a petite thing, but the curves of her body spoke of sin. I could see once again the attraction to her. Her dark brown eyes were doe looking, innocent, but when she looked at Lansing the love was evident. And he loved her, I reminded myself. Lansing pulled Lila into him and placed a hand on Fleur. She was a beautiful little girl and she turned into his thigh. She shyly looked up at me and I smiled tenderly.


  Then it hit me. I stood amongst two families. Arturo, Ana and Morte. Lansing, Lila and Fleur. I was the odd woman out. My heart ached for what I’d lost. I wondered what in the hell I was even doing in Ingrid’s home as I excused myself and briskly walked into the hall, but not before I heard Lansing ask again, “What the hell just happened here?” I didn’t plan to wait for a response.


  I quickly tread the length of the hall to be encountered by Tristan, clearing the final stair of a servant staircase. The smile on his face immediately fell as he looked at me.


  “What happened?”


  At that point I wanted to scream. What happened?! What happened was my fiancée left me and he turned to Ana LeFaye, that’s what happened. To top it off, I listened to Ana’s encouragement and slept with Lansing Lotte, thinking it would free my closed up heart, when it only opened the hole deeper. That’s what was wrong, I wanted to scream. But I didn’t say that. I just shook my head, kept my mouth shut, and walked away. I decided I’d be more useful if I was doing something, so I entered the kitchen and offered my services to Ingrid.


  “No, go enjoy yourself, dear. Talk with everyone.” Ingrid flitted through the kitchen directing staff and double checking dishes. She looked up at me when I didn’t move.


  “I…I can’t go back out there,” I sighed, closing my eyes and clenching my hands that shook even more. I felt sick again and Ingrid approached me.


  “You look very pale, honey. What’s…”


  “Don’t,” I growled. Taken aback by the tone of my voice, Ingrid released my arms, which she had momentarily clenched. “Don’t ask me what’s wrong,” I said, attempting to soften my tone. Her green eyes searched my face.


  “It’s going to take time,” Ingrid replied with a sigh, as if she knew how I felt. “You each need time to find your way back to one another.”


  “I...I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I breathed. “There’s already been too much time, Ingrid. He made his decision.”


  “His decision?” her voice showed her surprise. “You think he had a choice to stay away from you?” Ingrid narrowed her bright eyes at me. Her face flushed with anger she tried to contain. “He lost his hand,” she said, as if I needed reminding. I’d quickly caught a glimpse of the stump at the end of his arm as it looped around the back of Ana. I was all too aware of what might have happened to Arturo.


  “It doesn’t matter,” I replied bluntly. “It’s too late. It’s over.”
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  “It’s too late. It’s over.” Her words echoed in my head. I leaned against the wall outside the kitchen and my head tapped lightly in a rhythm of defeat. It couldn’t be too late, could it? The absence had been long, but I agreed with Ingrid. It would take time. I just needed to find my way. We were all stumbling over each other. Fragile faces of false smiles and tender words tiptoed around me. No one asked questions. They were too afraid to ask. I wanted to shake someone and beg them to ask me about my hand.


  I pushed off the wall and entered the great dining room. There were two entrances to the kitchen and Guinevere had obviously exited the one into the extra-large room, set with a table for ten: Lansing, Lila, and Fleur, Tristan and his new fiancée, Ireland, Ingrid, Ana and Morte, Guinie and myself. Only this wasn’t exactly the order in which we sat. Guinevere seemed to be as far from me as she could be.


  The meal was unique in that we’d never had children at the table before. It kept the conversation light and toned down. It was Tristan who broke the thin ice over us, as he began his tale of how he and Ireland met: an island and a stubborn girl. Guitar lessons and a few other types of lessons, which he explained with beeping sounds and raised eyebrows, reaching out occasionally to cover the ears of Fleur who sat next to him. He was rather good with children, no surprise as she was female, but it was more than that. I already knew that Ireland was pregnant, but I was starting to get a glimpse of a new Tristan Lyons. One, who would settle down, be content to love one woman, and be a good father. I glanced at Morte, who sat on the other side of Ana. I always intended to be a good father, but I had failed miserably. I promised myself things would be different when Guinie and I had children, if we had children. There seemed to no longer be a when or an if.


  It’s over, echoed through my thoughts again.


  I glanced up to see Guinie looking in the direction of Lansing and Fleur. There was something in the way she looked at them. A longing I’d never noticed before. I’d always been a bit leery of Lansing around Guinie. He seemed protective of her, but never made a move for her. He would actually excuse himself in her presence, unless he absolutely had to be near her. Then he would avoid her. I always sensed he might have a crush on her. Who wouldn’t? She was the most gorgeous woman at the table with her chestnut colored hair and those lake blue eyes. One look from her and I’d bow at her feet, but she seemed afraid of me. The panic in her eyes, when I reached for her earlier, said it all; she was repulsed by me.


  I watched her a moment longer, staring in fascination at how she looked at Lansing, for I had determined he was who she gazed upon. I turned away and looked down at my hand, or lack thereof. I twisted my wrist back and forth, eyeing the blunt end to my arm. The sensation of a hand was occasionally present, and I momentarily felt the touch of Guinevere’s hand in mine. I looked up at the feel of cool fingers against my skin. Ana looked back at me in concern. Her fingers tenderly rubbed my forearm. I shook my head infinitesimally and glanced across the table to find Guinie observing me.


  Dinner passed in brief spurts of conversation. Any jovial attempts were forced. By the time dessert was to be served, I excused myself for a moment and found refuge out on Ingrid’s patio. I leaned against the cool stones of the house and listened to the light sound of waves lapping from Lake Avalon. Ingrid’s home was positioned in a way that it might topple into the lake; it was so near the water’s edge. It didn’t have a beach and the waterfront licked the side of the stone barrier below. I took a long pull of the whiskey in my glass, knowing that alcohol was the last thing I needed, and the only thing I wanted next to Guinevere.


  I wanted her to come to me. I wanted to tell her everything. I wanted us to be like we used to be. I didn’t want it to be too late.


  I leaned against the stone, tilting my head back to look up at the black sky. Stars filled it without the mask of city lights. I took a deep breath as if I could suck that light into me.


  “It’s beautiful.”


  I rolled my head on the hard stone to find Guinevere standing to the side of me. Feet of space were between us, miles of distance in reality.


  “Yes, it is,” I muttered, still staring at her. She was so beautiful, my heart ached.


  Her arms were crossed over her stomach and her fingers dug into her sides. She looked like she was trying to hold herself together. She peered over at me, my right arm dangling at my side, and then glanced away.


  “Does it repulse you?” I blurted out, turning away from her to take another long drink from my glass.


  “Excuse me?” she replied on a quiet choke.


  “My hand…or lack of it. Does it repulse you that it’s just a stump?” I held up my arm, giving it a little shake in her direction, as if I was taunting her with something frightening.


  “No,” she said exasperated. “How could you think that?”


  “I see how you look at it.”


  “I don’t look at it,” she barked.


  “That’s my point,” I muttered under my breath. She turned away from me and looked up at the stars again.


  “I remember a night like this,” I said quietly. My mind flashed to her sitting over me, rocking against me under the summer sky. Her breath was warm on me, as she let me touch her, and then she stroked me. She was bare to me like an evening goddess, clothes askew, yet seductive. I closed my eyes as I remembered the feel of her against me. I instantly sprang to life in my jeans.


  “I remember a lot of things,” she said almost in a whisper. I sensed she was still looking away. I was correct when I opened my eyes to find her gazing upward. She was focused on those stars as if they held the answers to the universe. Hell, I’d like only a few answers.


  I pushed off the wall and walked to stand in front of her. She didn’t move. Her crossed arms protecting her like a shield against me. She had backed away earlier, but now she stood her ground. I stepped into her space and her arms fell open. Our chests were so close we could almost brush against each other. Her breasts rose on an exaggerated breath, and she did brush against me. I closed my eyes again as I pulsed erect below. So many images flipped through my mind of her pressed into me.


  Opening them slowly, I peered at her. Her eyes looked distant. Still a brilliant lake blue, they appeared cold, closed off. While once they glistened when she looked at me, and I wanted to swim in their warmth, I currently felt their heed to stay off the fragile ice.


  “Will you ever look at me the same?” I asked. My voice was low and rough. I allowed my left hand to rise and brush back a hair that blew in the light breeze over her face.


  “Will I ever look at you the same as what?” she answered, a bit of a bite in her tone. She didn’t push me away, but she didn’t turn into my touch like she had in the past.


  “Will you look at me, like you looked at him?” I snipped, letting the edge of anger creep into my voice.


  She blinked, clearly startled. Words were forming on her lips to ask me who, when I cut her off.


  “Will you look at me again like you look at Lansing?”


  


  [image: Image]


  I couldn’t possibly slap him again, but my hand twitched to do so. My anger filled me from the bottom up and boiled in my throat, choking the words I wanted to scream in his face. I hadn’t been looking at Lansing. I’d been looking at Fleur. From the moment I met the sweet child, I wondered what it would be like to hold my own, wondered if mine would have looked like him, Arturo. Fleur had dark brown hair and innocent eyes. It wasn’t hard to picture that she looked similar to a child that Arturo might create. That Arturo did create, but then I lost. I found myself unknowingly staring at her whenever she was present. Staring with longing for something I once had and had disappeared, just like Arturo.


  It was evident that Arturo knew nothing of my pregnancy or the miscarriage. Few did know the truth, and those that did, didn’t mention it after it happened. It seemed a taboo kind of topic, and one that I think others felt might shatter my fragile state of mind at the time. My loss was three-fold: Arturo was gone, my baby had died, and an old friend had committed suicide. I felt responsible for all three situations. For the last one, it had been a misunderstanding that led to jealousy. Layne Ascolat had been one of my oldest friends and she returned to comfort me. She’d always had a crush on Lansing Lotte. She assumed that crush was beginning to be returned, until that fateful night. In a sense, it was Lansing’s world that crashed down that evening: the rejection of me, the death of Layne, and the announcement from Elaine that she was having Lansing’s child. Layne’s misinterpretation and lack of explanation from Elaine, or my involvement with Lansing, left her with unanswered questions and an overactive imagination. The result was fatal.


  On the other hand, another child was to be born in the place of mine, and I couldn’t breathe with my jealousy. It threatened to choke me as I tried to be encouraging and supportive of Elaine. I tried to fight it. It was wrong to be jealous of other’s good fortune, and good fortune is what eventually happened for Lansing. He met a girl in need who had a beautiful daughter, who clearly stole his heart. While I had my doubts of how Arturo would take the news of being a father again, with me this time, I had no doubts to the type of father that Lansing Lotte would be. Involved, concerned, and centered. His mismatched family would be everything to him.


  Perkins and Tristan were each soon to be fathers, as well. Hollister announced she was pregnant after they returned from their elopement, and Ireland made that blatant move to publicly announce her pregnancy on the night of her rehearsal dinner, to a man who wasn’t the father. Babies were going to be all around us, and I was going to have to continue knowing that mine wasn’t. I wanted to lash out at Arturo for that, but decided tonight was not the night.


  His other comment struck me instead. He saw how I looked at his arm. As a matter of fact, I was curious about his hand. I wanted to know what happened. I wanted to know how he made it through such a drastic change to his physical body. I wanted to know how he did it without the support of someone to care for him. But I somehow knew the answer. He had Ana as his support.


  Ana LeFaye had never gotten over the loss of Arturo King. A drunken high school boy at a college frat party was led astray by the older college girl. Letting that euphoria of attraction go to his head, they spent a night in sexual bliss, which resulted in her pregnancy. Unbeknown to each other, they were stepsiblings. With Arturo’s growing popularity in The Nights, Ana must have realized at some point who her underage lover had been and began the long crawl to tempt him back to her. Jealous of his success, and angered at his lack of acceptance of Morte, she snaked her way into ruining what she could, when she could, in concerns of him. It shouldn’t have surprised me that she worked her magic to get into the sickbed of Arturo. What surprised me was that Arturo had let her.


  I ignored Arturo’s question and asked my own, “How dare you? What about Ana?”


  Astonished at my inquery, if I had slapped him, the expression might have been the same.


  “Ana? What about Ana?”


  “You…you with your arm around her, all comfy and cozy. I see how it is.”


  Arturo harrumphed and let his hand fall to his side.


  “And what is it you think you see?” He glared at me with dark eyes, turning black as coal.


  “You’re with Ana,” I blurted. A myriad of hurt stabbed at me as I admitted the words aloud. He was with Ana, there was nothing more to say, and I took my leave of him.


  Later, I lay in bed in Ingrid’s home with too many questions to allow sleep and an ache too deep to ignore.


  Question: When a man you thought loved you unconditionally disappears without a trace, how are you supposed to feel inside? My answer was empty, pitted, and skewered. I was left feeling unwanted. If there was another emotion to replace it, I didn’t know what it was. My hand traced over my heart, above the swell of my left breast, which tingled at the memory of hands rubbing over my sensitive skin to cover the heavy globes and kneading them into excited peaks at the nipple.


  Question: When a man has kissed you like the very air you breathe he needs to live, and the lips you offer, will sustain him for life, how do you let that feeling go? My answer was you didn’t. You questioned where it went. You wondered what happened to it. You longed for it to return. Shaking fingers from my opposite hand lightly tickled over my lips sensing the impression of another’s on them; ones that captured and caressed in a way that demanded submission and gently punished with tenderness.


  I could have been wrong. What did I know? Arturo King had been my first sexual encounter of importance. I lost my virginity to him. I lost my heart to him. He asked me to marry him. I thought that made me special to him. I could see in hindsight, it did not. My hands skittered down the center of my body, between the swell of breasts, across the flatness of my stomach, empty of aforementioned child, and over a mound of hair, coarse and longing. My fingers found sensitive folds as I mentally asked my final question.


  Question: What do you do when a man tells you he plans to love once, and you are that once? When he tells you, you are his future, how do you live after hearing those words when you find them false? I’d say you don’t. Memories of strong hands and hard parts lingered over me as the words filled my head and pleasure found my skin. My Once. My Future. Fingers that where more delicate than I longed for, touched my most intimate area. I imagined the touch of his thicker digits against me, sliding through me, pressing into me. He filled me and yet what once made me feel whole had divided me in half. I was missing a part of me as I searched for my own release. It finally came after heavy concentration, to leave me dissatisfied because I had experienced it alone. I was alone. Being alone is what had driven me to my error in the past. Maybe it’s what drove Arturo to his, if he even considered Ana a mistake.
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  It was with deep trepidation that I went to Arturo’s iconic home the next day. Morte had begged for me to come swimming, and it looked like it was going to be another day of friends and family. Once again, I was a complete outsider to this gathering. I wondered what I was doing here with Ingrid. I should have remained in the city.


  Arturo’s magnificent home was one of the only things he kept from his father’s inheritance. Camlann, it was called and it stood above Lake Avalon. It couldn’t be seen from the road below, and a twisting gravel drive led steeply upward to its entrance. The green lawn sprawled outward, appearing as if it might touch the deep blue of the waters below. The house itself was a rich brown color with dark wood accents, giving it the appearance of something Old World. It was rather European looking, and I assumed that was Locke Uther’s attraction to the mansion.


  Ingrid pulled into the drive with the familiarity of being here but never living here. She wasn’t married to Locke, Arturo’s father. As a matter of fact, their conception of Arturo was rather unethical, but she still gave birth to a son. I always hoped that his unusual upbringing and lack of a father would encourage him to be a better one to Morte. For eight of nine years, it hadn’t.


  We entered the house and then followed the servant through to the backyard, which continued to sprawl around a large in-ground pool. I thought I was prepared for the memories, but I wasn’t. A tidal wave of reminiscence came over me as I saw Arturo flapping around with Morte in the water. Even greater in my mind were times when Arturo and I were alone in the pool: the kisses, the caresses, the pressure down below. My unsatisfactory exploration of myself the night before still lingered with regret. I needed more than I could offer myself.


  I’d never been sexually active before Arturo King. There was something about him, though. He opened a world of discovery for me. He was patient and considerate, going at a pace that made me comfortable. Once I was unleashed, I seemed to have unbottled a repressed sexuality I didn’t know existed in me. Looking down at his slicked back, wet hair, and the watery streams that cascaded over his taut torso, my mouth grew dry, and I thirsted for a drop that caressed him.


  He had been nicknamed The Chivalrous Lover for his countless conquests that involved pleasing ladies before himself. His reputation was widespread for that behavior, but it all stopped with me. Or so I thought, as I saw Ana lower her body into the pool. Her alabaster skin practically reflected the sunlight, repelling the light from the darkness within her. She tiptoed through the cold water to be closer to the games of Arturo and Morte, and I admired the large snake that coiled over the skin along the side of her. It was a rather fitting tattoo, and one I had not known she possessed.


  Ingrid was greeting the group as a whole. Lansing Lotte was also present with Fleur, who wrapped around his shoulder and observed the shenanigans of Arturo and Morte under the protection of Lansing. She appeared very shy of Arturo and rather hesitant around Morte, who I caught also watching her at the dinner table the night before. At nine years old, I dare say, Morte might have a crush on the little Ladybug, as Lansing called her. As I watched her, I felt the presence of eyes on me and turned in time to see Arturo staring at me. I ignored him and quickly walked to a lounge chair near one end of the pool.


  Feeling self-conscious, I removed my shorts, but not the cami tank over my bikini top. I became hyperaware of being so exposed before both Arturo and Lansing. It wasn’t that I was attracted to Lansing Lotte. While he was good looking, in his own right, with his floppy dark hair and those bright blue eyes, I was definitely more attracted to Arturo. His darkness sang to me. That mop of hair and those dangerous eyes turned me inside out when he looked at me in a certain way. I watched for signs that all was right between Arturo and Lansing. It was becoming clear to me the night before that there would be a definite strain between Lansing and Arturo, if Arturo knew what we’d done. I didn’t know if he would forgive Lansing, but as I watched them I felt a disconcerting sense that Arturo would. He’d feel betrayed, but he’d also let it go with one of his oldest friends, his best friend.


  I, however, was a different story. It wasn’t that I still believed he loved me, because I didn’t. As I watched Ana and her display of affection toward Arturo, I was even more convinced than ever that something had happened between the two of them. That something was happening between the two of them. They were rather friendly with one another, and that flirtatious side of Arturo was apparent. He splashed her and she giggled. I felt sick.


  Lila Lovelourne was watching me, and something on her face showed me she sympathized with me in that moment. We hadn’t become friends. We hadn’t come to any agreement, but she knew my secret. She seemed to be willing to keep it, and for that I was grateful. I would have to tell Arturo, in time. At the moment, I’d say she felt sorry for me. My awkwardness must have been written on my face, along with discomfort, hesitation, and a touch of jealousy. I envied Arturo’s carefree attitude. He seemed perfectly at home. Well, he was at home.


  I looked up at the backside of the house and knew which room had been mine when I stayed here. It was strange to think in that exact spot, I lost my virginity and gave my heart to a man. It had been a year ago. I came to stay at my father’s insistence and a friendship grew that quickly turned us to lovers. Convinced it was all a romp for Arturo, I was prepared to return to the city and separate, when he proposed to me after first arriving at his home in Manhattan. Everything happened so fast, too fast. Before I knew it, he was headed for a world tour. We were engaged. Unbeknown to him, I was pregnant. Then the accident happened.


  As if on cue, Perkins arrived with a rather pregnant Hollister. She was six or seven months at that point and a basketball protruded from her dress. Her tall curvy figure hardly looked pregnant from behind, and it appeared as if something was simply stuck to the outside of her from the front. They walked toward me and Hollister sat awkwardly with the help of Perkins.


  “Go swim,” she demanded. He released her and she quickly reached up and grabbed his wrist. She tugged it lightly and he leaned down to kiss her. It was more than just a brief brush of the lips, but a full on kiss, with open mouth, and peeks of tongue. It was like watching a train wreck. I wanted to look away, as it was too intimate to watch, and yet I couldn’t tear myself from staring at the passion between them.


  Perkins pulled back first with a moist, glowing smile down at his wife, who mumbled, “I’m sorry.” He tugged off his shirt and his big body was displayed for all, as he did a giant back flop into the pool. Perkins Vale was a large man, with a massive tattoo over his left pec and down his left arm. He also had a telltale scar across his stomach from a knife assault last winter. Hollister looked lovingly after him then turned to me.


  “He’s hovering so much, I’m ready to lose my mind,” she laughed. “I’m not the first woman in the world to have a baby, and I won’t be the last.” She grinned out at him. Perkins, despite his large structure, was the biggest softy I knew. He was quiet, shy, and thoughtful toward others. He was the voice of reason at times in the band, as they waited for Arturo’s return. He was calm and reserved compared to the other’s antics.


  “Well, you’re the first woman in the world to have his baby. And I’m sure you’ll be the last one, too,” I added. Hollister turned to look at me and smiled shyly. Despite her rough outer edge, she was lovely inside. I sensed she was secretly thrilled that he doted on her.


  We chatted idly for a while. My mind drifted away from the chaos in the pool, until the arrival of Tristan and Ireland. Without any thought, Tristan cannonballed into the deep end, splashing everyone in his wake. Ireland laughed heartily, shaking her head and approached those of us at the end of the pool. She took up a seat on the other side of me, and flopped down with a deep sigh.


  “I’m so exhausted,” she laughed, but a smile filled her face. We hadn’t seen much of the newly reunited couple. Ireland practically glowed. Of course, that could have been attributed to her pregnancy, also. She wasn’t nearly as far along as Hollister, only a few months, but the discussion of the early months took over. I had nothing to willingly contribute to the conversation. I hadn’t been far enough along. I had morning sickness and the fatigue, but also an insatiable sex drive.


  Immediately, I felt a stir between my legs. The idea of all that sex and the various positions sent my mind into overdrive. My libido drove into hyper-speed with images of being touched, sucked, and thoroughly fucked. I couldn’t seem to calm my brain to stop thinking about sex with Arturo. I looked up to see Ana jump onto Arturo’s wet back, squealing with delight as he tried to tip backward and dunk her off him. I was willing to claw her off him and throw myself at him. I needed relief so desperately I was ready to cry. More images flashed before me of us having sex in the pool.


  “I need to go,” I said, standing abruptly. As I scooted forward on my chair, the scraping of the metal legs on cement seemed to fill the air. My companions had stopped speaking in mid word, although I had no idea what they were saying. I hastily slipped into my flip-flops and twisted around for my towel as I stood. My back was to the pool when a cool, wet hand landed on my hip. I jumped with a screech and bumped into an equally cold chest of moisture. The hand on my hip slid to my lower belly and gently tugged me against the coolness at my back.


  “Where are you going?” a seductive voice spoke low in my ear. Warm breath counteracted the cool touch and goose bumps rose on my skin. A forearm slid along my upper arm, rising and lowering in a tortuous rub that increased those bumps of excitement. I pressed back against him without thinking and looked down at the stump of a wrist. Arturo stopped and I twisted in his arms. I didn’t want him to have concerns over his missing hand. I gripped his shoulders and instinctively pulled myself against him. The cool water had dampened my shirt and my breasts crushed against his hard chest. He had to have felt my nipples, erect against him through my top. My mouth moistened with the desire to kiss him. I was so close; I could have pulled his mouth to mine. But then I heard the sickly sweet voice of Ana.


  “Arturo, honey, get the ball.”


  I looked down to see a bright blue pool toy lying at Arturo’s feet. I looked up to see he was staring at me. I was still holding his shoulders, and his left hand was pressed into the small of my back. I didn’t have much space between myself and the chair behind me, but I stepped back.


  “I need to go,” I whispered on a choke. “I shouldn’t be here,” I added, avoiding his eyes. I shook my head as I mentally assessed the situation. Everyone was a pair. Some of them were more than a couple, with children or babies on the way. Despite Ingrid, I was the odd woman out. I didn’t belong with them. I was pulled back to when I first arrived at Camlann a year ago and wondered what a shy, mostly ignored, girl was doing hanging out with rock stars. I felt the same way in that moment. I had no purpose in being amongst this band, this family, of sorts.


  I twisted slightly and reached blindly behind me for my towel. Pulling it up, I held it in front of me, shielding me from my desire for Arturo. I still wanted him. I hadn’t stopped wanting him, only now I didn’t feel I could ever have him again. In the background, Ana called Arturo’s name.
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  I was rock solid in my swim pants. She had to feel me. Between the warmth of her body pressed against me and the cold damp of my shorts; I was standing straight up and ready for her. She didn’t shy away from me. In fact, I was taken off guard when she twisted to hold onto me. I leaned forward, watching her lips while she stared thirstily at mine. I could have sworn she wanted to kiss me, and then Ana spoke.


  I didn’t know what she was playing at, but I was growing more uncomfortable the more often Ana was near. She and I had come to a sort of agreement, after some things happened during my absence, and I thought we understood each other. With the presence of Guinevere, Ana was acting rather strange, overly affectionate, and flirtatious. She was definitely putting on a show, but I didn’t know for whom, until Guinie flinched in my arms at the sound of Ana’s voice.


  She’d told me the night before it wasn’t my hand, so I wanted to believe I didn’t repulse her after all. She was still gripping my shoulders when Ana called my name a second time. Nails briefly dug into my cool skin and then released me. While we stood inches apart, we were miles away again. She’d pulled up the towel as a barrier between us, but it was too late. I knew she’d felt me. The sharp luscious poke of her nipples stabbed against my chest. I wanted to strip her bare and throw her back on the lounge behind her. Be damned that others were present; I wanted to be inside her. I wanted to reconnect with her and hope it would bring us back where we had been. Before.


  Being in the house without her was torture: a punishment for leaving her in the dark for nine months. I wandered into her room last night and finally curled up on her bed to sleep, searching for some scent of her, some remembrance of what she felt like under me. The fragrance wasn’t there, but the memories were on overload. I squirmed and tossed until I had myself so worked up, I had to find my own release with pictures of her in my head. I entered her for the first time on that bed, and the moment it happened, I knew I loved her. I knew I’d never be inside another woman again. She completed me. She’d been the missing puzzle piece of my life. I needed her.


  It was obvious I needed her more than she needed me as she moved to shift away from me, clearly intent on leaving our afternoon party. We were all gathered and I thought it was a good day for me. My friends and family were doing something as mundane as playing in the pool. There were no questions, no awkward stares, just laughter and teasing. It was like we were boys again, only now we were men with our women surrounding us. Lansing looked so happy with Lila. Perkins was over the moon for Hollister, and Tristan, I could hardly believe he was the same man who played the field of women that crossed our paths nightly. It was evident he only had eyes for Ireland. That left Guinie, and to me, she was still the most beautiful woman in the world. She hadn’t removed her tank top but I knew every inch of what lay beneath it. Slim curved hips, larger than expected breasts, and miles of lickable skin. I’d tasted every bit of her and then some. I wanted a bite again.


  She was clearly leaving, though. I couldn’t turn around. My dick was still sticking upward, and if I felt self-conscious, I would have thought at least Hollister and Ireland on either side of Guinie could see my excitement. As Guinie moved, I moved.


  “I don’t want you to go,” I tried, blocking her retreat and protecting myself. She stopped and looked up at me over an uncovered shoulder. I’d seen that look before, one so innocent and unaware. I stiffened further, if that were even possible. Her eyes questioned mine. She needed answers that took me a long time to find, but I was ready to give them. Anything she wanted, she just had to ask.


  “I don’t think I should be here,” she said softly.


  “Why?” I snapped back. Her eyes blinked at my tone. I tried to soften it as I reached for a stray hair, tucking it behind her right ear.


  “I’m not really part of this anymore,” she replied quietly.


  “Part of what?” I asked leaning toward her. I was only aware of her and me. The noises of the pool and the surrounding woods were fading out.


  “The band. Your family. Your life.” Her voice was so low I wasn’t even sure I heard her correctly.


  “My life? Guinie,” I sighed deeply. “You are my life.” I leaned forward enough that my forehead touched hers, and I closed my eyes inhaling the scent of her. She was a mix of sunscreen, sunshine, and summertime. One sniff and I was taken back a year, to days in the hot afternoon sun with her in the pool or on the lake. It hit me. I needed to get her alone. The lake was the perfect place. It’s where it all began for us. We needed to go back. We needed to start again.


  “Arturo, come back and play,” Morte’s young voice rushed into my ears like the release of air pressure on a plane. At the sound, Guinie pulled back from me, and I opened my eyes to find the deepest blue staring into mine.


  “I can’t be your life,” she said, hesitantly. I should have been getting angry. I was angry. I didn’t want her to tell me what to do, but I also knew I didn’t want to fight with her. I wasn’t about to make a scene in front of everyone. My hand came up to her shoulder and I slowly stroked downward. She shivered under my touch. It wasn’t repulsion. Something was familiar about this quake.


  “Give me tomorrow. You can leave today, if you promise to come back tomorrow and go on the boat with me. Just us.”


  Her eyes opened wide when she responded.


  “Oh, Arturo, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “Why?” There was more of an edge in my tone than I intended, but my heart was starting to race. I wouldn’t let her go without a promise to return tomorrow.


  “I just…I think that it…”


  “Arturo, come on,” Morte whined from the pool.


  “Just a minute,” I barked. Guinie blinked.


  “You need to go to your son,” she said calmly. I saw her shoulders straighten. I’d seen that look before. She would stand up for Morte. They had some kind of secret relationship of protection for one another, and she would not let me ignore him, which is exactly what I wanted to do. I wanted to put Guinie and me in a bubble and let the rest of them go.


  “Don’t leave,” I said again, clenching my teeth.


  “Fine,” she said with a huff. “I’m going inside for a moment. I’ll be right back.”


  


  


  I gave her five minutes before I went in search of her. Determined that she might not have kept her word and snuck out the front door, I was rather intent to find her. My heart hammered in my chest and my left hand clenched. I was on a mission that took all of three seconds. I found her in a hall exiting a bathroom.


  “Arturo?” She blinked in my direction as she straightened her top. She wore the tank top over a bikini and nothing else. I was instantly in her space, pinning her against the wall. My breath was coming like I’d run a sprint, instead of taking a few paces through my home. Her thin neck glistened and I realized that she must have splashed water on herself in the bathroom. My lips instantly found a drop and kissed it tenderly, sucking it into my mouth.


  “Arturo?” Her voice quivered and her body shivered as it had outside. It was familiar. She wanted me. Moreover, I remembered that shiver meant she was ready for me. I continued my line of attack up her neck and along her jaw. I felt the breath of a whisper brush my ear as I drew near her mouth.


  “Arturo.”


  She wasn’t questioning. I was. Was she ready for me? Did she want me?


  My mouth found hers. It was tender one second and brutal the next. My body slammed against hers and in our minimal attire, my erection came between her thighs. My mouth ravished hers and she was taking back from me just as greedily. My hand dragged up her arm and wrapped around her neck, holding her against the wall. My stumped arm balanced next to her head, pinning her inside my trap. Our mouths continued to attack and counterattack. In a bold sweep, I let my hand drag down the middle of her body. She shivered again and bucked against me. My mission to find her was not complete in searching her out inside the home. I needed to be inside her somehow.


  My hands were rough as fingers slid under the band of material between her thighs. She moaned into my mouth, her breath hitching as I slid into slick wetness. She shimmied and my memories were confirmed. She was ready for me. My fingers made quick work of the torture as they rammed into her then dragged to the brink before a deep return. Her hips moved and her mouth tugged. I worked her, letting her warmth surround me. She raised a leg in an attempt to circle my hips. Within moments, I felt that familiar clench within her and she started to slide down the wall at her back. I wasn’t letting up. She would not escape me.


  My mouth followed hers, and my fingers continued until she bit my lip. Her hands were in my hair and she tugged it tight. I pulled back and her eyes lowered like a drug-induced haze. She breathed my name as her insides collapsed and she crashed around my fingers. Her head hung down. She leaned into my neck as her lower body continued in a slow dance over my hand. She groaned into my skin, kissed my neck, and straightened.


  I slid out of her and quirked up my lips. Her face fell.


  “What was that?” she demanded, all seriousness suddenly. Her body was rigid against the wall. Her hands splayed flat as if suctioned to the textured material behind her.


  “It’s been a long time, but I’m pretty sure that was an orgasm of monumental proportions.”


  I was ready for the slap. Anticipated it even, but she didn’t move. Her chest rose and fell as she continued to glare at me, wide-eyed, almost frightened.


  “I can’t believe…I didn’t mean…oh my God,” she said, closing those eyes and shutting me out.


  I traced the line of her cheek to her jaw then covered her lips with my thumb.


  “Guinie?” I questioned; concerned I didn’t please her. I had to use my left hand and that was a bit of a struggle.


  “That should never have happened,” she said, placing hands on my chest and forcing me gently back.


  “It should never have happened,” she repeated quietly before slipping out from under me and briskly exiting the hall.
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  I went out the front door to come face to face with Mure Linn. White hair slicked back, cut short to his neck, with a trimmed white beard and an arm of Celtic tattoos, he looked like a biker Santa Claus. He had these strange two-tone eyes – one was dark and dull blue like a rolling thunderstorm, while the other was almost turquoise and swirled like a Caribbean ocean. It was hard to know which eye to look at when he spoke to you. As I grew older I tried to avoid him completely. He seemed to know things about me that I didn’t even know. I continually felt as if he judged me.


  “Leaving so soon?” he asked, as he stood in the gravel drive. I glared at him. He was another one that I wondered about. Where the hell had he been while Arturo was missing? I had no doubt he had been with Arturo or knew of Arturo’s whereabouts. An additional question remained: Why didn’t he tell any of us? Why didn’t he tell me? I had the distinct feeling that Mure Linn did not care for me and especially did not care for my relationship with Arturo. I almost laughed in hysteria to think of what just happened in the hall, and the fact that Arturo and I were no longer together. There would be nothing for Mure Linn to worry over.


  Surprising me further, Mure gently took the top of my arm and guided me around the back of the house. I just couldn’t seem to get away that day.


  “You aren’t going to want to miss this,” he chuckled with mischief twinkling brightly in his eyes. He didn’t appear to be surprised that the whole band was present. What did appear shocking was the unfathomably quick approach of Tristan Lyons, who was ready to punch this elder man, until I stepped in the line of fire to stop him.


  “Where the fucking hell…” he began but was interrupted at the appearance of me between him and Mure. Not to mention¸ the commanding voice of Arturo, warning Tristan to stop. Within seconds, hands were wiping down my face after I had been pulled to the side.


  “He didn’t touch you, did he?” Arturo spoke to me, but I was still visibly shaken. Tristan’s fist had come rather close. If Ireland hadn’t grabbed his arm, I’m not certain I would have been standing. Arturo whirled on Tristan.


  “What in the everloving fuck do you think you were doing?” Arturo’s arm had slid around me, and he pulled me tight against his side. I still hadn’t said a word. I was too stunned.


  “Sorry, Guinie,” Tristan mumbled. “But where the hell have you been?” He addressed Mure and yanked his arm out of Ireland’s grasp. Her mouth fell open at the rude release.


  “Tristan,” she warned. He blinked and turned to her. He stared at her hard for a moment, then his hands came to her face, and he kissed her equally hard. I’m certain he muttered his apologies, but did it briefly before rounding back to Mure.


  “I want answers,” he demanded.


  “And what makes you think you deserve them?” Mure responded. His head held high, but his wandering eyes were not still. He was such a strange man, but Arturo worshipped him. He had been the protector of Arturo for all his life, at times unbeknownst to him. Mure wouldn’t have done anything to harm Arturo, I believed. But what he did do was questionable at times.


  Arturo’s arm slid around me until he held my hand. Refusing to let go of me, he stepped before his mentor, dressed in a white t-shirt and faded jeans, despite the heat. He tapped his wrist on Tristan’s chest.


  “I’ll tell you whatever you’d like to know,” he said calmly, glancing over at me. “Whatever you want to know, just ask me.”


  The question was simple: “What happened to you?”


  


  


  The story began with the chase. As we all knew, Arturo led Perkins out of The Round Table in attempts to remove Hollister SanGrael from the clutches of Mel Agent, a rival singer, and leader of the band, Dark Agents. I had my own history with Mel and it left everyone on edge with his presence at the concert that night. To top it off, we didn’t know yet that the girl Perkins wanted to remove was the woman he’d been searching for since he was a teenager. Hollister had been his quest, and with no additional searching, she’d walked into his life.


  We also knew that Arturo and Perkins had separated in what Arturo assumed was a paparazzi chase after him. Perkins confirmed he thought that true, as well, since the separation caused the two chasing motorcycles to follow Arturo. One motorcycle had been in pursuit for photographs, the other we weren’t so convinced about. When the photographer got the shots, the rumor was the person left the scene. I noticed Lila shifting and Lansing wrapped his arm tighter around her at mention of that, but I dismissed it. Arturo continued to explain the second bike pursued him until he was forced to crash into a viaduct.


  Arturo clarified that the best he could surmise was he fell off the bike with the impact. His hand was caught and he was dragged several feet. His hand was crushed, the limb practically severed at the wrist, and his body damaged from road burn. He pulled up the long length of swim shorts to expose a large rash of raw skin on his upper right leg. While his upper body had been protected by a leather jacket, his lower body was ripped clear of his denim jeans to expose his thigh to the rough city street.


  The mystery of how he disappeared was simple to Arturo. Someone had seen the accident and contacted Mure Linn. Mure was upon the scene within moments. Between the mysterious phone call and the police’s arrival, Arturo’s body was removed and taken to the Westminster Hospital, where a private wing catered to burn victims, as well as, severe injury to the rich and famous. It was a way to keep it all out of the press. Arturo was there until shortly before Christmas.


  Eventually, he moved to Portland for months of physical and emotional therapy. He had become too addicted to the pain medication. He mixed it one night with alcohol and blacked out. It scared him, not knowing what he’d done. That night had been Boxing Day – December 26th.


  At that point in the story, I saw Perkins look up and glare at Arturo. We’d been sitting haphazardly around the firepit, unlit in the middle of the day. Willowy curtains rustled in the breeze around the wrought iron gazebo structure, as we sat spread amongst the outdoor cushioned couch and two oversized chairs. We were crowded in the space and Mure Linn preferred to pace behind the couch listening intently as Arturo continued his tale. Arturo often looked over his shoulder at his mentor, as if in confirmation of what he told us. Perkins opened his mouth to speak and then shut it quickly, letting Arturo begin again.


  While in Portland, he let his presence be known to the public. He slowly let it leak that he was there. He hoped it would prepare us all for his return. He didn’t intend to appear suddenly at the concert, but the temptation to see the band was too great. He returned to New York before his full term at the treatment center was complete.


  Arturo ended his tale with his head bent. He explained that he missed the music, even though he couldn’t play. He missed his band, although he knew he’d been away too long. He looked over at me about to add something further then stopped. I looked away. I didn’t make his list of whom he missed. When Arturo finished, we remained silent, each lost in our own thoughts. It was Tristan again who asked what we all wanted to know.


  “Why didn’t you call us? Why didn’t you tell us you needed our help? We’re…we’re family,” Tristan emphasized, scanning Arturo’s face, asking him the question with complete puzzlement.


  Arturo continued, “At first I didn’t know who I was, let alone all of you. I remembered the band, but I was lost. My hand,” he looked down at the missing appendage, “and my heart,” he glanced over at me, “it was all additional loss. I was drowning in my own darkness.”


  Tristan still waited, as did I. That wasn’t enough of an explanation.


  “There were so many complications. My hand was beyond repair, but they tried to reset the limb to my wrist. Infection set in, and it was better to remove it. It just seemed like one thing after another.”


  “But...” Tristan began, but Arturo cut him off.


  “I was so heavily medicated, I travelled in a fog. There were days I was ready to return, attempting to get back. But something always happened.”


  At that point Arturo looked at me then let his eyes skim over to Lansing Lotte, who had remained strangely quiet through this whole explanation. Lila sat between his legs, as he was perched on the ground. She leaned back against him and his arm was still tightly wrapped around her waist, holding her to him. The honey-blonde noticed Arturo’s stare and twisted slightly to peer at Lansing behind her. Lansing kissed her exposed shoulder while continuing to return Arturo’s gaze. A thousand words crossed the line of their stare, and my heart sank to my stomach. I didn’t dare dream that Arturo was coming to see me the day he saw Lansing and I outside a coffee shop last winter. It would be too much to ask and too painful to remember.


  “What about the night by the river?” Perkins asked. He’d had a confrontation with a man in defense of Hollister outside his warehouse home. The result had been a huge knife wound, but they’d both been saved by a mystery man. I often wondered about that night, but this was the first that Perkins mentioned it again.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Arturo smirked and winked at Perkins. It was obvious at the moment that wasn’t going to be discussed. Perkins was thoughtful for a moment.


  “What about Boxing Day night?” Perkins asked quietly. In strange unison, Lila and Perkins both said, “I saw you.” They looked at one another as Perkins sat in an oversized chair with Hollister half over his lap. The chair was large enough for two and her legs draped over his. Lansing didn’t seem as surprised by Lila seeing Arturo as Perkins was.


  “That night I hit rock bottom,” he said. The slightest shift in his eyes moved in the direction of Ana. She was perched on the edge of the couch’s armrest, balancing her body behind Arturo with her hand placed on the back of the seat. She sat rather close to him, and it occurred to me that she was also calm during this explanation. Then it hit me. Ana LeFaye had also known where Arturo was all along. I couldn’t let my thoughts wander, but I suddenly had a wealth of questions. Her thin lips were slow to smile in Arturo’s direction, obviously expressing some pleasurable memory. Her bright green eyes looked down at him, but the sour expression on Arturo’s face made her own face fall. Arturo twisted to look directly at me. Dark eyes implored me to concentrate on him.


  “I wanted to come back. But after so much time, and so many things happening, I just didn’t know how.” His eyes shifted over his shoulder to Ana before returning to me.


  “I didn’t know how,” he repeated slowly. The sadness in his voice, crumbled some walls around my heart.


  


  


  We sat silently for no more than a minute, but it felt like an eternity. Morte sat between Arturo and I, and I had the sudden impression again of Ana, Arturo and Morte being a family. From my position, they would have made a stunning, if unusual, family portrait. Once again, I noticed how little Morte resembled Arturo. His small voice broke us all from our revelry.


  “Can I show you my trick now?” he asked innocently to Arturo. Arturo sighed, letting his eyes fall from mine.


  “What trick is that?” Arturo asked, rubbing a hand over the messy dark hair of his son.


  Morte looked over his shoulder to the older gentleman pacing back and forth behind the outdoor couch. Mure Linn had been the only movement amongst our group while Arturo spoke. He stopped his stride to face Morte and nodded once. Before I realized what Morte was doing, he reached into the dry firepit and pulled out a chunk of blackened wood. He closed his small fist. Holding his other hand, palm face down over the secured one, he rotated his hand in a small circle, said something I didn’t understand and tapped his tiny knuckles. He flipped the fisted hand face up and opened it quickly, revealing a small burst of flames. The flame looked like the tip of a large candle and it balanced in his small hand. He pushed the fire upward and released it. We watched in wonder as the flaming object floated in the breeze.


  I had the strangest sensation that Arturo’s story was trapped in that flame. It burned for a moment, fueled by the summer breeze, then disappeared as if blown out by a breath. The ash of the wood fell slowly back to earth and landed on my leg. In a gut reaction, I used my hand to swish the warm piece off my skin and watched as it fell to the cement patio below, extinguishing into nothing.
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  Since I hadn’t made my escape like I planned, the next best thing was find it in liquid. I drank.


  After Morte’s little fire display, he regaled us with another magic trick or two, dissolving all further questions of Arturo’s disappearance and struggle to return. I could see that Tristan was not placated and wanted more information from Mure Linn. Arturo was clearly not allowing an inquisition of his mentor, though. I could tell Arturo wanted the atmosphere to return to the spirit of the carefree day. So he turned the evening into a barbeque. With a brief rain shower, we were forced inside and the dining room, while formal, held a group of water logged, sun drenched people.


  The table arrangement seemed to be similar to the night before at Ingrid’s. Everyone sat as a couple or family. With the addition of Mure Linn, seated next to Ingrid, I felt once again like a complete outsider to the group. I was through pondering why I was present. I was ready to dissolve my speculation in alcohol, so I wouldn’t wonder any longer. I was so over the day, and at that moment, I only wanted the evening done as hastily as possible.


  At some point, I looked up to see Ana’s hand resting on the back of Arturo’s neck. His eyes met mine across the table and I quickly looked away. This forced my eye to meet Lila’s instead. Lansing Lotte sat with his arm around the back of her chair. The position of her body showed she leaned toward him. They were a striking couple. She made him very happy, and I saw him absentmindedly twirl a piece of her hair around his finger. Her own eyes shifted to the end of the table where Ana and Arturo sat, then drifted back to me. She pinched her eyebrows together in question, but I had no answer.


  I wasn’t friends with Lila. If anything we were civil, but not friendly. She didn’t understand the decisions Lansing and I made, although she seemed to have forgiven him. I tried to explain myself to her once, but even then my words seemed weak. Loneliness was not an excuse, but it was all I had. Anyone that had suffered the sense of being alone, truly without another soul who understood them, that person understood me. If there was a person who has never felt loneliness, never felt there was another human being who didn’t care about her, understand her grief, or comprehend her pain, then that was a fortunate woman, and one who could not forgive me. Loneliness can lead to desperation. I felt myself reaching that point again.


  Lila might have actually forgiven me, but she wouldn’t forget, even though it didn’t directly affect her at the time. She didn’t seem leery of me, but she watched the interaction, or lack of, between Lansing and I. She tolerated my attention toward Fleur, and I was conscientious of not touching Fleur, only smiling as I spoke to her. At times, I wanted to grab the child and hold her close to me. I wanted to know what it felt like, as I was convinced that the child I lost had been a girl.


  On that note, I excused myself from the table. I had drunk too much I realized, as I stood and stumbled into the table, jiggling glasses. I watched my water glass, untouched; slosh from side to side near my plate. I muttered a brief excuse and exited the room. I walked on shaking legs down the same hall that Arturo had taken me that afternoon. My hand lazily brushed the textured wall as I passed to enter the bathroom.


  I didn’t think I had been gone that long, but I sensed a search and rescue had been sent when I found Lansing waiting for me at the end of the hallway, leading into the main foyer. He was pacing back and forth. His floppy black hair hung forward as his head bent in concentration of his footwork. I had the oddest sensation of walking down a long path surrounded in darkness. The light at the end of the tunnel was sporadically blocked by the movement of Lansing: back and forth, back and forth.


  I was shakier than I thought, and I clutched at the wall on my return to the main entrance of the home. It was as if I needed the wall for support, as I knew I was walking to the gallows. The end was near. Life was over. I closed my eyes and swayed, bumping into the support around me. When I opened them, Lansing stood directly in front of me.


  “Guinie? Guinie, are you okay?”


  I could only nod, muttering, “I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look fine.” His hand came up, and I thought he intended to push a hair behind my ear as I’d seen him do to Lila. Then his hand dropped and he slid both hands into his jeans’ pockets.


  “Always my savior,” I mumbled, letting my head rest on the cool paper of the wall. It rolled back and forth, vaguely feeling the raised etching. Funny, I hadn’t noticed earlier; when I was pinned to the wall by Arturo, his fingers deep inside me.


  “Go back to Lila,” I said softly, closing my eyes as I imagined the feel of Arturo’s touch. He was rough, his kiss brutal, and yet I enjoyed every second. I cursed my body, as it gave into him so instantaneously; his smirk afterward, so confident of his skill. He was with Ana, I reminded myself. How could he touch me like that? I hate you, I thought, clenching my eyes tighter. My thought wasn’t actually true, though.


  “Lila’s the one who sent me,” Lansing said softly. “She said you didn’t look good.”


  “I’m good,” I slurred with the attempt at a false smile. His blue eyes beamed into mine. He finally did touch me, grabbing my arm to lead me the remainder of the way down the hall. As we exited the darkness, Arturo entered the bright foyer. Lansing supported me, by forcing me to sit on the third step of the grand staircase.


  “What’s going on?” Arturo growled, looking at Lansing’s hand on my arm, then stepping closer to his friend.


  “She’s drunk,” Lansing replied, but his voice sounded underwater. I thought he said, I’m dunk, and I started to giggle.


  I’m dunk. I’m dunk, sing-songed through my head.


  I’m drowning in the water, the cheer continued.


  What first sounded funny to my mind, switched instantly to sadness, and I let my head fall to my knees. I’m drowning. A tear welled in my eye. I could not cry in front of them. I’m drowning.


  “Guinie?” Arturo’s voice spoke to the top of my head. My forehead rolled against the knobs of my kneecaps. Left. Right. Left. Right. Lansing. Arturo. Lansing. Arturo.


  “I’ll take her home. To Ingrid’s,” Lansing’s voice said. It was almost as if he spoke too loudly. I had surfaced from the depths of water and I gasped for air. My head shot up. My eyes half-mast.


  “Home,” I mumbled staring at Arturo, or what I thought was Arturo. There were definitely two of him.


  “She can’t get in a car,” Arturo’s voice gurgled. “She’ll pass out. Or worse, be sick everywhere.”


  “Come on, Guinie Girl. I’m taking you upstairs.” I felt an arm slip around my back and another slide under my legs. Where there should have been a hand to hold me close to him, there wasn’t. I wanted to protest, but no words made it past my thick tongue.


  “I’ve got you, My Once,” he muttered, jostling me for a moment. I mistook what he said, my mind too clouded. I had to have misinterpreted his words. I felt myself being lifted with the gentle movement of rising upward. The dam broke and I began to sob against him.
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  By the time I reached her old room, the weight of her told me she had passed out. She didn’t help me in the ascension up the staircase by wrapping her arms around me. Instead, she lay limp, her arms dangling from her sides. I was awkward at best, and I clumsily dropped her on the bed. She rolled away from me and spread a hand over the familiar coverlet.


  “Arturo,” she muttered. I sat on the edge of the mattress and pushed her hair back from her face. She was beautiful.


  “What, sweetheart?” I questioned. Her hand continued to skim over the softness of her comforter. I was familiar with the feel of it as well, as it had covered us both on many nights last summer: pushed off in the heat of passion, pulled up as we wrapped around each other to sleep.


  “No one can ever know,” she mumbled.


  “No one can ever know what, sweetheart?” I asked, brushing her hair behind her ear, repeatedly stroking it and letting the silkiness of it caress my fingers.


  “No one can ever know,” she muttered again, her hand stopping in its motion. Closing into a fist, she gripped a piece of the fabric and tugged it tight. I had no idea what she was referencing.


  “Promise me,” she said firmly, the conviction in her voice was clear compared to the garbling sound she made as she attempted to speak moments ago. Her eyes were still closed, but her brows pinched in her emphasis.


  “I promise, no one will know,” I said, completely confused as to what I just agreed to. I assumed in her drunken state, she wouldn’t remember anyway.


  “Just you and me,” she breathed on a sigh. My hand froze on her head. It was the way she said it. We often exchanged the loving terms of “My Once, My Future” in that tone. Breathless. Wanton. Passionate. The voice that spoke those words: just you and me, sounded similar in cadence to those passed between lovers.


  


  


  I had a difficult time sleeping. She was only outside my door, mere feet away from me, but still those distant miles. Her words haunted me, and I tossed to one side. I stared at the dark wooden door that separated our rooms. Her room was golden, bright yellows, while mine was rich in dark wood tones. The home was modern enough, but built to appear antiquated with the separate husband and wife sleeping rooms. As I’d never had a wife, or any woman for that fact entertain the other room, I never gave it a thought until I placed Guinevere there last summer.


  As my houseguest, I had plenty of other rooms, but there was something about Guinie that struck me from the first time we formally met. She’d always been around as Leo’s daughter. I had a vague sense of her before, but on that particular morning in Leo’s study, when he forced me to take a walk with her; I immediately found her refreshing and understanding. She was the first to see that a name was important, and I had one helluva name to live up to. She also understood that I was trying to make a name for myself, separate from my father and his reputation. She was quite honestly, the first woman I encountered to comprehend my thoughts before she tackled my body.


  I tossed in my large bed to face away from the door. On the thought of her body, I remembered that she hadn’t actually attacked me in the past. Rather, I captured her. A Night takes the queen. She’d been so innocent, hesitant, and sweet. That first night when she asked me to make love to her. That first time our mouths explored one another. That first kiss on the boat.


  My eyes flicked open. The boat. She’d promised me tomorrow on the boat, just she and I. I had to hope that’s what she meant. Just you and me. We had to start at the beginning again. I rolled to my back and stared up at the ceiling.


  She wasn’t so innocent earlier that day, though. We surprised ourselves when we kissed that amazing kiss in the hall. I know what came over me, but I didn’t mean to act on it. Her response was so quick. If I thought I would have gotten away with it, I’d have laid her down right there and finished the job for myself; found the same satisfaction with another part of me inside her. But with her words: That should never have happened, I lost all thought. Despite her body’s reaction, she was still repulsed by me. I tried to express to her how I felt. Telling everyone my story hadn’t been how I wanted her to learn of it, but the weight, the pressure, released once it had been said to all of them. It just seemed simpler to tell them all at once.


  She could still hardly look at me. I’d felt her eyes on me at dinner, but each time I tried to connect with her, she’d look away. Actually, I noticed it earlier when were all gathered under the canopy around the firepit. She looked away, almost immediately, each time I tried to hold her eyes. She was ashamed of what happened in the hall; that much I knew was true, but I was starting to think she was ashamed of me.


  My hand. She hadn’t answered my question, if the lack of my hand repulsed her. She avoided it, throwing Ana in my face instead. Ana was certainly making herself comfortable. I didn’t miss the questioning stare of my bandmates as Ana jumped on my back in the pool, or the way she acted rather familiar with me at dinner. Ana did seem a bit upset that Guinie was staying the night, and even more upset when I said she’d been returned to the yellow room. Ana had no right to be distraught. We were home now. We had an agreement.
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  It wasn’t the first time I’d woken in that room with a hangover. The last time it happened with the same severity, I had been drinking heavily at Elaine Corbin’s house. Arturo and I hadn’t been involved at the time. It was all more of an experiment on his part. He was playing with me, but I’d always had a crush on him. Fangirling, they called it, but not quite so severe. I didn’t have posters of him covering my walls or watch countless hours of Internet videos about him. My father would have never approved of such things, regarding one of the bands he was building. I could give no hint to any innocent affection of bands housed at The Round Table.


  Yet, at some point, Arturo King became an exception. In hindsight, I knew why he was the rule breaker. My father wanted a company. I was the means to securing it. I’d given in, all too easily, when Arturo started paying attention to me. He had earned his reputation. He was a very kind, generous lover for someone inexperienced like me. The Chivalrous Lover had been his nickname. He deserved it.


  It didn’t feel right waking up in that room, though. As a matter of fact, I was surprised that it wasn’t Ana’s room, instead. I looked around the bright space and found a suitcase on the floor by the overlarge, light wood armoire. It was confirmation that I had taken her room for the night. I could only imagine her anger.


  I slowly sat up and noticed that the door to Arturo’s room was slightly ajar. For lack of a better explanation, my bed was east to west in position while Arturo’s was north to south. From where I sat, I had a direct line to see his bed through the opening. His typical side was empty, sheets thrown back. I was relieved. I didn’t want to face him. I needed to make a graceful escape, after what I was certain was an ungraceful evening. I wasn’t clear how I could leave as I had ridden with Ingrid the day before, but I was determined I must go. My head throbbed. My eyes felt swollen. I had been crying.


  Damn it.


  I noticed a glass of water on the nightstand, and two tablets on a small dish. Reaching for them, I was reminded again of Arturo’s kindness, until I remembered that Lansing was the last person I spoke to in the hall. Had Lansing brought me up here? That bastard, if he meant to torture me. He couldn’t have been so cruel, could he? I swallowed the pills and was replacing the glass to the stand when the main door of my room opened.


  “Oh good, you’re awake.” Morte’s green eyes peered around the door. They glowered in a sinister way that was also quite beautiful. I shivered as he approached the bed.


  “Mother said you’re a drunk.”


  I snorted in response. What could I say? I wouldn’t go that far, but I had drunk too much.


  Morte leaned his slim frame against the side of the bed and stared at me. He had grown taller in over nine months. Nine months: the length of time it takes a baby to go from a speck of an atom to a twenty-inch baby. It amazed me how children could grow.


  “I’ve missed you,” he suddenly blurted. He was toying with something in his pocket.


  “I’ve missed you, too,” I said softly. I patted the bed and Morte climbed over me. He sat propped against the headboard as I did.


  “So tell me, where have you been?” I tried to sound light. “How was Paris?”


  I had been told that Ana had taken Morte to Paris. She wanted to return to her company’s headquarters there. She worked in cosmetics and perfumes. She also used the excuse that she wanted to remove Morte from all the news of Arturo. She didn’t believe the media’s repetition of the accident was beneficial for Morte. Ingrid apparently went with her.


  “We didn’t go to Paris,” Morte said distractedly. He had removed two objects that looked like black building blocks from his pockets. He was staring at them, twisting them in his hands as he inspected them.


  “What?” I choked.


  “We didn’t go to Paris.”


  “Where…where were you?” The stutter coming out of my mouth didn’t sound like my voice.


  “We were in a hotel near Arturo. Mother went to see him every day.”


  I blinked at him, my mind a blank.


  “And where were you?”


  “Oh, I went too, sometimes. Other times, Grandmother or Mure stayed with me. Sometimes a nanny came to stay.”


  “What about school?” I questioned.


  “A tutor followed us, or Mure taught me things.”


  “Mure? A teacher?” Each comment I made sounded like it struggled to come out of my mouth. I couldn’t process that Morte had simply been dragged wherever was convenient for Arturo’s recovery.


  Morte had begun to strike the two block items against each other, struggling in his concentration on them.


  “Morte, do you know why…”


  “There you are,” Ana spoke from the entrance to Arturo’s room. Her scantily clad body showed her alabaster skin in full bloom. White skin on long legs and lanky arms had not a touch of sun despite the previous day’s exposure. A thin cami top and short shorts where in a silk material of an iridescent dark color. Her long dark hair hung straight and shiny in contrast to her skin. She slid her hands up the doorjamb, resting them casually on the molding as she looked at Morte.


  Morte didn’t respond to his mother. His attention was fully engrossed in the knocking of the blocks together.


  “Morte was just telling me how you weren’t in Paris?” I met Ana’s sneer at me.


  “Not in Paris?” She purred. “No, we decided to stay in the States.” She gave no further information.


  “With Ingrid? And you didn’t tell me?” I bit out.


  “I wasn’t aware I needed to submit a travel itinerary to you,” Ana hissed.


  “Well, you called me to tell me…”


  “What’s going on here?” Arturo’s voice came from somewhere behind Ana. He slowed to stand behind her, wrapped in only a towel. It hung low on his hips and that strip of hair travelling below it, which I was all too familiar with, was fully displayed. Ana looked over her shoulder in a manner that could only be deemed as seductive. Arturo’s head was hung as he was brushing his hand through his wet waves. When he fully looked up, his eyes fell to me. Then he saw Morte and finally looked at Ana. His facial expression looked panicked for a second then passed.


  “Ana was just telling me how she wasn’t in Paris,” I explained eyeing him over her white shoulder. She still stood sentry in the doorway. I had enough of a picture. Ana in lingerie; Arturo in a towel. I had my answer where Ana had stayed the night before. I looked away after I made my statement.


  Suddenly, Morte’s two blocks struck and a flicker of flames sparked.


  “Morte, don’t do that on Guinie’s bed,” Arturo warned, trying to pass Ana. He brushed against her as she hardly moved to allow him through the opening.


  Morte struck again and a stream of fire lit. He pulled the two blocks slowly apart and the flame grew as a straight line. It looked like a current of electricity. I was mesmerized by it.


  “Morte,” the firm tone of Arturo broke both our concentration. Morte looked up at the angered voice. The stream of fire fell to the bed.


  Instantly, the duvet caught fire and I scrambled back from the flame. I was momentarily fascinated by the burning fabric. A small circular hole was forming.


  “Morte,” Ana shrieked, and I moved into action. I used my bare hands to pat at the fire. I swatted frantically until I felt cold water splash my side.


  “Fuck,” Arturo said in a deep tone of distress. I could only assume in his attempt to reach for my water glass, he knocked it over. The water was cascading off the nightstand as if poured out of the glass which lay on its side. My attention turned back to the duvet, when Arturo grabbed one end and folded it over the growing flame. Extinguished, the silence in the room proved we were all staring at the charred spot on the bed.


  “Morte, I warned you about that trick,” Arturo began. “You could have set Guinie on fire.” His voice shook as he spoke, whether from anger or fear, I couldn’t tell. Morte looked at me, completely astonished. His face fell instantly when he saw mine.


  “I’m so sorry, Guinie. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just wanted to…”


  “Enough,” Arturo snapped. “Get out.”


  Morte scrambled off the bed. I remained motionless, my hands turned upright in my lap. The burn of skin across my palms was slowly hitting me. Tears welled in my eyes.


  “Guinie, oh my God.” Arturo reached for hands, but was only able to grab one wrist. He tugged me from the bed, and I followed staring at my red welts growing on my palms.


  “Is she all right?” Ana asked from somewhere behind me. I was being guided to my bathroom.


  “Go get some ice,” he yelled over his shoulder.


  I was led to stand before the sink. Arturo turned on the cold water then forced my hands under the spray. I hissed and went rigid. The pain shot up my arms.


  “Shh,” he whispered behind me. “It will pass in a second.” His left hand still circled my left wrist. His right arm only leaned against mine. I stared down at our hands – only three of them. My heart skipped a beat at the loss of his. My eyes met his in the reflection of the mirror. He knew what I was looking at.


  “Does it bother you?” he softly asked me in the reflection.


  “No. Does it bother you?” I replied. I hoped my voice proved I was curious, not repulsed. My question wasn’t meant to be hurtful, just one looking for honesty.


  “Sometimes yes. This moment, yes. I wasn’t thinking and I reached for the glass. Wrong hand. I knocked it over.”


  I was suddenly reminded of the wet material on my left side where the water sprayed at me.


  “Other times, it’s all about the guitar. I miss playing. The feel of the strings under fingers.”


  I remained silent as his left hand reached over mine and gripped my right wrist, forcing that hand to get equal attention under the spray. His right arm had wrapped around my waist. He was holding me still. I remained rigid, trying desperately to not be aware of his bare chest behind my back. His head had come over my shoulder, and he returned his eyes to look down at our hands.


  “Mostly, I miss the touch of you,” he said in a hushed voice. His head had turned and the words were said into my ear. I could feel his breathe, but I saw him speak to me in the mirror.


  I turned my head to face him. His mouth was less than an inch from mine. My body had a mind of its own and I had leaned back into his chest. The warmth of his showered skin seeped into mine and brought me comfort. A comfort I recognized and longed for.


  My mouth watered with a desire to touch his lips. I saw the throb of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed, too. His eyes concentrated on my mouth. I was convinced he’d kiss me.


  “I have ice,” Ana said behind us both.


  Arturo stepped back instantly, and I returned to my attention to my hands under the water. Red and raw, the bulge of blisters covered each palm.


  “Here,” Arturo handed me the bag of ice and I took it between each palm.


  “I’m going to go get dressed,” he said, trying to keep his voice level.


  “Okay…I mean, thanks,” I said without looking at him. I could feel the presence of Ana behind me, lingering for a moment before she followed Arturo to his room.
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  After leaving Guinevere in her bathroom, an argument ensured with Ana. She didn’t seem to understand the reasons my boat trip with Guinie could not be turned into a family affair. Ana and I had come to an agreement. I was going to recognize my son. While there wasn’t going to be a big public display of it, as we mutually concluded that this would be detrimental to Morte, we also settled that I would not deny he was my child. We decided I could take Morte to more public venues and share that he was mine. No matter what, my concern was the protection of Morte, not the destruction of his childhood by being my son. More importantly, being my son, by my stepsister. I shuddered each time I thought of that distant memory, but again, as Ana and I had come to some sort of truce, I thought we were all good.


  With our return back to New York, Ana’s attitude had changed. She was returning to the possessive person she’d been before. Slowly, I saw traces of the old Ana sneaking out of her. Her behavior in Portland had been inappropriate, but understandable. That’s when we had to have the talk, and that’s when arrangements were made. I would acknowledge Morte. He was my family.


  She was being quite stubborn about my not taking Morte that day on the boat. I was all for family time, but there were other times I craved as well. Being alone with Guinie was one of them. It felt like merely five seconds we were in her bathroom, rather than fifteen minutes. I hadn’t been alone with Guinie other than in the hallway yesterday, where she told me touching her was a mistake. My dick was leading me, instead of my head. I needed to step back and get a chance to talk with Guinie. Alone.


  “I don’t see why we can’t come with you. At least take Morte.” Ana glared at me. I could see her in the reflection of my mirror. What the hell did she have on? Standing behind me with her hands on her hips, the strap of her camisole top slipped off her shoulder. Her stomach was exposed as the top was clearly too short, and her long legs stretched on below a rather skimpy looking pair of silk shorts. The black material matched her black hair and contrasted sharply with her pure white skin. In a drunken, lust-filled stupor, I had been attracted to that. At the moment, I wasn’t.


  She licked her lips and I sighed, looking away. Her mouth had been the thing to tempt me. What she said to me at seventeen, a high school boy at a college party. What she did to me with it. I felt dirty and excited at the same time, and I had to shake my head to clear my thoughts. I’d spent too much time with Ana while we were in Portland; way too much time.


  Her begging me to take Morte was almost like she expected Guinie to hurt me, as if Morte could be a human shield against Guinevere’s advances. Little did Ana know that Guinie wanted nothing to do with me, but I still felt the need to make things right. I still owed her, as my one time fiancée, an explanation of what happened and why I stayed away. I also had a few questions myself. I needed this time with Guinevere.


  On second inspection of Ana, I wondered why she was in my room and turned to face her. I still stood in only a towel, not prepared to change in front of her like I had several times in Portland.


  “What are you doing in here anyway?” I questioned. Ana couldn’t play the role of sheepish, so a coy expression crossed her face.


  “You kicked me out of my room, so I thought I’d come in here. For old times’ sake,” she hissed in a voice I recognized as attempting seduction.


  “What room?” I asked, trying to avoid her as I pulled out shorts and a t-shirt from the dresser drawer.


  “My room. The one she’s in.” The hiss was more defined this time: stronger and bitter.


  “Guinevere is not in your room. As a matter of fact, she’s in her room.” Frozen, I stood still, holding my clothes. I’d walked away without helping her bandage her hands. The ice would numb the pain, the blisters. I remembered, all too well, the cool compresses on me that soothed me. I also remembered there were many things I could not do alone. Even with two hands, if both were hurt, Guinie couldn’t wrap her own hands.


  With a start, I headed to Guinie’s room, still holding my clothes, when I felt a tug on my towel. It came loose. One hand held my shorts and shirt. The other hand was gone. I wasn’t fast enough to even stop it with my stumped wrist. The towel slipped to the floor and I stood bare to Ana who stepped into the doorframe with me. As fate would have it, Guinie walked out of her bathroom at the same time.


  Questioning blue eyes met mine across the room as I stood stark naked in front of Ana. Her presence was so close to mine we were almost touching. I immediately knew how this looked.


  “Guinie,” I called out, turning to face her. I was even more exposed as I realized my limpness hung front and center. Problem was one look at Guinie and I stiffened. One unintentional glance from her eyes to my growing wood, and I was standing erect. Problem was Ana was still next to me. Her hand touched my hip and I jumped.


  “Maybe you should get dressed,” she whispered in a voice just loud enough to be heard across the room. I didn’t want to take my eyes off Guinevere, but she had already looked away. She spun on bare feet and returned to her bathroom. Holding the bag of ice between her two hands, her foot guided the door closed and she was cut off from me.


  


  


  I was prepared to bang down the door, convinced that Guinevere was locked inside. I had turned away myself, hustling into my own bathroom to dress quickly. When I returned to my bedroom, Ana had thankfully disappeared. Ironically, Guinie’s room was empty, completely devoid of her presence. I had taken the liberty of having her suitcase and cello case moved from Ingrid’s house to mine. I sensed that when Guinie woke she wouldn’t feel well, being hungover and all, and I wanted her to be comfortable with her own things. Realistically, I believed if I moved her here, she would at least stay.


  I was wrong. I raced down the stairs to see Guinie’s cases in the front hall and found her on the phone in the kitchen.


  “If you could be faster than fifteen minutes, that would be better,” she said with a smile and a slight tease into the phone. Whomever she was talking to, she was clearly comfortable with him. So confident in that person, he put a smile on her face. I didn’t like that she smiled. It was evident she was smiling for the benefit of that person. I wanted to recapture that smile for me. She hadn’t smiled yet since I’d returned. Rather she hadn’t smiled at me, in that way.


  “Who are you talking to?” I demanded. She startled and the phone jumbled in her hands. Recovering it, she righted it to her ear, and quickly said, “Just hurry, please,” into the phone. She pressed the button for off and let her bandaged hand fall to the side. Each of her palms was wrapped in thin gauge giving her the look of a fighter readying to box. She gave a small snort as she raised them up and spoke.


  “Unattractive,” she said without humor in the laugh. “I look ridiculous.”


  “You look beautiful,” I said without thinking, as I stared at her face instead of the bandages.


  “Arturo,” she said softly, a hint of warning in her tone. Blue eyes flicked up to my face, then away and I was distracted for a moment by the look. In one sweep, that glance could be seductive or avoidance.


  “Who were you talking to?” I asked again, returning to my original question with renewed bitterness in my tone.


  “I called someone to pick me up. I don’t know how my stuff got here,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me, “but I need to go.”


  “Back to Ingrid’s?” I questioned. Somehow I sensed a different answer before she spoke.


  “Back to the city,” she replied, looking down at her toes. Light pink I noticed for the strangest reason. I always noticed her painted toenails when we first met. The color seemed to change as she blossomed. Bright pinks to deeper reds: innocence to vixen. For the millionth time, I had a flash of her standing before me in sheer material that draped from shoulder to floor. I could see every inch of her yet she was covered. It was alluring and tempting, and it called to be removed. I swallowed hard and noticed Guinie shift her legs. The movement moved me and I stepped closer to her.


  “Don’t go,” I said. It came out firm and determined, as if my words could force her to stay.


  “Arturo, I don’t belong here,” she said, peeking up at me and then quickly looking to the side to stare at nothing out the kitchen window. I stepped closer; approaching slowly like a hunter nears his prey.


  “Yes, you do. Don’t go,” I said again, forcing my tone to soften. My left hand itched to touch her: the curve of her neck, the roundness of her shoulder. The juncture of the two was a trigger for her. If I nipped her where they joined, she’d bend to my will. I couldn’t take that risk. I did come closer. Her eyes slowly came away from the outside view and she stared into mine. I read a thousand questions. I’d answer what I could. I just needed time.


  “Don’t go?” I questioned, raising my left hand and giving into my desire. I traced the path over her ear, taking pieces of that silky chestnut hair with me. I let my hand travel down her neck, fingers tickling lightly, and she shivered. I brought my face closer, my mouth reaching out for her ear.


  “Please,” I whispered, hoping the plea in my voice climbed through and wound its way to her heart. It was like a calling, an echo, of my longing to be with her again.


  “Okay.” It was so tiny, more like a squeak, but I took the sound. My lips met skin under her ear. I lingered but didn’t press harder.


  “Thank you,” I sighed as I pulled back. I stood taller, feeling a weight lifted off my shoulders. My lips quirked in a smile I knew I hadn’t experienced in months. In response, her pink mouth turned up a little at the corners, too.
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  We walked in silence down the long, windy gravel drive. It was awkward. What should I say? I kept thinking. I’d heard Arturo and Ana arguing after I said I’d stay. Ana wanted to go with us on the boat, to make it a family affair, I heard her say. The Ana I knew had returned in full cobra fashion. Her eyes blazed, her mouth smoldered, and she slithered to delay her leave, but whatever she was waiting for didn’t happen. I was surprised Arturo didn’t give into her plea. That’s when a touch of tantrum took place. She slammed out the front door, yelled at Morte, and pulled down the drive dramatically spinning her tires.


  Arturo didn’t seem fazed by this reaction and simply pointed the way for me to exit the door before him. He carried my bag, which I had propped over my shoulder, but it kept slipping down my arm. My bundled hands made repeatedly pushing it upward difficult. Arturo reached over and removed it. He had his right hand attached at the moment. I tried to stay focused forward, but my eyes continued to wander over to him. I was curious.


  It looked real enough. The skin tone material matched Arturo’s slightly darker complexion, almost. On first glance, it was hardly noticeable, but there was enough of a difference that caused a second look. The hand hung stiff, rather unnatural, at the end of his arm. There was a small stretch of extra “skin” that overlapped his wrist, forcing the connection between the prosthetic and his wrist. He had grabbed the straps of my bag with his right hand. The coolness of the polypropylene fibers brushed my shoulder. It had a texture I wasn’t certain I could describe. It wasn’t rubber, but something clearly synthetic that didn’t feel like real skin. It was missing something.


  I pulled my eyes away, but Arturo spoke.


  “It was hard to get used to at first. I wasn’t even sure I wanted it. I was ready to suffer without it.” He cocked a one-sided smile. “But I was talked into trying it. It took some getting used to. Having something attached to your body, yet working for you. I feel robotic at times.”


  He was holding the hand up in the air, examining it as he twisted and turned it from side to side.


  “It looks almost real, but it doesn’t feel real.” He sighed deeply. “It just takes getting used to,” he repeated again, letting his hand fall to his side.


  In a gut reaction, I reached for him as I was walking on his right. My fingers brushed his arm in reassurance. He stopped, and I quickly removed my hand. His eyes watched the retreat then travelled up my body.


  “I’m sorry,” I muttered, but the crooked smile on his face only grew larger. “What?” I teased.


  “That’s the first time you’ve touched me,” he said, then shrugged and continued walking. He couldn’t be correct. We’d been in the hall together. I was touching him then. He carried me upstairs. My eyes drifted to his hand. Surely, I touched him then. In the bathroom this morning, I recalled him holding my hands under the water. I…images flashed through my mind. He’d been touching me each of these times. A small wave of guilt trickled through me.


  When we reached the dock, he made quick work of loading our things then helping me into the boat. Handing me his right hand for support, I almost thought he did it on purpose. It was as if he was forcing me to touch him. However, once I entered the boat, he quickly pulled away realizing what he’d done.


  We motored cautiously away from the dock, and I had a déjà vu moment of another warm afternoon a year ago. He’d first kissed me on this boat. My over-excitability and lack of self-control caused me to orgasm at that kiss. Literally. I fell apart under him, in a moment of first bliss, and then utter embarrassment. Being true to himself, he was actually kind and patient with my inexperience. Before me, he had well earned his reputation as the Chivalrous Lover. He was thoughtful of a woman and her needs.


  I looked away from the receding shore and out over the vibrant blue lake. It was a beautiful day under a bright sun-filled sky. The green mixture of the trees surrounding the lake was a picturesque landscape that looked painted on a canvas. It was so clearly natural it looked unreal. The motor picked up speed and the scenery began to blur as we moved swiftly around the perimeter. The passage of time was unknown to me. It seemed like our path was a tour of the outline of the lake. We followed along the curved shoreline distancing ourselves from Camlann, the other Nights, and Arturo’s family.


  Eventually, Arturo slowed to a stop. We seemed to be in a cove of some type. The beach before us was deserted.


  “Where are we?” I asked.


  “This is private property. The lakefront is actually owned by the state, but there isn’t public access to this strip. I thought we could hang out here a bit?” he questioned hesitantly.


  “Won’t we get in trouble?”


  “Nah. I know the owner,” he shrugged. I noticed that he was removing the prosthetic hand.


  “What are you doing?” I asked. I didn’t want to sound defensive, just curious.


  “It’s hot,” he said, continuing to struggle with the removal. The wrist covering came lose after some work and he gently rotated the hand to release it. He shook out his arm, holding his right hand in his left.


  “Better,” he whispered. Looking up, he smiled at me. “Didn’t want a funny tan line.”


  He laughed. I smiled.


  He spread out the large towels on the front of the old Criss Craft boat. It was a beautiful wooden structure that Arturo took pride in restoring when he inherited his father’s home. We lay down and suddenly the déjà vu was all too familiar. I was on my back; Arturo was at my side. I kept my eyes closed to the brightness of the sun, but it was more a will to block out Arturo. I sensed his presence, his closeness, his skin. I was hyperaware of his skin. It was almost like the fine hairs on my arm were reaching out to the slightly curled hairs on his. Neurons wanting a connection or something like that.


  After a moment or two, he huffed and fell onto his back. I imagined we lay in the same position. So close, but so distant, each confident of the other’s presence, yet completely uncertain in what to say.


  “I…”


  “It’s…” We both spoke at the same time.


  “You…”


  “We…” We both said again. This time I laughed and twisted my head to face him. He was propped up on his elbow instantly. He wasn’t towering over me, but if he leaned forward there would be no escape. His mouth tweaked.


  “You go first,” he said, watching a piece of hair blow against my cheek.


  “It’s so peaceful. That’s what I was going to say,” I lied. It wasn’t peaceful. It should have been, but the atmosphere around us was tense.


  “Hmmm…” he replied still watching the hair dance next to my face.


  “We…we should talk,” I blurted out, sitting up to brace myself on my own elbows. I hadn’t removed the tank top that covered my bikini. Removal of my clothes would only expose more skin, which was already on sensory overdrive next to Arturo.


  “What do you want to talk about?” he said softly, his voice rough as if he needed to clear it. The awareness of my lower body went from nonexistent to hyper speed. A pulse so strong rippled through me, it rivaled the strength of the wake behind the boat as we sped across the lake. I rubbed my thighs together to squelch the feeling. It only increased the throbbing as if that were even possible. If Arturo were a drummer, I could outplay him with the beat between my legs.


  I looked over my shoulder at him, and he licked his lips so exaggeratedly that I sighed. It was like he’d just had the sweetest of flavors over those lips, and he was savoring every possible last lick. I sighed out loud.


  His eyes slowly travelled up the length of my body, like he’d done in my father’s office. The glare of them, the harsh caress, I craved. He covered my stomach, and swirled over each breast where nipples stood erect and obvious through two layers of thin fabric. The pulse down low was uncontrollable. I bit my own lip as his eyes continued. He rounded over each breast to my neck and stopped for the briefest of seconds at the juncture of neck and shoulder. I felt the sting of a bite that wasn’t there, but was imprinted on me with the blaze in his eyes. My head tipped back voluntarily, exposing more skin, and sweeping loose my hair. My eyes didn’t leave his face. His didn’t leave my skin.


  Finally, he reached my mouth. I chewed my lip harder. His lips parted and he hesitated toward me. My eyes followed his mouth, as his body moved toward mine. I swallowed, mouth moist with the need to kiss him, taste him, and drink him into me.


  “If I kiss you, would you come?”


  My first response was a breathy, “Yes.” My second was the cold splash of reality. I sat up immediately and crossed my legs hard.


  “What am I doing?” I muttered, recalling again the pleasure of that first kiss and the truth of our current position. We were not in a place to kiss. Physically, we were surrounded in natural beauty and silence broken only by the gentle lap of water against the bottom of the boat. Emotionally, we were a shipwreck engulfed in doubt, uncertainty, and unanswered questions.


  Arturo sat up slowly. He could only use the one hand to lift himself and he adjusted his position so one leg swung behind me. He brushed a piece of hair over my ear and I flinched. I didn’t mean to. It tickled and startled me.


  “Let’s talk,” he spoke.
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  I was absolutely petrified of what she would say to me, but I kept my voice calm. On the other hand, my body was shaking. There was no way to disguise my excitement, other than raise my leg and hope it blended into the disguise. Instead, my dick leapt for her as if it had a mind of its own and knew she was so close. I hadn’t fulfilled myself the other day when I pressed into her. It wasn’t enough, but I had to relieve the pressure later on my own. I was stiff as the trees behind me, at the moment. I didn’t sense relief anytime soon.


  “What should we talk about?” I tried again when she remained silent. I didn’t know how to do this. I’d fallen in love with Guinevere. It was natural for me, but I didn’t see it coming. It didn’t take any work. It just happened. But this – us – we were going to be work now.


  “Tell me again about your hand,” she said. The innocence in her eyes proved she still had questions. I was positive she’d heard my explanation the other day, but she seemed to want confirmation again. It was like an interrogation where the officer who just took your statement asks you to repeat it, over and over. Staring into her eyes, though, I knew she wasn’t quizzing me. She needed to hear it one more time.


  So I began the explanation starting from the beginning when we left the concert, how I knew we were being chased, and I thought it was all in fun. The paparazzi were after me. Some photog wanted an image to sell. The camera flashes lit differently than the fuzzy blur of white street lamps and red stoplights. I recalled that in the moment, it was all a game for me. Could I outrun them? Perkins wanted the girl, and the motorcycle chase wanted me, so I signaled for Perk to go, take his prize, and leave.


  A second motorcycle separated almost instantly from the chase. I remembered shifting gears, increasing my speed as I lowered my body. The next thing I saw was the viaduct wall, a little too close, and then nothing.


  “I would eventually wake with this vague sense of being alive, but not being able to open my eyes,” I said, looking out over the water. My right arm balanced on my knee that was propped behind Guinie. She sat completely still between my open legs, as I told my story.


  “I’d hear you,” I said, softly, still keeping my eyes focused on the water that stretched out for miles. “Or actually I didn’t hear you. I heard other voices and I wondered where you were.” I turned to look at her. “I questioned in my head, why you weren’t there?” My eyes narrowed as I stared at her, but I knew why she wasn’t there.


  “I would have been there, in a heartbeat. I would have been there and never left you, if I only knew.” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper.


  “I know that. I knew it then, and I know it now. It wasn’t your fault you weren’t there.” I was confident in what I said. When I finally came around, the first face I saw was Ana’s. She’d been by my side the whole time. The second face I saw was Mure’s. He smiled as I awoke, but those two-toned eyes told me he was nervous. He was hiding something from me.


  I didn’t have time to question him. The nurses were on me like fleas. The doctors descended next. Then I noticed my hand. Bandaged three times the size of Guinie’s thin gauze coverings, it didn’t look right. It wasn’t high enough. The white material was too low unless my arm shrunk. I remember looking at my shoulder to confirm that my whole arm was still intact. Then it hit me. My whole arm wasn’t. My hand was gone.


  Distracting myself from my thoughts, I looked down at the bindings over her palms.


  “Does it hurt?” I asked, nodding at her hands.


  “Well, it stung a little. One of the maids had something to take out the sting, but the blisters were immediate. It looks a bit worse than it is,” she said. I heard the doctor’s words in my head.


  It looks worse than it is.


  I couldn’t imagine anything worse than losing a hand – and being a guitar player.


  “It could be worse,” I tried to joke, but it was clearly lost on Guinie. She frowned, forcing a crease in between her eyebrows that I’d never seen before.


  “Sorry,” I muttered. We remained quiet for a moment. The gentle sway of the boat rocked us. The sound of water moving delicately played as background noise.


  “Why wasn’t I told? Why didn’t you tell them to send for me?”


  Her question startled me. I didn’t want to admit that I didn’t ask. After realizing what had happened to my hand, I slipped into a vortex of depression. I literally felt myself sucked under. I refused to do anything to help myself. I was pathetic. I didn’t want her there because I didn’t want her to see me like that. Not whole. I didn’t want her there. That’s what I told myself. I didn’t want her there.


  It had been a lie. I wanted her desperately. It actually scared me that I thought she could make it better. She couldn’t give me my hand, but I needed her comfort. Her quiet strength had surprised me on several occasions, when we first met. It was something that drew me to her. I needed to draw on the willpower of hers, but I didn’t want to have to do it.


  “Mure thought it best,” I said. She made a harrumph sound and laughed bitterly once.


  “Mure? Tristan was ready to kill him,” she said looking over my shoulder at the shoreline.


  “And Perkins,” Guinie shook her head, “he had what he wanted, but he didn’t know what to do with her.” She laughed with a touch of tenderness. “He believed from the start you’d be back. When you were ready.”


  I waited. She hadn’t mentioned the one person I was convinced she knew the best of the group. Then she spoke, quieter than before.


  “Lansing. Well, he had so much turned upside down at once, he didn’t know what he was doing.”


  I’d already learned of Lansing’s child with Elaine. He had his son with him, a few times, back in the city. Galahad was his name. Rather medieval, I thought. I also heard about poor Layne Ascolat. I didn’t know her, as she was younger than me, even younger than Lansing. As a matter of fact, she was the same age as Guinevere and had apparently been a friend of hers, too.


  “I was sorry to learn of your friend’s death. I didn’t realize that there was a connection between her and Lansing. I didn’t make the connection with you and Lansing, until I saw the articles.”


  Guinie flinched and looked nervously away from me.


  “What connection?” she said with a shake to her voice.


  “You all went to the same high school together. That never came up before,” I said, my tone taking a bite to it.


  “It must have come up,” she said. Shocked, it had never happened in the past, but she was lying to me. If anything, I believed that Guinevere had always told me the truth. I never doubted her. I never distrusted her. If I acted as if I did, it was more a drive of jealousy than disbelief in her.


  “I see,” I said, nodding and looking away. “You know, if we’re going to make this work, we can’t start with lies.”


  She blinked her eyes at me several times. Her shoulders rose in defense and then slowly released. She sunk enough that her head fell forward and her hair shielded her face.


  “It didn’t seem important,” she said quietly, speaking to the boards under her. “He was older than us, and we didn’t really know him then. Layne had a crush on him.”


  “And you?” It came out of nowhere.


  “I didn’t have a crush on him.” Her head whipped up quickly. “Layne was my friend. She liked him. I didn’t have anything with him.” Her tone was defensive but firm in her conviction.


  “If I recall, you kissed him once,” I laughed, remembering a challenge I’d forced him to play against another guitarist. He took the challenge and the reward was a kiss from Guinie, the scrawny owner’s daughter. I was such a fool, I thought. I didn’t see it then because she was just a kid. She had grown, though, into a stunning poised woman, who looked like a teenager defending herself on this boat.


  “I recall,” she emphasized, “you made me kiss him, and I only did it on the cheek.”


  I laughed. Tristan had words about that kind of kiss. A flash of Lansing’s face after that chaste kiss crossed my mind. It wasn’t something I would have remembered as unusual, except that I had seen that look before, again and again. It was the way he often looked at Guinevere. I couldn’t have been so stupid. I sat up straighter. Lansing had had a crush on Guinie. All those years ago, he’d liked her, even if she had no interest in him.


  I was a fool for never seeing it, but he was a fool for never acting on it. Guinevere DeGrance was a prize. As I sat up even taller, the words came to my head.


  Guinevere DeGrance was my prize. My Once.


  I looked at her as if I hadn’t seen her in a long time, which I had not. Tender looking skin with a touch of sun. Chestnut colored hair that hung in loose waves. Bright blue eyes that matched the depth of the water. Rosy lips that I longed to taste. Without thinking, I went for it. I leaned in fast before she could pull away, but I didn’t capture her lips. It was a battle tactic, pull up to the enemy, and then pause as they ponder your next move. I waited a beat, feeling her warm breath mix with mine. My mouth hovered, as she didn’t pull back. As a matter of fact, she seemed to be holding her ground, waiting me out. I made the final maneuver and tugged at her lips with mine. It wasn’t so much a kiss as a pull. I wanted her mouth to come to mine.


  Her groaned sigh led me onward. My lips connected with hers in a slow dance of rediscovery. It was tender and torturous as we twirled around what I wanted most. I kissed the corners of her mouth and she let me without a chase. I wanted her to fight a bit. She always had at first. It was why I always felt the need to capture her. She’d struggle, but once she gave in. Oh, once she let go and surrendered to me.


  Her mouth was still hesitant as was mine. My left hand had been bracing me as I leaned, but I realized if I wanted more of that mouth, I would have to give in. I would have to lean on her for support instead. I raised my hand to caress her cheek, and tuck hair behind her ears. I didn’t break my concentration on the mission at hand. My fingers skittered down her neck and wrapped around the nape. With tender pressure, I pulled her toward me. Her hand mimicking mine was all I needed. Delicate fingers touched my face.


  I pounced. She purred. My mouth took control as lips tangled instead of sparred. We chased and caught each other, over and over. Her tongue met mine, almost instantly. I didn’t need to tease, she was meeting me stroke for stroke. I was no longer certain who was leading whom. My mouth watered more. My tongue screamed, I remember you: the taste of you, the feel of you. I was no longer thinking. My lips controlled the dance of our mouths. We were practically one.


  Then I started to fall over. I was leaning so much into her that we started going down. I knew as we decended it wasn’t a good idea. It was too much too fast. My body ached to be on top of her and the sheer force of gravity was pulling me over. She was going back when hands suddenly came up. Without a word, I knew what she would say when she pushed against my chest. She’d had enough, but I wasn’t ready. Just a few more swipes, a few more licks, another twist and…


  “Arturo, stop,” she said, pulling away so quickly, we made a small suction release sound. The pop seemed to echo, leading off the weight of our heavy breathing.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered, holding her neck so her head could not pull back.


  “I’m sorry,” I said again, bracing our foreheads together. I rubbed mine to and fro against hers.


  “I’m so sorry,” I begged one final time. It was more than an apology for the kiss. I needed her forgiveness for keeping her away. I realized that I wanted her to let me back in. I would lean on her for support this time. I just wanted back into her heart.
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  My heart hammered in my throat as the pressure between my thighs beat that heavy drum again. His words were so desperate, but the guilt burned me alive. There were things I had to tell him. Things he needed to know, but I wasn’t ready to share. As soon as he knew the truths, he was going to let me go.


  “It’s okay,” I said, no conviction in my tone. “It’s okay. You’re still healthy, and you’re home.” My fingers caressed the light stubble on his cheeks, as my full hand was prevented from touching him. Our foreheads still pressed together as our breathing began to slow.


  “You’re okay now,” I added, because he was okay. He was healthy, despite his hand. He was home where he belonged with the band. He was going to be just fine.


  “Are you okay, Guinie?” he asked, still looking down at our jumble of legs and arms between us. “Are you really okay?”


  “I’m fine,” I lied. I’d said it so many times; it was a habit. After a while I didn’t believe I convinced others, as I never convinced myself. They grew as apathetic to the words as I did.


  He pulled back from me and stared into my eyes. His left hand was all that could hold me.


  “You’re lying again,” he said, but a slow smile crept up his face. He had the most glorious face. Deep brown eyes the color of warm chocolate matched the darkness of his hair that was wavy and wild, at the moment. A shadow of stubble already graced his face. His lips were red from our battle moments ago. He looked the part of devilish rogue, and he didn’t mind one bit. He used it to his advantage to capture the ladies. Ana’s face sprang into my head. I pulled back abruptly.


  “We should go,” I blurted, scooting off the deck of the boat. I stood and turned quickly to find he was right behind me. His chest collided with mine and for another second we were braced against each other. He’d removed his shirt before he started the boat. My hands tried to stop me from falling into him and only encouraged me to touch him further. Awkward wrapped hands met hot skin and melted down him like a wanton woman. His hand gripped my hip and tugged me against him firmly. He was rock solid pressed into my lower abdomen and squelching the pulse was a lost cause.


  Instinctively, I tugged at the waistband of his shorts. We fell against each other.


  “We should go,” I groaned through clenched teeth.


  “Oh, I’d like to go,” he said very deliberately, shaking his head slowly right to left as he spoke. His hips nudged forward to further emphasize his meaning.


  “Arturo,” I warned on a hiss and let my head fall into his chest. My thoughts were becoming muddled by hormones. I had to shake my brain and focus.


  “Okay,” he said, kissing the top of my head. “Okay.” We remained standing like that for a minute or two, and then I pulled up.


  I looked around me. “Do you need your…uhm…your hand?” I asked, sucking in a breath as I inquired.


  “It’s hot, and I’m sweating. I don’t know if I can get it back on properly.” He paused and looked over me. That new slow smile picked up one side of his mouth.


  “How about if you be my right hand, Guinie?”


  “What?” I snickered.


  “You drive. I’ll guide you.” His face lit up like a little kid who just made up rules to a game. He brushed past me and started the engine. Propping himself back against the seat, he stood and spread his legs.


  “Here, stand between me,” he said, without blinking. I, on the other hand, could do nothing but stare. He had to be joking. I could still see he was semi-hard. I couldn’t balance between his legs.


  “Come on, Guinie Girl,” he said, as he leaned down and patted the seat before him.


  I moved slowly, climbed over his knees, and stood stock still between his thighs. He gave the throttle a little gas. Fortunately for him, it was on the left side of the wheel.


  “Put your hands on the wheel. We’ll go slow; so you don’t have to hold tight and hurt your hands. You’re just guiding. Leading us back home.”


  His words were not lost on me. The innuendo was clear. He was giving me control, and he would follow. He implied there would be only one direction, though. That was back to where we were before, a time when he called me his home. Additionally, the irony was not lost on me that we were standing in the very position we’d been in when he called me his home.


  I want to live inside you. You are my home.


  I shivered at the memory and his left hand rubbed gently up and down my arm. Goose bumps rose even higher. He continued the tender strokes as we steered, slowly, methodically in the direction opposite of our current position. I hadn’t realized how far we had come as the return trip was moving us leisurely back. His finger continued to tickle, and I felt the soft chuckle from him as he noticed my skin pucker further. His touch was turning me on, and he damn well knew it.


  I tried to let go of the wheel, but the boat steered violently to the right. Arturo reached around me and tugged the direction back to the left with his left hand. As he brought his hand back toward his body, it stopped and rested on my hip, pulling me along with it. Within a second I was braced against the firmness of Arturo at my backside.


  “Arturo,” I growled.


  “Both hands on the wheel,” he demanded, as he placed a delicate kiss on my shoulder. He had anticipated my intention to move before I did it.


  “Arturo,” I hissed as he kissed the clavicle bone, drawing closer to the trigger point on me. My neck and shoulder were sensitive to his nips.


  “Don’t let go of that wheel,” he commanded, with another quiet laugh. Then he bit me.


  It wasn’t hard. It was the nip I was expecting. The nip I was secretly hoping for. As his teeth tightened and his lips sucked, I fell back into him, my backside completely resting on him. He moaned into my neck, and my head fell to the side as I groaned in response. His one hand tightened on my hip as the other arm wedged me still against him.


  “Don’t move,” he warned. It wasn’t like he wasn’t hard. He was solid beneath the cheeks of my ass. Two could play this game, I decided. I pressed back against him hard as I pulled my upper body forward. I gently swayed back and forth, torturing myself with the heaviness that dragged against me. I closed my eyes as his fingers gripped my skin. He’d moved his hand under my tank, covering my hipbone.


  “You vixen,” he hissed as I straightened. His hand spread to cover my warm belly. His guitarist fingers separating as he tried to touch every inch. His fingers crept downward.


  “You wouldn’t,” I snapped, shaking my head. His fingers had already descended below the waistband of my bikini bottoms.


  “Don’t let go of that wheel,” he ordered again into my neck then he bit me, hard. I collapsed into him and he pushed upward under me. At the same time, his fingers finished their descent into my bottoms and found what they were searching for. A long finger spread through slick folds, and I melted into Arturo behind me.


  “Why?” I groaned, letting my head roll back. He was still kissing my neck as he mumbled, “Why what?”


  “Why must you torture me?” I pleaded as his fingers worked over sensitive skin. The throbbing had gone from a steady drumbeat to a full on symphony. Every chord was stroked and drum was beat. I only needed the singer to sing his song.


  “You tortured my dreams when I thought I was dying. Now I want to live the fantasy.”


  Fingers slammed into me, and I squirmed against the length of him behind me. He let me move and grind. I rocked against him. I gave into him again. I couldn’t find it alone. I couldn’t feel it with another. It was only from him. My Once. I screamed as I came. I let it all out as I gripped the steering wheel with my bandaged hands and his fingers played on inside of me.


  Everything that happened next was a blur of motion. He pulled out of me, as I shuddered a breathless, “No.” He threw the throttle down, jerking us to a stop. He reached around me and pulled the key out of the ignition without turning it. Then he spun me. He untied my bikini with one quick tug of the laces on my right. He frantically tugged down his shorts enough to reveal the solid length of him. He only removed his shorts enough for freedom. Pushing aside the bottom of my bikini, which dangled precariously off one side of my body, his body fell against mine. He fumbled to position himself outside of me. The wetness of his head was nothing compared to the slickness between my legs.


  His face looked up. His eyes met mine. Then he stopped. He glanced from side to side to see that I had been bracing myself awkwardly with my bandaged hands behind me, on either side of the steering wheel. My backside was pressed firmly into the curve of the wheel, but my back was wedged painfully against the top of the circle. He was breathing heavily as he stared around him, like he wasn’t certain where he was. On a deep exhale of air, he looked directly at me and spoke.


  “What am I doing?”
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  She was visibly shaking as I stared at her. What the fuck was I doing? I thought again. It shouldn’t be like this, not with Guinie. We’d never get back to where we were if it was like this.


  I pushed back slowly and awkwardly pulled my shorts up to cover myself. I was still stiff as the throttle stick, but I was going to have to suffer. My left hand reached for the laces that hung down her legs and pulled the string up to cover her. I held it in place over the dark mound of hair and watched as hands that trembled uncontrollably, fumbled for the necessary lace behind her. I didn’t even have the decency to redress her. I couldn’t. I only had one hand at the moment, and I couldn’t retie her suit. I cursed myself for my incompetence. I scolded myself for frightening her.


  “Guinie? I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”


  If it had been another day, a summer ago, her response might have been that she came over me. In the present, I could see she had no words. She didn’t try to speak as fingers shook while attempting to tighten the laces on her right hip. My right arm instinctively went up and the stump brushed back hair that had blown in her face. She flinched and wide blue eyes stared at me.


  “Please don’t be afraid of me,” I pleaded. I could take anything else: her rejection, her finality that it was over, her separation from me, but not that she was fearful of me.


  “I would never hurt you, Guinie. Never,” I emphasized. Her mouth twisted as if she was about to say something.


  Then her face softened and she replied with words that seemed to surprise her, “I know.”


  We were quiet for a moment. The boat was still rocking with the force of the immediate stop and the weight of frantic movement within. We stood for a minute with that awful sense of physical closeness and mental distance. I didn’t like that feeling.


  “Let me hold you?” I questioned. She nodded once and I wrapped her in my arms. She was tentative in her response to me. I could only surmise she was leery that the sexual tension would start again, and we’d be back to where we were a second ago. I wasn’t going there, though. My arms tightened around her back and my chin balanced on her shoulder.


  Hold tighter, I thought.


  Her arms slowly made their way around me, and I felt the scratchy gauze against my back. It was the best I could hope for. Her hands were immobile at the moment, too.


  Delicate fingertips gently scratched at my skin and within a short time, she relaxed into me. We remained standing, wrapped around one another as the boat ebbed and flowed gently with the rustling lake below. I was the first to break the connection, moving my head so my lips could kiss her shoulder.


  “I guess we should head back,” I muttered into her warm skin. I let my arms begin to drift down her back. She surprised me by tightening her hold on me. Her cheek was pressed against my chest. I wasn’t sure I heard her correctly, but I thought she said, “Not yet.” She still held firmly to me.


  My arms returned to her envelop her, squeezing her against me.


  “Whatever you want, Guinie Girl. Whatever you want.”


  


  


  We eventually headed back to the opposite shore. I still needed her to be my right hand, as I didn’t want to separate from her and return to the prosthetic. She agreed to continue steering, once she saw I meant what I said. There would be no funny business on the way back. She stood between my legs again, and followed my directions to guide the boat across the wide expanse of Lake Avalon. In time, she settled against me. There was nothing I could do about my lower body’s response to her against my lap. We both ignored it. With her back pressed into my chest, I balanced my stubbly chin over her shoulder and let her lead onward. We didn’t speak.


  Another déjà vu occurred as we neared the slip to dock the boat. Ana LeFaye and Lansing Lotte paced the decking. Only this time, Lansing had a baby strapped to the front of him. His son, Galahad, lived up here with his mother, Elaine Corbin. Roughly three months old, the baby had the same shocking dark hair as his father but eyes toned closer to the green of his mother. Elaine had been one of our oldest friends from the Lake District. She’d always had a crush on Lansing. The night of my accident, Lansing had his own accident of sorts, when he conceived Galahad.


  The baby was jiggled as Lansing bounced and Ana walked briskly back and forth. At the same time, their heads went up and they saw our approach. My hand tightened on Guinie, but she pulled forward. She resisted me as I attempted to keep her against me. She helped me maneuver the boat alongside the dock, while Ana glared and Lansing continued to jostle the baby. As we drew closer, I heard the cry of an infant when I cut the engine.


  “Someone doesn’t seem happy,” I muttered, not sure if I meant the baby, or the glaring looks of Ana and Lansing that spoke volumes.


  “Where have you been?” Ana began in a shrill voice I hadn’t heard for a long time. Nails on a chalkboard would have been a symphony in comparison.


  I looked down at the boat as if it wasn’t obvious. She knew we’d been out all day. It was only this morning she left in a huff when I refused to allow her or Morte to spend the time with us. Lansing was continuing to shush the baby, whose wails seemed to increase. I found it strange that Ana was doing nothing to assist Lansing. Surely as a mother herself, she should know some trick to soothe the child.


  I was still docking the boat when Guinevere stepped gingerly out of it onto the deck.


  “Here,” she said, reaching for the bundle attached to Lansing’s chest. He struggled to remove the wailing babe from the contraption over his shoulder and handed the baby to Guinie. Laying Galahad in her arms, she gently swayed with the infant, whispering sweet words, and kissing his forehead. It seemed only seconds later that the child silenced. By then I had exited the boat myself and stared as Guinie cooed over the infant.


  “Wow, you’re a natural.” My words seemed to hang in the air, the tension of them thickening the space around us.


  Guinie’s eyes shot up to look at Lansing. My head swung back and forth between the two of them, watching an expression cross each of their faces then pass.


  “What did I say?” I asked outright.


  “Nothing,” they said in unison. The response was eerie in that the words were said as if they were one voice. I shivered like a ghost stepped through me. Something a child would say, like Morte.


  “Where’s Morte?” I addressed Ana, ignoring the continued glare at me. I was surprised she could see me, her eyes were slit so thin.


  “He’s up at the house with Lila and Fleur,” Lansing answered instead. “I went to get the baby for the day. Elaine’s having a party tonight and she needed to do some things. I brought Fleur here to swim.” He said it matter of factly, but his voice hesitated the further he spoke. Lansing had an open invitation, as did any of the band and their growing families, to come to Camlann. It was my home, but our place. His faltering voice proved he was uncertain of his welcome.


  “Fleur? Good. No worries. Lila, too?” I questioned. For some reason I felt safer if Lila were present with Lansing.


  “Of course. Lila, too,” Lansing replied, attempting to assure me without knowing why. I pointed for everyone to lead the way, placing my hand on Guinie’s lower back to guide her as she walked slowly with the sleepy Galahad.


  “Arturo, could I speak with you? Alone?” Ana hissed. I sighed as I stepped forward and Lansing stepped back to walk with Guinie.


  “I’d like us to appear at the party together,” she said. “Elaine Corbin’s would be the perfect place to introduce Morte as your son.”


  I stumbled in my steps up the gravel drive.


  “I don’t plan on introducing him anywhere, Ana. If it happens, I promised I would no longer deny him, but I’m not making a grand spectacle of him.”


  “I’m not asking you to make a spectacle of him. I’m asking you to recognize him as your son.”


  “I already do that,” I rebutted.


  “Not with me present.”


  That was it. Ana didn’t care if Morte received the attention. She wanted it. She wanted the recognition that she was Morte’s mother, the mother of my child. I glanced over my shoulder to see Guinevere and Lansing had fallen even farther behind us. Guinie’s head was bent as she spoke to the child and Lansing was watching her. When her hair fell forward, he pushed it back for her, as her arms were full. The smile exchanged between them sent that ghostly shiver through me again. They made the image of a perfect family.


  I stopped. My eyes glared back at Ana.


  “I will not announce Morte at the party like he is some object. If you and he wish to attend, so be it. I won’t be going.”


  “Why not?” Ana demanded.


  “I have plans,” I said, looking back at Guinie and Lansing, who were now catching up to us. Guinie’s eyes looked puzzled as she noticed the aggressive stance of Ana. Hands on her hips, her legs spread in a fighter’s stance. All she needed was to raise her arms, and I wouldn’t be surprised to hear the ding of a bell. Ana was just looking to pick a fight with me.


  “What’s going on here?” Lansing asked as he approached. There was laughter in his voice, as he knew the conflicting relationship of Ana and me. We fought constantly, although we hadn’t been in recent months. When I woke from the coma, Ana was the first person I saw. There was no fight on her face then. It was a mixture of fear and relief.


  “Arturo was just telling me how he isn’t going to Elaine’s party,” Ana answered for me.


  “What? Why not?” Lansing questioned. “Kaye was hoping to make a big announcement at the event.”


  Kaye Sirs, my foster brother, band manager, and business partner had been conspicuously absent since my return. While the band and I had gathered often to hang and chat, Kaye only briefly spoke with me. I assumed his focus was on the completion of our album. There had been some discussion of changing the playlist once I had returned, and there was the question of the additional three songs. I argued that the guys had worked hard to complete the album by writing their own songs. Their songs should stay on the list, and we worked collectively to finish the album. Kaye disagreed with the final combination and we were at a standstill for the moment at its final production.


  “No,” I said adamantly. “No announcement. I’m not attending a society party tonight.”


  “I think Kaye has a different opinion about your attendance,” Lansing emphasized.


  Guinie remained strangely quiet. She still rocked the baby, despite our stalled position on the drive. She stared intently at him, as if the two of them were in their own conversation, even while he slept. Her eyes remained on the bundle in her arms, but I noticed the strain around them. It was as if she was forcing her focus on the child, so she didn’t have to look at us. At me.


  “Guinevere. What about you? Do you want to go to the party?” The tension in my voice hinted at my hope that she would disagree. No, I wanted her to say, she did not want to attend the party.


  “Seeing Elaine again would be wonderful,” she replied instead, with no conviction in her voice. Like the heavy words down by the lake, the air was thick again with an unknown weight.


  “Wonderful,” Ana hissed under her breath as she looped her arm in mine, clearly making a mockery of Guinie’s use of the word. Tugging me, we began to walk again, knowing Lansing and Guinie followed. It was awkward and uncomfortable to have Ana touch me so familiarly. We had developed a system of tolerance around one another, but it all seemed shot to hell when we returned. We had an agreement that Ana suddenly refused to abide.
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  We went to the party under strained conditions. Ana demanded that she and Morte ride with Arturo and I. While I would have preferred to skip the party altogether, rather than confront Elaine Corbin, I didn’t seem to have a choice in the matter, as Arturo demanded I go with him. There was something in his voice that made me feel his command wasn’t so much that he was bossing me around as that he needed me to be there with him.


  We retired to our rooms to prepare for the party. I was finished early and simply pacing my room with nerves. I didn’t have anything particularly formal with me, as I assumed this would be a casual week stay with Ingrid. A girls’ week of sorts, until Tristan arrived to claim Ireland and then Arturo followed with the rest of the band. Still, a lovely light blue dress was hanging in my closet by the time we went to our rooms to ready for the night. I didn’t question how or where it came from. The dress could only have come from the demand of Arturo and the assistance of Ingrid.


  The color was so close to that of my eyes, and I stared at myself in the mirror over the fireplace in my room, my room at Arturo’s. It was very strange to be here. A year ago, I was his guest. Then I was his lover. I figured I’d never return to this room as we were engaged, and the band was ready to go on tour in the fall. When we did have time to return to Camlann, I would be his wife and we would be in his room. I was deep in that thought when Arturo appeared between the doorways. The opening was to the left of where I stood and his sudden presence made me jump.


  “Didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said, fumbling with the folds of his dress shirt. “I can’t seem to dress myself, though,” he added sheepishly. Dressed in dark pants and a button down shirt, the difficulty was clearly in the buttons. Arturo had his right hand attached but the dexterity of the fingers did not work well with the small buttons.


  “Here,” I said, stepping toward him, and beginning at the top to place the buttons through the holes. It was strangely intimate and very couple-like. Something a wife would do for her husband. My thoughts wandered again to the idea that we would have been married by now. I slipped through the next buttons before asking, “How did you dress yourself before?”


  Without a moment’s hesitation, Arturo replied, “Ana did it.”


  My fingers stopped cold. I decided my bandaged hands looked ridiculous against his shirt and pulled back. I didn’t know what to say, but I had a million questions to ask.


  “Most of my clothing at first was pull-on. Track pants, big sweatershirts, easy clothing. I didn’t have need for anything fancier, but once I started to come out of my funk and wanted to wear real clothes again, I needed help at first. I learned through physical therapy how to manage zippers okay, and jean buttons are bigger, but dress shirts are tricky.”


  “And how often did you need a dress shirt?” My question had a sharp bite to it.


  “Not often,” he replied quietly. We were both watching my fingers as they continued down the remainder of the shirt.


  “Do you need me…do you need me to tuck it in or something?” I offered, trying to return my voice to normal. I didn’t intend to be cold-hearted if he needed assistance. My heart was already frozen at the idea of him with Ana. It confirmed my reservation at our near attempt at sex earlier in the day. The mistake would have been cataclysmic. The previous orgasms were catastrophic enough.


  “No,” he spoke with a hint of smile in his voice, “I got it.” I stepped back immediately, putting some space between us, but his left hand reached out for me. He grabbed my wrist.


  “What is it?” he asked, his eyes searching my face.


  “Nothing,” I lied. “I’m fine.”


  He twisted his lips in disapproval and disagreement, but let it go.


  “I really didn’t want to go tonight. I wanted more time, but it seems I don’t have a choice. We won’t have to stay long,” he tried to assure me.


  “Well, I’m sure Ana will have a say in that,” I commented, then added, “More time for what?”


  “I wanted more time to just be with you. Just you and me,” he said, taking a deep breath as he spoke. My breath hitched at the familiarity his words, but I smiled in spite of myself. I was patting his chest lightly when the door to my room flung open.


  “Are you ready? Can we go now?” Morte bounced into the room, concentration on two objects in his hands.


  “Yes, we can go, little man,” Arturo said drily.


  “Whatcha got there?” I inquired.


  “Another trick,” Morte responded.


  “No,” Arturo’s voice made Morte and I flinch. “No more tricks, especially in Guinie’s room. Get out with that.” His voice was firm and Morte blinked at his father. At nine years old, it seemed like he was growing taller daily. He was still thin and wiry, but there was something in his expression. The way he stared at Arturo.


  “It’s fine,” I said, trying to ease the tension. “Can you show me later? I think we need to be going.” I gently pushed Arturo back toward his room to finish dressing and returned to face Morte who hadn’t moved. He watched his father retreat and then his eyes narrowed on me.


  “Sure, Guinie. I can show you tomorrow.”


  I smiled lightly, but Morte wasn’t smiling back at me.


  “As mother says, ‘I have plenty of other tricks up my sleeve.’” With those final words, he pivoted on his dress shoes and exited my room without looking back.


  


  


  The party at Elaine’s was crowded. Those in attendance included the rich and famous who inherited property in Lake Avalon, as well as the nouveau riche of movie stars, politicians and religious figures. The Nights were here as a mix of both. Arturo, Lansing and Perkins all grew up in the area, forming the band toward the end of high school for Arturo and Perkins. Arturo had been part of the old society without learning that until later in life. His mother, Ingrid Tintagel, was a member of one of the original families that would come to the lake area in the summer to cool down from the heat of the city. Lansing was part of that older society as well, but his family wasn’t originally from the Lake Avalon area. Born to a young couple who eloped, he was raised by a foster mother in the local woods. Perkins was simply born and raised in the forest as the son of a deceased member of a classic rock band from the late 1970’s and 80’s.


  As the odd man out, Tristan Lyons had been raised in Connecticut by his uncle, who was very much a newly rich man. His business practices were questionable at best, but he had made his way into this society as a rival of Arturo’s father. There wasn’t any doubt that Mark Cornwall could overrule Locke Uther’s Pendragon Empire. It would never happen, but Mark dreamed big. Those dreams included the possession of one young heiress to the throne of Trinity Modeling and a gang of illegal activity through the Dragons of New York City. I sensed the tension across the room as Mark noticed his nephew. Tristan stood with his arm possessively around Ireland, his new fiancée and mother of his child to be.


  Tension seemed to be the theme of the night. Elaine Corbin met me with cold civility. We weren’t exactly friends any longer, but we were in the same social circle. Much like myself, Elaine was raised by a single father, and she was bred to be his right hand at these types of functions. Young, charming and social, Elaine played the role well. I was always more reserved, but held my own, knowing it was my duty to my father.


  Tonight, I wasn’t sure what my role was. I wasn’t exactly Arturo’s date, as Ana and Morte were present, and they wandered the room as a family unit. I wasn’t here with my father, so I had no established companion. The last time I was at this house, tragedy struck. I was here in the role of friend to two women, but I was no longer friends with either.


  So I stood near the fireplace, consciously aware of the stares and the questioning eyes. It was evident that I had arrived with Arturo, but the mere presence of each of us in the room was a shock. Most present knew, somehow or other, of the slap and the kiss when Arturo and I were first reunited. After that, there was no other news to report. We kept conspicuously separate until a few days ago. This was the first public appearance in the month that had passed.


  Kaye Sirs made his way to me and signaled with a nod of the head around the room. One by one the members of the band approached, their women trailing alongside. I watched specifically as hearts broke while Tristan Lyons walked casually with his arm around Ireland. You could almost hear the crack of them breaking in two. The Heartbreaker was openly admitting his heart belonged to the girl standing next to him.


  Some unspoken word made the girls separate and come stand near me. Huddled to the side, Hollister, Ireland, Lila, and I watched as the men of The Nights took center stage, or rather, the front of the fireplace. It was a bold backdrop to the gathering.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention, please,” Kaye began. “I’d like to make a toast to our wonderful hostess, Elaine. The loveliest lady in the room.” Elaine Corbin did practically glow. Motherhood agreed with her, and my own heart crushed a little to think we would have had children at roughly the same time. She was no further ahead than me, though, as the man she loved, loved another.


  “I’d also like to toast the return of my brother, Arturo. We are so very glad to have you home and restored to us in one piece.” Arturo raised an eyebrow at his foster brother, who choked a little at his own words.


  “And finally, I’d like to praise the reunion of The Nights. To wonderful music ahead and new journeys in the future. I’m announcing this evening, a world tour is our next adventure.”


  The crowd took a collective sigh and applauded righteously, while the expressions on the faces of the band members looked anything but pleased.


  “What?” Arturo hissed, at the same time Tristan and Lansing said, “Fuck,” and Perkins said, “No.”


  “Did you know about this?” Hollister said in my ear. I simply shook my head in response.


  “How would I know of this?” I thought out loud. Ireland asked the next question. “Did Arturo tell you?” I continued to shake my head. No, no Arturo had not mentioned it to me.


  “Lansing didn’t know anything about this,” Lila replied confidently. “Look at them. They look sick.”


  As the gathered crowd applauded on, and catcalls and whistles were added, the band continued to stand in shock. Arturo was the first to respond. He placed his arm around Lansing Lotte reached over and kissed the side of his head. In surprise, Lansing turned to Arturo and Arturo ruffled his hair. Lansing smiled slowly. Tristan clapped his hands next. One clap, and an “alright” escaped his lips. It was only Perkins Vale who stared at his wife, uncertain of how to respond. He smiled with his casual head nod, and then took a step toward us women. Kaye put up a hand.


  “I’d like to offer up any questions. We are all friends here.” The crowd slowly quieted. It was an odd approach to clearing the air, and I could see the guys shifting before us.


  “Is it true that Tristan Lyons is off the market?” a feminine voice shouted from the back of the room.


  Tristan laughed heartily and then replied, “Yes.” He pointed a finger at Ireland then crooked it to draw her near him. She slid into his side.


  “Aren’t you Isolde Ireland?” someone else inquired, knowing full well the blonde beauty under Tristan’s arm was world famous supermodel, Isolde.


  “Yes, I am, but I’m soon to be Isolde Ireland Lyons.” There was a collective groan from the female population and a congratulatory round of applause from the males in the room.


  While this commotion continued, Lila walked over to Lansing. He smiled deeply at her and most of the room smiled in return. They knew his sad story. It started here and ended here. His arm went around Lila and he kissed her forehead. It was old news that they were engaged.


  “Oh, fuck no,” the hoarse voice of the one woman remaining behind me said, as Perkins eyed her wearily. Then his eyes shifted and the look became more demanding. Hollister brushed passed me, her small soccer ball of a stomach obvious in the flowing dress.


  Perkins spoke confidently as he simply said, “My wife, Hollister, Elaine’s cousin, and mother of my child.” His hand found her stomach and the party guests applauded again with a collective “aww” at the announcement of new life.


  This left the overwhelming absence of one female to the final male member of the band. I held my breath uncertain how this would go and what would happen next. For some reason, I glanced across the room and noticed my father. Leo DeGrance was a striking older man in his mid-forties. The light graying of his hair was only enhancing his natural good looks. On his arm, stood Ingrid Tintagel with her auburn hair swept up like a prom queen. She looked regal as the two friends stood laced arm-in-arm. My father nodded once in acknowledgement of me.


  “As our final introduction…” Kaye began. My eyes were drawn back to Arturo who hissed under his breath, “You wouldn’t?”


  “I’d like to present, Morte LeFaye. Son of Arturo King.” The utter shock and embarrassment showed on Arturo’s face. He was not holding back his anger. The crowd was strangely silent and a gently shifting proved that a small body was making its way through the people. Morte popped out between two men and approached his father. He smiled brightly, but the responding smile from Arturo was strained and fixed. Ana seemed to appear from nowhere and stood next to Arturo. She placed her arm over his shoulder and smiled eerily to those gathered. I was transfixed to the red nails that tapped his shoulder. It was a photo opportunity and cell phones raised. These weren’t journalist, though; these were friends.


  Arturo stared at me, pity in his eyes. I didn’t want his pity. I felt sorry for him actually. This was a spectacle. A show of types and it was humiliating to witness.


  “What about Guinevere?” someone asked. It was the unspoken question brought to light. What about me? I wanted to scream. Leave me out of this farce, I yelled internally. Something drew my eyes to my dad again. He was watching me, his eyes signaling something to me I couldn’t read. Then it occurred to me.


  “Arturo and Guinevere DeGrance will be taking some time to reconnect after their separation. Understandably, the wedding has been postponed, however they remain long time family friends,” Kaye announced. Ana’s smile tightened as she continued to stare at the crowd as if at a photography shoot. Arturo watched me. My body shook in anger. I glanced again at my father across the room. How could he? This was a set up. If I wouldn’t commit privately to reconciling with Arturo, they would force us publicly, or let it fade.


  The realization came to me again. These weren’t paparazzi gathered, but society friends and fellow business peers. This is how it was going to be played. Kaye wasn’t going to hold a press conference; he was going to start a rumor.
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  We walked slowly through the congratulating crowd. I’d attempted to go after Guinevere, who quickly left the room under the distraction of Kaye’s ridiculous introduction. Unfortunately, he stopped me. I led the way, calmly allowing pats on my back and shaking a few hands, until I was able to exit the room. One Night followed another, as we knew our place. Perkins caught up to me and took charge in the foyer, guiding us down a hall to a library. Inside, we gathered as a rather large group.


  Kaye entered last and I attacked.


  “Are you out of your fucking mind?” I yelled. “We aren’t going on tour!”


  Kaye pushed back his bleach blond hair at the force of my words. He remained silent and I continued to speak on behalf of the group.


  “I just got home. We aren’t ready. Besides I can’t play the goddamn guitar and you know this,” I continued to yell, shaking my false hand in his direction.


  “Everyone is getting married or having babies, and we aren’t taking that show on the road,” I spit. Literally.


  “And what in everloving-fuck were you doing announcing us each like this was fucking Page 6 in the society column?” I was shouting at this point, no control in my voice. Ana and Morte were already in the room, but Leo entered on that last question with Guinevere. She’d somehow gotten left behind or was trying to escape. Again.


  “Great,” I mumbled. “Just fucking great.” This shit show was going to send her running. If I thought we had trouble bridging the gap, this was going to force her to jump into the hole. I stepped toward her.


  “I knew nothing about this,” I said grabbing at both her wrists. I couldn’t grab her bandaged hands. I couldn’t feel her left wrist.


  “I know,” she said softly, her eyes averted from mine.


  “Leo,” I looked up after she refused to look at me. “How could you do this?” I demanded. I shook Guinie’s wrist to emphasize my words. How could he do this to her, his own daughter?


  “Arturo, this is business,” he said firmly. “Calm down. For God’s sake, we can hear you down the hall.”


  “For fuck’s sake, I don’t care!” I yelled. “You just splashed my family…” I paused and looked around the room. It was more than just Ana and Morte, or Guinie and I. It was the whole band, our growing family. “You just threw our whole family,” I started again through gritted teeth, “to the wolves. We’re going to be devoured in the press with this…this scandal you started.”


  “Scandal?” Kaye choked on a laugh, but Leo held up a hand to stop him.


  “There is no scandal,” Leo said calmly. He stood taller as he approached me still gripping Guinie’s wrist. “We just announced how each of our loving Nights has found a woman and started a family. The press will eat that up like chocolate cake for breakfast.”


  I paused. He was right. While women were surely heartbroken at the slowly dwindling availability of The Nights, the overall population would oh and ah in our futures, but I didn’t give a crap about the general population. I looked at Guinevere. My Future.


  “What about Morte? What about Guinie?” I hissed.


  “It’s time for Morte to be acknowledged. It doesn’t mean you have to flaunt him to the world, but if the rest of the band is getting married and starting families, we have to show the leader has done it, too.”


  “Dad,” Guinie cried out. Her face was clearly pained, and Leo’s softened for a moment before hardening back to the business at hand. The silence in the room was deafening.


  “If you and Guinevere are going to break up, irreconcilable differences and all, it needs to be on public terms, not that she is cold-hearted at your inexcusable lack of communication, or the fact that you returned as a cripple.”


  The anger in me welled so deep I began to vibrate. Guinie’s wrists had twisted and she was trying to wrap her bandaged hands around mine. I couldn’t feel the touch of her on my right hand. I couldn’t feel the touch of her, I wanted to scream. Cripple? I wasn’t crippled. I was crushed, mutilated, and dead on the floor as this girl, my heart, My Once, My Future, was having nothing to do with me. We weren’t reconnecting. We weren’t reconciling. We were ruined.


  I turned to look at Guinie whose watery eyes questioned mine.


  “I don’t think you’re crippled,” she said softly, swallowing hard at the word. That was it. I’d had enough. I didn’t need her damn pity. I released her.


  “Someone get me a drink,” I said.


  “No, Arturo,” Ana said behind me.


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tristan added knowing more of my story.


  “Get me a drink. And get. It. Now!” I yelled.


  “Here.” The glass shook, and I watched the liquor swivel as the small hands held the crystal up to me. It was an offering. My son was the only one fulfilling my commands.


  I took the glass, thanking Morte gruffly then downed the entire thing in one long swallow. It was going to be a long night, but I was determined to make it pass quickly.


  


  


  I woke with a powerful headache. I shouldn’t drink. I had no stamina for it any longer. Not to mention that my quick addiction to painkillers made drinking the second substitute. I found I could go days without it. Last night, however, was one of those nights I wasn’t going to survive without liquid sustenance. My heart raced, my head pounded, but my mind was winning out. I vaguely remembered downing two more drinks then returning to the party. It wasn’t clear who I spoke to or what I said. Worse off, I could not remember what I did. The night was blank completely. There was one thing I was certain of. My body had not enjoyed another.


  I lay on my side, facing the partially open door to Guinie’s room. Guinie, I thought, squeezing my temples together with my left hand. She was going to hate me. Her father had done this before. It wasn’t so much a trick as a gentle nudge in a direction that he and Kaye found profitable. Business. That was all either of them thought about. Camelot Records was their priority, and moving that label to the top of the charts was their only goal. The Nights were a mandatory contributor to that rise. Our album under their label, our tour under their direction, would skyrocket the popularity of Camelot. Bands from everywhere would want to join, if Leo and Kaye could make this successful. I could see what they were doing. The Nights were a stepping-stone. We would build the colossal tower of their success, but we were on our way out. With families and marriages, we would be less attractive physically. We’d also be less likely to partake in the necessary parties. We could ride solely on our music, but not on the collective rockstar package.


  Kaye and Leo wanted the whole kingdom.


  The bed shifted behind me and I groaned.


  “Get out of my bed, Ana,” I muttered into the pillow. She was the last person I wanted to see. This had become our routine. I would take the pills or drink too much, and she became my nurse. She made sure I didn’t choke on my own vomit or overdose at first. As I slowly weened back, her presence became an unspoken comfort. Someone cared that I lived, when I didn’t. She didn’t take any shit from me, and often dished it out just as thick. Some nights we curled into one another. One night, we almost went too far.


  The bed dipped as Ana sat upright instantly. Something wasn’t right.


  “I’m not Ana,” the voice said harshly.


  I turned abruptly. The movement increased the hammering in my head. I groaned as I opened my eyes and found blue eyes looking away from me. She was shuffling quickly out of the bed. She wasn’t naked, and I was relieved to find I hadn’t taken advantage of her. I closed my eyes in embarrassment.


  “Guinie? Wait, what are you doing in here?”
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  What was I doing here? That was an excellent question. One I had asked a million times already. As I continued to rush to the edge of the bed, and untangle myself from the sheets, I replied, “I was trying to prevent you from...I don’t know what. But you know, I think maybe I should have let you do, whatever you wanted to do.” I couldn’t help notice his excitement was tenting the sheet that lie loosely over his hips. I let out a pffting sound as I spun on my heels.


  “Maybe I should go get Ana for you, after all,” I spit, unable to help myself. I’d hardly made it to the doorway between our rooms when my arms were grabbed. He turned me so quickly; I slammed into his hard chest before my back was pinned to the door.


  “I. Do. Not. Want. Ana in my bed.” He was breathing heavily. His eyebrows were pinched as it was obvious his head was hurting him.


  “I want you in my bed,” he growled. “So let’s start again with why you were in it?”


  Again, an excellent question. He was so drunk when Tristan helped me get Arturo up the stairs. He had one arm over Tristan and the other over me, but as we stood at the edge of his bed preparing to drop him on it, Arturo turned and wrapped himself around me. Taking me down with him, I fell on his chest, banging my chin on his sternum. Tristan laughed behind us.


  “He’s so fucking wasted,” he muttered.


  “I heard that,” Arturo said. “I am wasted,” he continued, but his voice was somber. The words implied he meant more than being drunk.


  “I’m fucked,” Arturo said, still clutching me to his chest. His eyes were closed and he faced the ceiling as he slurred the words.


  “I’m fucked, Guinie. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I want to fuck, Guinie.”


  “Okay pal, that’s enough,” Tristan replied, his hands suddenly on me, prying me off of Arturo. I was able to get my hands between our chests and was pushing with all my might to get loose. Arturo’s drunk hold was firm. A tug-of-war seemed to be occurring with me as the ribbon in the middle. I felt like a rag doll. It might have been comical, if it wasn’t so pathetic.


  “Let go of her,” Tristan demanded. Arturo squeezed me tighter, trapping my hands between us.


  “Never,” he hissed. “Never, never, never.” His voice was lower with each repetition.


  “Dude, don’t make me hurt you. Let go of her. Give Guinie to me.”


  “No,” Arturo growled. “She’s mine. I’m hers. You can’t have her.”


  It was almost ridiculous, if it wasn’t so sad. Arturo was clearly on the edge of having some kind of break down.


  “Arturo,” Tristan warned.


  “Please,” Arturo whined. “Please, Guinie. Stay with me.” His voice cracked and tears fell. I was trying to look at Tristan over my shoulder for support. I didn’t know what to do. Arturo was still crushing me, but now his head rested into my chest. His body shuddered with gentle sobs. Slowly, my body relaxed. I didn’t realize how rigid I was holding myself. As I melted into him, Arturo loosened the pressure, but not the hold. His arms separated and spread over my back as if he could flatten me against him, as if he could contour me to him.


  “Arturo,” Tristan warned again, gentler this time.


  “Tristan,” I replied. “I think I got it from here.” With those words, Arturo’s hand slipped into my hair and his head dragged up my chest to curl into my neck.


  “Thank you,” he whispered into my ear then relaxed. Passed out.


  I was able to untangle myself as Arturo’s arms fell limp to his sides.


  “Holy shit,” Tristan muttered.


  “Can you help me get him out of his clothes?”


  After Tristan’s assistance with the clothes and repositioning Arturo, I was left alone to stare at him. At first, I only intended to watch him for a moment or two. His dark waving hair spilling over his face and pillow. The growth on his face, which he shaved that morning, was clearly back on his face by the evening. The flutter of his long eye lashes while he slept. Arturo was a visual wonder awake or asleep. I breathed deeply as I roved over the deep cut of his back muscles, exposed while he slept on his stomach. He looked so peaceful.


  I wanted to curl up next to him, if only for a minute. I wanted to feel his warmth and pretend. Pretend that we could go back to how we were, who we were, before. Before any of it: the accident, Lansing, Ana. If only it were as simple as turning back time or using a giant eraser. As I stood watching Arturo sleep, I knew in that moment that sleeping with Lansing Lotte had been wrong. That wasn’t a new revelation to me. I had known from the moment our night was over. The way he looked at Lila as he stood defending me, asking me not to walk away, I knew I had messed it all up.


  I would never be able to undo what I had done. I had sex with his best friend, someone who was practically his brother. Was there anything worse I could have done? I couldn’t think of a greater crime. A crime of passion, it might have seemed. Only it wasn’t passion that drove me to Lansing. It was desperation. I needed to feel something. I didn’t even realize it at the time. I was so dead inside, but that night, as we argued, the blood coursed through my body. I felt alive for a moment, driven by anger and adrenaline. I was ruled by my head, but my body took over in the moment. I can’t even remember who reached for whom first. In hindsight, it would never matter. What mattered was what followed; a night of pure debauchery. I tumbled into the sin of lust and wanton release. He demanded I concentrate on him, and I tried. I really tried.


  My anger at Arturo, I took out on Lansing. With each thrust, each demand, each promise that it would be one night, I cursed Arturo King for his disappearance. Only Lansing and I would know what we’d done, but the weight of that secret was crushing me. The guilt was something I had not foreseen. It ate at me as I stared down at Arturo sleeping innocently. He had suffered so much with the loss of his hand. The physical change to his body, the mental acceptance of what it meant for him must have been unbearable at times.


  I can’t fucking play the guitar. His words from earlier in the evening haunted me. It was true. I had thought of it, but it hadn’t really clicked with me what that meant for Arturo. In his mind, he had lost everything if he had lost the ability to play. It was his skill to lead the band, and lead them by playing the guitar. As much an extremity as the missing hand, the loss of his ability to strum the strings and make his music would be detrimental to Arturo.


  Oh, Arturo, I thought, my heart breaking as I gazed upon his sweet rugged face. So much loss between us: his hand, our baby, each other. I decided one night would not hurt us worse. I stripped off my dress and picked up his t-shirt. Covering myself, I climbed into bed, trying not to disturb him. He didn’t move. His drunken state had prohibited thought, and I realized again the loss of everything drove him to drown it out. I rubbed up his back and he shivered.


  “Guinie Girl,” he whispered, as if he clearly felt my presence. There was no way. He was too deep in inebriated slumber, but I took the call of my name and allowed myself to curl into him. I placed my head on his warm back and wrapped my arm over him. He wiggled a bit as if he was trying to get comfortable under me. He took a deep breath and relaxed. I followed that grasp for air, and sunk down with the release of it. I let myself relax into him, as well, and slipped into a dreamless sleep.


  When I woke to him calling me Ana, the world fell out from under me. It was evident that she had been in his bed, and not just that one night long ago that conceived Morte. More recent nights, that included her lingering for long enough that he would have to ask her to leave.


  My head gently tapped the wood of the door as Arturo shook me again.


  “I’m asking again, what were you doing in my bed?”


  “I…” I stumbled. Did I tell him the truth that I wanted to hold him? That I wanted to be close to him and feel him against me, without the weight of anything else between us? Or did I lie? I wasn’t good at not telling the truth; however, I was holding a secret. I couldn’t think fast enough.


  “I fell asleep.” It was a ridiculous response and his face fell. It wasn’t the answer he expected, and evidently not the answer he desired. He released me instantly and stepped back, staring at my face. He shook his head slowly as his eyes scanned my appearance in his t-shirt. A smile ticked up one side of his mouth. It was more of a smirk than humor.


  “I need coffee,” he said, rubbing a hand down his face. I didn’t respond. He turned right for his shower and I slipped into my room. I needed space.
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  Unfortunately for me, tough Guinie turned me on. I had been tenting the sheet that lay over my hips while she glared at me. Her eyes roamed over my body before she gave me that disgusted look and the rude comment about fetching Ana. With strength I didn’t have, I leapt from the bed, demanding to know what she was doing in it with me. When we got nowhere in our conflict, I had to step away.


  The night had passed in vivid dreams for me. Snapshots of moments so clear, I felt as if I was reliving them.


  Guinie and Lansing in a coffee shop holding hands.


  Ana picking me up off the street on Boxing night.


  Morte showing me his fire ball trick.


  Guinie and Lansing in the park with little Fleur.


  Ana comforting me, soothing words of sympathy.


  Morte’s face at being called my son publicly.


  It was the image of that face that woke me. Somehow his face, that at once frightened and questioned me, looked terrified. It was as if Morte did not want to be named my son. He looked stunned and ashamed then his face hardened. We never had a close relationship. Not even knowing I was his father, until he was almost five, left a hole in developing a bond that I believed should have been there from the moment of his birth. He was so uniquely not like me, that I found no traces of myself in him, and I struggled to connect. At times, I asked God’s forgiveness, as I believed it should be natural to love my child, and I didn’t. I was a terrible person because of it. I didn’t foster a relationship, either, once I knew Morte was mine. At every turn, I shunned that connection and rarely saw him. He always met me with enthusiasm and a smile, which I never deserved. Then came Guinie.


  She saw things in Morte that I didn’t. Through her, I realized it was because I wasn’t looking. Embarrassed by my youthful behavior and the result of a child with my stepsister, I couldn’t face Morte. Guinevere forced me to see him. He was an innocent boy, who had no love in his life. His mother tolerated him. I sequestered him. We were awful parents. Kaye was right, in that I did need to acknowledge my son, but he was very wrong in the way he had gone about it.


  The public display the night before had been the biggest farce I’d ever witnessed. Worse off, I was an actor in the play, and I let it happen to save face. Then I lost it. I’d drunk too much and who knows what happened, which is how I found Guinie in my bed after calling her Ana. I was so angry at myself for this slip-up. Guinevere was never going to understand. She was never going to forgive me. For Morte, she could forgive my inappropriate behavior with Ana. For Morte, who she claimed had no say in being conceived or born, I had to get past what I had done with Ana. For Morte, I had to form a fatherly relationship, despite Ana. But it wasn’t Morte that made me act in more recent times. Guinevere wasn’t going to understand that I was lonely.


  I wandered downstairs after not finding Guinie in her room. I needed a brief shower to calm my body and freshen my mind. I didn’t find her in the kitchen either, or near the pool. It was a gloomy looking day. I wandered down the hall where I found Kaye and Leo in the office, heads bent over papers on a low circular table surrounded by comfortable leather lounge chairs. Kaye looked up at my entrance.


  “You look like hell,” he said, then returned his eyes to the work in front of him. It was Leo’s eyes that lingered on me. He narrowed them slightly then opened them wide. In confusion, he shook his head and smiled slightly.


  “It was a rough night,” Leo said, speaking in my direction with sympathy, but addressing Kaye. “Your little stunt backfired.”


  Kaye blinked at the papers under his attention, but it became clear that he was not focusing.


  “Shall we have this out, now?” Kaye said, slowly looking up at Leo.


  “Just tell me why you did it like that,” I said, standing behind one of the chairs, knuckles turning white as I gripped the soft leather. Kaye continued to look over at Leo, who sat opposite him, before he twisted to face me.


  “You wouldn’t have listened. If you weren’t put on the spot, you would have turned us down. It was the same with the record company. You wanted Camelot, just didn’t know what to do with it, or how. Until you had to make a decision about letting Leo and I manage it, you had no direction.”


  “And you think I would not have listened if you suggested a world tour? Let’s capitalize on the cripple?”


  “Are you listening to yourself? You’re the only one calling yourself that. No one else is…”


  “Have you seen Guinie? She can’t stand to look at me. Have you seen Morte? He flinched when I touched him last night. It’s you who is not paying attention. Even you seem to be ignoring it. I can’t play a guitar one handed. How am I even part of the band any longer?”


  “You still have your voice,” Leo commented as if it was the most obvious answer. “You might have wielded wonders with the guitar, but it’s your voice that drew the crowd. Your guitar was background noise to that spirited sound coming out your mouth.”


  I stared at Leo.


  “You could play a mean guitar, Arturo, don’t get me wrong, but your strength is in your throat not your hand. It’s the words that flowed out of you, not the flutter of fingers over some strings.”


  I blinked as Leo hypnotized me with his gaze. My voice? I had always considered the guitar to be my strongest contribution to the band, that, and songwriting.


  “How is a world tour the answer, though? Who will play my riffs?”


  “Lansing or Tristan,” Kaye said.


  “Or you could learn to play again,” Leo added.


  “What?” I laughed bitterly.


  “There’s an attachment that could allow you to play…with…one…hand,” his voice was fading as he spoke. Something in my expression must have shown I was horrified at the idea.


  “An attachment? Like I’m a vacuum or something? This attachment is for better suction because this idea sucks,” I bit.


  “Not listening,” Kaye muttered to the table.


  “No, you’re the one not listening. That was my family you humiliated last night.”


  “Oh right, family. Strange sense you have of it. What about me? Or Guinie? The boys over the last nine months. Family?” Kaye spit. “You have a warped sense of family.”


  “Fuck you, Kaye. You have no idea what I’ve been through, or what Mure, Ingrid and Ana did for me.”


  With that, Kaye stood and several sheets of paper slid to the floor.


  “You’re right, I don’t, because as a real member of your family, I was left in the dark. I searched for you with every means I had and found nothing. Not one trace of my brother, except the constant images of blood smattered across rough pavement and a missing body. I took every lead I got, no matter how ridiculous. Sent Guinie up here to search for you, despite her condition. Perkins came here, too, but nothing. No hints. No nothing.”


  “What condition?” My thoughts shifted to Guinevere, but Kaye would not allow it.


  “Then we learned you were alive, through the goddamn press, and we still heard nothing. Lila had a conversation with you. Perkins, too. The guys admitted you came to see them, but no one told me. No one told Guinie. You have no idea what that girl went through without you here, and you want to talk about family? You have a son, Arturo, and you’re the worst…”


  “Okay,” Leo said, standing up himself and putting out a hand as if to physically restrain Kaye. “Okay, I think we need to slow down here.” Leo’s voice remained calm, soothing as if pouring warm water over tea. His hand moved in the air as if he were stroking Kaye, but from a distance.


  “Calm down.”


  Kaye sat with a thud and gripped his hair with his hands. His face was shadowed, his shoulders tense.


  “A lot is happening in a little bit of time, and I think we all need to slow down,” Leo said, lowering himself into his chair opposite Kaye. “There’s a lot of unknowns still, and we need some time to clear all that air, okay?”


  “What unknowns?” I asked. “I told everyone, if you have a question, just ask.”


  Kaye turned again and looked at me. His eyes slightly red-rimmed and liquid filled.


  “As if it’s all about you, Arturo? Always only about you? You think you’re the only one hurt? The only one that needs to heal?” He waved his hand at my stumped wrist. “The unknowns aren’t all about you, Arturo.”


  I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say. I had been mainly focused on me. My hand. My depression. My recovery. I had not thought of the band in that way. Sure, the concert had been cancelled, and there was the part of me being out of communication with them. I had assumed from the start that they would carry on and wait for me. In fact, they had proof that they had done that. They wrote their own songs or added their own contributions to make this album an amazing sure-to-be hit. It was unique with Tristan or Lansing taking the lead, and the gorgeous duet with Hollister and Tristan, was unreal. The album was going to reach into people’s souls.


  Kaye was seeing that we made good on the world tour with his surprise announcement last night. The buzz would start with the crowd last night from the party. They were people who knew people, and that little hum of excitement, at the possibility of a world tour, would escalate to a frenzy when the public release was sent forth. It was a marketing scheme only Kaye could devise. As for the public display of our affections, announcing couples and children, I didn’t quite see the point of that yet.


  I noticed Kaye hadn’t answered my question but I had another inquiry.


  “So you think I’m a terrible father?”


  It was almost rhetorical. The answer was evident and correct. I was a bad father. I always thought I’d be a good one, as I lacked a solid father figure as a child. I had Hector, Kaye’s father, who rather unknowingly made it clear that I was not his son. I had Mure Linn, who was so old and odd, but mysteriously smart as a mentor, but he was not a father. I had Leo as a guide when I was almost an adult. He liked me, I knew that, but that didn’t make him my father. However, at one point, he was about to be my father-in-law. I had no model for what a father was supposed to be. I honestly believed Guinie was going to change that about me. I knew that we would have children one day, and she would be able to help me be the man, the father, I wanted to be. Now that wasn’t going to happen.


  “I didn’t say that,” Kaye sighed.


  “You were about to,” I replied then added, “and you’d be right. But why does it matter to you?”


  Kaye looked up at me. His mouth opened and then closed. His eyes shifted to the floor and then he turned away. He shook his head slowly. He wasn’t going to answer.
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  The Barn was a structure with an original fieldstone foundation and dull red wooden panels, which had been converted into our working studio on the Camlann grounds. I had gone there hoping to seek solitude. Seething with anger at Kaye, I hoped to find peace amongst the many instruments stored there for our practices. My mind spun in several directions. Why was Kaye trying to dictate my life? Why did Leo play along? How I was a bad father toward Morte? How I was losing Guinie more each day? Ironically, I found Guinie there, too.


  She was sitting in a chair, holding her arms wrapped around her stomach. I’d seen her clutching herself like this recently, but had never noticed her do it in the past. She was staring at nothing in particular, but my eyes wandered to the several guitars lining the wall. Standing guard like medieval knights, they spectacularly showcased a collective display of talent. The mess of our talent was the river of wires traveling in twists and tangles across the hardwood floor. A rug spotlighted as a makeshift stage. Speakers stood sentry over the area. I stood in admiration at all that the space entailed. Years of music making. Months of collaboration. Hours of songwriting. Minutes upon minutes of loving the feel of a guitar under my hand.


  My hand twitched and I looked down.


  There was nothing there. Phantom Limb Syndrome, the experts called it. A sensation of believing the limb was still present, when it was not. I considered Guinie an extension of me. I guess I had Phantom Love Syndrome, because I had the sensation of her presence, but her love was clearly gone. As if sensing me, she turned slowly to look over her shoulder. She didn’t seem surprised to see me there. She twisted and looked away.


  “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” I said, lifting my left hand to scratch at my hair. I sighed when she didn’t respond, just continued to stare blankly at nothing.


  “Why did you come back, Arturo?” she asked without glancing at me.


  “Excuse me?” I couldn’t have heard her correctly.


  “After months away, you obviously didn’t want to have contact with me, or the band. Why would you come back? It’s clear you don’t want me. I’m not sure you even want to be part of the band.”


  I blinked as if that would help me comprehend her question any better.


  “You think I don’t want you?” I asked, the words stumbling out of my mouth, like I was still drunk.


  “Clearly, you don’t Arturo. If you loved me, you would have wanted me to be the one to comfort you: the one to support you through the tough times. But it wasn’t me, was it? It wasn’t me who helped you?” She had twisted in the chair only slightly to address me over her shoulder. She still wasn’t looking at me. Her voice travelled to me. Her eyes focused on something near my feet.


  “You were my first love, Arturo. My only love. I never thought it would be the way it was with you; so rough, fierce, and demanding, but at the same time, so gentle. I felt like you worshipped me, and it was the most incredible feeling ever.” Her voice shook with a sigh. She wiped at her face and I realized she was crying. Her hand returned to her opposite elbow and she folded into the shield that covered her abdomen.


  “I never expected it to be you. I mean, I’d always had a crush on you. You’re Arturo King. But that was the point. How many millions of girls fantasize that they love a rock star, and then get the chance to really love him? Not the star. Not the mystery, but the man himself. I was fortunate to have that happen, Arturo.” She sobbed and wiped at her cheek briskly. Her hand returned with a slap at her elbow. I was ready to speak. To tell her I felt the same, that I did worship her; I still wanted to. She continued on, though.


  “Chivalrous Lover: that stupid nickname, and yet so appropriate. You were kind and patient with me as I learned how to please you, and learned how to have you please me. I thought you’d be the only one ever who could do those things to me. Make me feel so special, inside and out.”


  I did feel that way about her. She was special to me, inside and out. I was attracted to her beauty; that chestnut hair, those piercing eyes, that sassy mouth, but I loved who she was inside, caring and considerate. She loved unconditionally. Morte immediately flashed into my mind. She hardly knew him, and yet she loved him for his innocence as a child.


  “But I was a fool to think I was ever going to be enough for you. You were made for the stage, the spotlight, and I’ve always been in the shadow. I’ve been behind my father and behind you. I support like a pillar when I’m crumbling inside. I can’t be Ana.”


  “Ana? What does Ana have to do with anything?”


  “She’s the mother of your child, and obviously your new lover.”


  “My what?” I screeched. She didn’t respond.


  “You think I had sex with Ana?” I clarified. My voice still high pitched, incredulous.


  “Well, I slept with Lansing.”


  The words hung in the air. They floated and I swear I could see them. At first it was the words, and then I could see them, bodies tangled and twisted. Legs spread, arms wrapped and parts attached. I saw mouths roving, heard moans and sighs, and then the cry of her pleasure. The sensory overload popped like a bubble. Shaking with rage, I addressed her in a calm voice that was in complete opposition to my emotions.


  “You what?”


  At first, I didn’t think she heard me. I asked the question quiet enough; her silence confirming she hadn’t heard me. I was about to repeat the question, when she stood slowly. Her hand braced the arms of the chair that had its side to me. She stood like a queen, regal and deliberate. Her eyes focused forward, then she turned to face me.


  “I guess what we had wasn’t love, after all,” she spoke quietly, ignoring my question, then continued.


  “If you were with Ana and I was with Lansing, what does that say about us?” she questioned, a lilt to her voice. If she laughed it would only be from hysteria. She looked ready to come unhinged. Tears flowed down her face, but she ignored them as they curved over her jaw and dripped down her neck. I had no answer to her question. I had loved her. I still did.


  “It says nothing about me,” I shouted. My voice was so loud she flinched. “I didn’t sleep with Ana.”


  Her eyes shot up to stare at me. Opened wide, I could see she was clearly confused. After this morning, there was no way she would believe me. That was embarrassing to admit, but I needed to defend myself.


  “Fine, I slept with Ana, but I didn’t have sex with her. She was…a…a comfort,” I said, hesitantly. I dropped my eyes from the piercing blue then returned them to her. This wasn’t about me.


  “And I wasn’t?” she asked, twisting her head like an owl who is curious.


  “Of course, you were. You were my everything. My…” I stopped. I wasn’t about to soil the words.


  “What about you?” I bit. “Was he a comfort to you?”


  I would have thought she’d cower, but she didn’t. She stood even taller, closed her eyes, clenched her fists and replied.


  “He was a mistake, but yes, he was a comfort.”


  “Why?” I hissed.


  Her eyes immediately opened and death rays of hate beamed at me.


  “Because you weren’t here. You left me alone…and you found comfort in Ana.”


  “Leave Ana out of this,” I defended. My tone caught her full attention. Her facial expression went from shock to pain. The hurt was so deep. She wrapped her arms around herself and twisted at the waist. Her eyes averted mine as she looked over at the makeshift stage area.


  “Ana meant nothing to me. Not like us. She was there for me. I was at a low point and she was there for me.”


  “I would have been there for you, if you had let me,” she bit, returning to face me. Her hair whipped wild as she turned her head.


  “I…” I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t let Guinie be there because I didn’t want her to see my ugly: the loss of my hand, the loss of my spirit. Ana could handle it; Guinie could not.


  As if she read my mind, she spoke. “You didn’t give me the chance. I loved you.”


  There it was – past tense. She had loved me, but she no longer did. She loved someone else.


  “Do you love Lansing?” I choked on the words. How could she? He was engaged to another woman.


  “I did not. Not like you’re thinking. Not like us. He was a friend. We were confused, and we made a mistake.”


  “So you slept with him, but you didn’t love him.” My voice rose. “You had sex with him, but you didn’t love him. You fu…”


  Guinie’s head turned in the direction of the speakers. I couldn’t believe she was looking away from me. She hadn’t looked away like she didn’t want to hear my rant. She looked as if she noticed something in the corner.


  “Guinevere,” I yelled, “I’m talking to you.”


  Her face turned back to me, her expression one of fear. Her eyes looked down at the stage carpet and then followed a line of wires that trailed across the floor between us. Her blue eyes looked up at me and then I heard the crack.


  Two rocks hitting each other. I turned in the direction as the explosion of a firework went off inside the barn. The powerful sound resonated off the old wooden boards. The colorful balls of fire hit the ceiling and exploded into flame. Spheres of flames floated to the ground and instantly caught on the dry carpet. A trail of fiery orange skittered across the floor. Within seconds the carpet was fully ignited. Brittle and old, it went up like a bonfire. Something scrambled out from behind a speaker. Green eyes glared up at me, filled with horror, and then anger.


  “You,” I snarled. “I warned you about this.”


  Morte glared at me. Panic first, then hatred so deep it swirled around my neck and tightened its hold. I was a hung man in his eyes.


  “Help me put this out,” I blurted, but Morte remained adhered to the wall. His hands splayed flat, the guilty flint sticks at his feet. His head tilted back in a way that made it look like his hair was being pulled backward.


  I turned back to face Guinie. The fire extinguisher was on her side of the fire, which was rapidly rising. I could see the blurred red canister and I pointed as I shouted for her to get it. Guinie remained still. The hands that gripped her stomach slowly released her and her arms hung loose at her side. Her eyes focused intently on the fire that danced between us. I was gradually losing her to a wall of orange flames.


  “Morte, please,” I turned to him. “Go get help.”


  He didn’t move at first and then his head slowly came forward from the wall.


  “Why are you always fighting with them?” he asked, his voice sounding strangely similar to his mother’s. “You’re always fighting with them.”


  “Morte, please, can we talk about this later?”


  “It’s always later with you; always some other time, some other day. You always want to put it off. You always want to put me off.”


  “Morte, that’s not true, but now isn’t the time for this. Look at Guinie.”


  He rolled his head as I turned to look. She was hardly distinguishable, melting into the flames before me.


  “Isn’t this what you want? You want her to pay for something you did.”


  “What are you taking about?”


  “She was in bed with another man, but you were in bed with Mother.”


  “Morte,” I tried to keep my voice soothing, but it choked on the rising smoke. “Morte, there are things you don’t understand. Adult things.”


  “I understand,” he said, wiping at his dusty face. “Mother loves you. Mother says sharing a bed is a sign that two people love each other. Being together means you love each other. I thought you loved Guinie. I know she loved you. She looked at you different than Mother does.”


  His face contorted and his head tilted.


  “But Mother doesn’t mean anything to you. What does she mean to you? Why are we nothing? Why don’t you love me?” he asked, almost dreamily. His head rolled against the wall, and he looked over at Guinie behind the flames. They were crawling up the sides of the barn, attacking the wooden slates above the low stone foundation.


  “I love Guinie,” he said softly, continuing to stare at her. Of course he loved her. She was kind to him. She didn’t push him off, or yell at him, or tell him to go away. She touched him lovingly, like a mother should do to a child, and she addressed him like a person not an idiot.


  “Morte, I do love Guinie, and we need to help Guinie. She’s trapped on that side of the flames.”


  Morte’s eyes roved over the four walls of the barn. He looked right to see the enclosure of Guinie behind the flames and then he glanced left to see that the only means of escape was the large sliding door. It was behind me. If Morte had meant to harm me, his plan had failed. It was Guinie who was going to burn if we didn’t get her out of there.
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  I watched in horror as the old structure fell in a heap. My heart nearly cracked out of my chest as I screamed Arturo’s name. No sound came out. I had nothing left. Raw and choked with smoke, my lungs burned. In the distance I heard sirens, but I was transfixed to the flames before me. They were so alive, so wild. Oranges, yellows and tones of blue blurred together and swayed in the wind. It was almost magical; it was so mesmerizing.


  I heard Lansing speaking behind me. He might have even been touching me, but I felt nothing. Arturo had accused me of loving Lansing, and then he implied I was a whore because I did not. How could I explain? It wasn’t love that drove me to Lansing. It was loneliness. I can’t even say it was lust. I did not desire Lansing like I did Arturo; I desired comfort. My love was Arturo, and he was going down in flames.


  Lansing was still next to me. His voice sounded like he was talking under water. His firm hands gripped my arms and he gently shook me as he spoke. I saw his lips moving, but I couldn’t make out the sound. It garbled through my head, until one word came clearly. Arturo.


  Arturo was dead. I was certain that’s what he said. Tears streamed down my face, but I didn’t feel them. I only knew they blinded me, as I could no longer concentrate on him. My head began to sag and my body went limp. Lansing was still speaking but I heard nothing that made sense. I shook with shock and rage. I should have told Arturo that I loved him still. I should have crossed to him to assure him my guilty act was a mistake.


  Lansing jiggled my body and I rattled like a rag doll. I was falling over. I heard feet thudding on the ground. I felt the vibration of it through the earth. Black boots came into my line of sight just above dry blades of grass. My pulse was checked. Bright lights flashed in my eyes. I still could not speak. My head rolled to the side, while my arms and legs were examined. I heard the mumbling of voices and then his name again. Arturo.


  Then another name filtered through my head. Morte. I’d seen him out of the corner of my eye. I didn’t mean to have this intimate discussion with Arturo in the presence of a child, but there was no way to put it off. I figured Morte was hiding. He liked to do that as a means to get away from his mother, Ana, or sadly his father, Arturo. After a few moments, I forgot his existence until I heard the sharp striking of two rocks. I looked at Arturo, who obviously had not heard it as he continued to berate me. When the flint sparked, I could do nothing but stare. The explosion was loud enough to deafen me. The flames grew almost instantly. I didn’t think to move, or jump, or run. I was tethered in place, tied to my spot. The end was coming to me through fire and brimstone.


  Then Lansing saved me. He was always saving me. My hero, but he was everyone’s hero. Damsels in distress called to him, but I was simply damned at this point. Arturo would never forgive me. He would never forgive Lansing. I had destroyed the band. My body craved to turn into itself and my knees needed to bend upward. I wanted to roll to my side, but the medics were keeping me flat. My head still lolled to one side. That’s when I saw him. Standing ten feet away, bent over to brace himself on his knees, he looked exhausted. Then he stood gallant and cold: Arturo.


  I pushed myself up with shaking arms, pulling the oxygen mask from my face as the medic tried to force me back down. I looked from Lansing to Arturo, and Lansing followed my range of vision. He held the medic back as I sat up, then knelt. I was like a newborn colt trying to find my legs and I wobbled as I stood. Then I took off like a racehorse, my finish line was Arturo. His arms didn’t move. He made no attempt to prepare for my embrace. I careened into him with enough force to knock us both over. My arms wrapped around his neck. I heard the heavy umph of his breath as his back hit the ground with me over him.


  Instantly, people were trying to remove me from him. His arms remained at this sides, spread wide to steady him on the dirt beneath him. I was frantically kissing his face: cheeks, eyelids, nose, and jaw. No millimeter of skin went untouched. Someone grabbed at my waist, intending to take me off Arturo, but I refused to loosen my arms. My voice was suddenly flooding my ears.


  “No. No, no, no, no, no.”


  I was not letting go of him. He could hate me all he wanted, but I was not letting go of him.


  A voice was telling me I must release Arturo. Hands were probing him. He rolled his head slightly in answer to something. Then I heard Mure’s voice.


  “Guinevere, get off him. We need to have him looked at.”


  I spun where I lay sprawled over Arturo.


  “Don’t touch him,” I growled. “Don’t you dare lay one hand on him,” I addressed Arturo’s mentor whose two-toned eyes swirled in opposition: storm and sunshine.


  “You are not taking him from me again.” I hardly recognized my voice. I sounded possessed. I shook with the damage I’d cause if Arturo disappeared again. I looked down into his face.


  “You are not leaving me again. I am not letting you go,” I demanded. Then it happened. A forearm rubbed up my spine. His hold tightened on me and I relaxed over his chest. My arms squeezed around the back of his neck and my face fell into the crook of it.


  I whispered into his ear, “I love you,” and then let the world fade to black.
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  “So she told you.” Lansing’s voice was monotone. I paced the hall while the doctors inside her room examined her. She was placed in her room at Camlann. I didn’t want her to go to a hospital unless they suspected broken bones or internal damage. I was the one damaged inside, but it wasn’t something a doctor could fix.


  Lansing leaned against the wall, his head back and his arms crossed over his chest. I stopped, letting his words sink in. He must have known she’d tell me. He must have known it would come to something extreme. I should have been furious. I should have fought him, but my concern for Guinevere inside her room overruled. It did not dissipate my anger, though. I wondered when exactly it happened.


  “I was coming back to her. She couldn’t have waited for me?” I attacked instantly. “And what about you? Did you have to sleep with her?” I snarled, but I didn’t have the energy to back up that bite. We’d never fought after that first time. A long time ago, when we first met, it was over a girl. I couldn’t remember her name. Lansing had puppy love for the older girl; I just wanted to touch a willing female. He was younger than me, smaller in stature. As we scrapped, I could see that he would not back down. He was loyal, fierce, and protective. He would defend her honor regardless of her dismissal of him. I could tell then that I’d rather have him as a friend than fight him over a female. We agreed to never let a woman come between our friendship.


  “Is there a time limit? When someone disappears, and then blatantly stays away, how long before she’s to get the hint you didn’t want her?” He defended, raising his head to look at me.


  “I never said I didn’t want her,” I spit.


  “No….but you never contacted her to say you did.”


  We were silent, breathing heavily between us, as if we had been physically fighting.


  “So that gave you permission to sleep with my girl?”


  Lansing opened his mouth to speak, then paused. His expression softened.


  “Look, your silence spoke volumes. She believed you were not dead, but had no faith you would return to her. When she didn’t hear from you, she became desperate,” Lansing said, his voice too calm.


  “Really, and how does that make you feel?” I bit again, digging in deeper with hope that Guinie was only using Lansing.


  “I was desperate, too,” he said quietly. “But for the wrong reasons.”


  “Are there right reasons?” I snapped. He was my best friend; he was my brother in arms. He slept with my girl.


  We were silent again.


  “I’d like to know again, how long did you expect her to wait? Once you were out there publicly, and not making contact with her, what did you want her to do?”


  “I…” I didn’t know how to respond at first. “I wasn’t in a good place. Mentally.”


  “Well, neither was Guinie,” Lansing defended.


  “Are you saying I’m at fault? I fucked this up?”


  “Yes.” It was that simple.


  “I…I fucked this up,” my voice fading as I spoke the words. While I wanted her to have faith that we were meant to be together forever, I didn’t give her reason to believe it. I kept her away without explanation.


  “I’m not saying it’s all your fault. Things beyond your control and all that,” Lansing said, his eyes flickering down to my wrist, “but you did fuck it up, man. You both did.”


  “Well, you helped.”


  I glared at him. He had a part in it, too. Then I sighed and wiped a dirty hand down my face. I still reeked of smoke and my clothes where filthy from tumbling out of the barn with Morte in my arms.


  “Am I too late?” I questioned. My voice shook with the words. Did she love him instead?


  “Nah, it’s fucked, but you can fix it,” Lansing said, a twinge of a smile in his voice and a slowly rising tip to his lips. Relief washed through me then panic rose again.


  “I don’t know how. I don’t know how to go back.”


  Lansing’s face dropped and his tone turned serious. “You need to stop looking back, man. That was my problem. You need to focus forward. The future only, not the past.”


  My Future.


  “I should hate you,” I said harshly, standing straighter, feet away from him with my fist clenched.


  “You should,” he said dully.


  “But I don’t,” I responded, surprised.


  “I know,” he said on a sigh, looking away from me for a moment.


  “How do you know?” I questioned, tilting my head in curiosity. He turned to face me full on, his blue eyes narrowing when he spoke.


  “Because you aren’t all that innocent either.” Lansing’s eyebrow rose at me. He was right. I wasn’t.
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  As we waited in the hall, Morte came down it, followed by Ana. I couldn’t deal with either of them at the moment. Morte and I had definitely taken a tumble as I reached for him the instant I saw Guinie lifted by Lansing. I worried that I’d crush him, but we fell in such a way that I didn’t. Still, the paramedics checked him, as well. While that was happening I went for Guinevere on the other side of the collapsed structure. Everything we owned was lost in that fire, but everything of importance got out.


  As Morte approached, his walk slowed. His head hung and I tried to control my anger.


  “I’d like to see, Guinevere, if I may?” he asked, quietly. His eyes averted to the hallway carpet.


  “No,” I bit. Morte had done enough damage. First, Guinie’s hands with that careless fire trick on her bed. Then releasing a firework in the midst of the barn. I cursed Mure for teaching Morte his magic tricks, especially the ones that involved fire. Morte was too fascinated by the mystery of making sparks and then trying to control them.


  Ana’s soft warning only fueled my anger. I didn’t want her present, either. Guinevere’s outburst began with her accusation that I had slept with Ana. We hadn’t had sex, but I couldn’t claim innocence. I had a moment I wasn’t proud of, and didn’t wish to share with Guinie. It seemed that it was time for my confessions to come to light.


  “Dad,” Morte’s voice whined softly. “I need to tell her I’m sorry.”


  Startled, I stared at Morte. He’d never called me Dad. From the first time we met, he called me Arturo. At nine, I sensed, it was uncomfortable for Morte to continue to call me by my first name. If I was going to recognize him as my son, I had to let him call me father.


  “Morte, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to see Guinie, right now. The doctor is still examining her and I’m sure she’s tired.” I leveled a stare at the boy, reminding him with my look that it was his action that caused the examination. He lowered his head again.


  “Arturo,” Ana warned gently. This was the voice I’d grown used to in my recovery. The one that scolded me tenderly that I had gone too far in my stubbornness. I glared at her next. Her green eyes pleaded with me. For the briefest of moments, I wondered if Ana actually realized the severity of what happened. Morte could have killed Guinevere. On second thought, I think Ana’s concern lay with the fact that Morte could have killed himself and me. It was a refreshing moment of potential motherhood from Ana.


  “Let him see her. He has things he needs to say,” she pleaded on his behalf.


  “Go with him,” Lansing added as incentive, but clearly mistrusting Morte’s intention. I turned to glare at him next, but he only nodded in the direction of the door. The doctor was exiting the room.


  Without prompting, the doctor gave instructions that Guinie needed rest. She was on oxygen to clear her lungs and had an IV drip as a preventive measure to restore fluid. He warned that if fever occurred to contact him immediately. He said that Morte and I could enter, but he recommended we keep it short. Guinie was approved to remain in her room at Camlann. A nurse was hired to stay while she was under observation.


  With a hand firmly on Morte’s shoulder, I guided him inside Guinie’s room. It was still the lovely queen’s room, but with the hospital apparatus, I had a sickening reminder of my own experience. I hadn’t been healed in a conventional hospital room, but one that looked more like a small resort suite. Trying to give me comfort as I recuperated, the atmosphere was fluffy pillows, subdued colors and fresh linen sheets every day. I had space for visitors to sit in overstuffed chairs, while I grumbled and groaned about physical therapy. Guinie’s room looked the same at the moment.


  Her eyes slowly opened at the approach of Morte, as if she sensed his presence. She smiled softly at him, her eyes tinged with a dull glow as she regarded him. Her hand reached for him, despite the IV, and again I felt sickened. Something was poking into her delicate skin regardless of its medicinal purpose. She looked pale, as she had passed out from smoke inhalation.


  Morte gripped Guinie’s hand with both of his and lowered his head on it.


  “I’m so sorry, Guinie,” he began. He started strong, but his voice faltered and he rolled his forehead back and forth over her wrist. She reached cautiously over her body with her other hand to touch the top of his head.


  “Morte,” her voice croaked. “Morte, honey, are you okay?”


  He could only nod.


  “It wasn’t your fault, Morte.”


  She spoke reassuringly, but she was lying. It was completely Morte’s fault. He was playing with fire. He set off the firework.


  “Morte. It was an accident,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. “A very dangerous one, but an accident, nonetheless, right?” Her voice encouraged him to look up at her.


  “I didn’t mean for it to happen like that,” he stressed.


  I wondered how he did mean for the lighting of the firework to happen, but he answered my question before I asked.


  “It wasn’t supposed to shoot off. It was meant to sparkle in the air. I don’t know what happened. Next time…”


  “No,” I bit, as Guinie’s hand tightened gently in Morte’s hair.


  “No, next time,” Guinie said, softening the venom in my word. “You should not be playing with fire, and you should definitely not be playing with it inside a building. Do you understand?”


  She was tugging his hair, not in an effort to hurt him, but to emphasize her words.


  “What happened was dangerous, Morte. You could have killed us.”


  Strangely, Morte looked over his shoulder at me. I shivered from the glare in his green eyes that matched his mother.


  “Promise me,” Guinie spoke, redirecting Morte’s attention, “promise me, no more without supervision. Have Mure help you, if you want to keep learning, but I recommend you take a break. You don’t need magic, Morte.” She was pleading with him in a voice that sounded like she’d smoked a pack of cigarettes. It was straining her vocal chords and she needed to rest.


  “Okay,” I interrupted. “Morte, Guinie needs some sleep.”


  The only sign I received that he might be my son was when he flirted with Guinie. He kissed her hand above the IV, apologized again and turned to leave the room. I followed after, telling Guinie I’d be right back. Ana stood in the hall, arms crossed as she waited outside Guinie’s door. Her eyes looked up with sympathy. I didn’t want her pity or her pleas. I wanted her to leave.


  “I think it’s time you take Morte and go to Ingrid’s.”


  “What? No.” She reached out for me, her hands meeting my chest. “Arturo, don’t make him go.”


  My suggestion wasn’t just for Morte. It was for both of them. It was time to pull away from them again.


  “I’m not making Morte go. I’m asking you to leave.”


  She turned to Lansing as an ally, but found none. If she thought Lansing would support her staying, she misunderstood. The expression on Lansing’s face showed he agreed. Ana needed to go and take Morte with her. I needed time to explain myself to Guinie.
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  I don’t know how long I dozed. I couldn’t breath and the mask on my face was uncomfortable. My chest ached and my lungs still burned. I tried to take slow even breaths and found I would panic at times. I was aware of Arturo’s return, but I didn’t have the strength to look at him at. Morte’s apology took all the energy I had.


  I was having a horrible daydream. I was trapped. Arms tied behind me. Legs strapped to a post. Looking down at my feet in the dream, I could see the pyramid of a future bonfire I stood upon. My head swiveled side to side, as I tried to take in my surroundings. I saw nothing but fog around me. My breathing began to increase, my chest rising in panic. I was calling out for someone, although I could not hear my own voice. I struggled and wrestled, but the ropes at my wrists only cut my skin deeper. I screamed a name again. I felt the heat rising from my feet. I was too warm. I wiggled my toes, trying to kick my legs, but my ankles could not move. At the approach of footsteps, I looked up to see Arturo. The fog was no longer what I thought. It was smoke and it was coming up from under me. I watched as Arturo lit a cigarette, noticing his hands as they cupped the stick in his mouth. He had both hands in my vision.


  I questioned the motion, as he wasn’t a smoker. Instead of flipping the match in the way smoker’s do, flicking his wrist to extinguish the flame, he released the match, flipping it into the pyre below me, and the twigs began to crackle. The wood flamed quickly and the heat rose. My feet, my knees, my thighs; they burned. My lungs ached with pain and I cried out again. This time, I recognized the name. I was screaming for Lansing, while Arturo watched me burn.


  I woke with a sharp intake of air, and the noise echoed through the plastic oxygen mask. I’d shifted enough that the sheets were tangled in my legs. I was very warm, and I recognized the signs of fever within me. Arturo sat next to me with his head on my arm. He had been sleeping and his head rose groggily as he looked at me. My panicked expression must have registered immediately with him, and he stood, staring down at me.


  “What? What is it?” With dull senses, I raised my hand to remove the mask. The effort took great perseverance. I removed the covering.


  “I…I had a dream,” I croaked. My IV pinned hand fumbled to find his on the edge of the bed. It wouldn’t be there. His right arm was closest to me. He twisted his body so he could sit gingerly on the side of the mattress. I attempted to move to give him more space.


  We remained in silence for a few minutes. I didn’t know where to begin but I sensed there were things to be said.


  “Arturo…” I began as he said, “Guinie.” I smiled weakly with great effort, but Arturo’s face remained stoic.


  “You go first,” he said quietly. He had reached for my hand with his left, and was holding it in his lap. I realized he wasn’t really holding it as much as my hand simply rested in his.


  “I’m so sorry,” I spoke hoarsely.


  “Me, too,” he said on a whisper.


  “You have nothing to be sorry for,” I crooned. I stared at Arturo, but he kept his face forward toward his room. His fingers were moving over mine, but I couldn’t feel his touch. I sensed it happening, but didn’t notice the connection on my skin.


  “I do,” he said to our hands that were limply linked. “I didn’t have sex with her, but I did sleep with her.”


  My eyes stung. Were we really doing this now?


  “It was Boxing Day. I knew you were at the party. I saw you enter. You looked so beautiful.” His voice grew far off, as if he was seeing me on that night. Lansing and I were over. We never really began, but I’d been hanging on. Hanging onto what, I wasn’t certain. Ana had been the one to call me. She encouraged me to move forward. She told me Arturo wouldn’t be coming back.


  If he isn’t home now, he’s not coming back to you. Her voice didn’t hiss. It had been soothing, sedating as she spoke on the phone to me. I had tried to contact Morte and Ana answered.


  You’re young, Guinevere. Move on, she encouraged. She even hinted that she thought someone else in the band might be interested. I already had my hints. He’d kissed me in his apartment that night I stopped by to see him. It was an awkward transition later, when I left and Layne was entering. I learned he went from Layne to Lila. I didn’t care if I was one of many. I didn’t care about anything.


  “I saw Lila leave the party. She spoke to me, although I wasn’t certain she knew who I was.” His voice broke into my remembrance of Ana’s phone conversation. My thoughts shifted. So this was what Lila meant when she said she saw him on Boxing night.


  “I didn’t see Lansing leave. I hadn’t seen you leave. The night grew late,” his voice took on a more sinister tone. His left hand squeezed mine and for the first time I felt the connection, but like our first kiss on the night of his return, something was off.


  “I waited and waited. Finally, Perkins came out. I was wasted. It was a miracle I still functioned. We talked, but I don’t remember all I said.” His tone changed, growing far away again. He squinted as if he was trying to remember, or as if he did, but didn’t wish to share.


  “I knew that night. I knew that it was over,” he said softly. “I called Ana. She picked me up and took me back to the hotel. By then I had moved out of rehab and into The Peninsula.”


  He paused and looked down at our hands. His fingers began to stroke my ring finger, empty of my engagement ring. His eyebrows pinched, but he didn’t ask. I actually carried it with me, but didn’t wear it. It was in my cello case.


  “She took me home that night, and I let her kiss me. She helped me undress and before I knew it she was touching me. I let it happen. I did nothing to stop it. I don’t think I was even returning the kisses; I was so out of it. When she hit my tight skin, I couldn’t stop her.”


  I was trying to pull my hand away. I didn’t need to hear the details. Without further explanation, I could envision her holding him, stroking him. I told him I slept with Lansing. I didn’t feel the need to tell him positions, or anything said during that encounter. Those things would go to the grave with me. I had confessed my sin, enough.


  He wasn’t releasing my hand, forcing it to remain in his. I didn’t want to think of him touching her or her touching him in such an intimate manner.


  “She begged me to pretend she was you. She told me I could use her to forget you.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “That’s when I pushed her away. I felt sick. Think I got sick actually. I woke in the morning wrapped around her and I thought the worst had happened, as I didn’t remember anything after her touching me. We’d been laying on the bed…”


  At mention of this, I did yank my hand out of his. He stared at its retreat and finally met my eyes. Tears were spilling down my face, but I made no attempt to wipe them away. He stared at me, his eyes full of regret.


  “Ana let me believe we’d been together. For days, I was a wreck. I had been tortured enough. Eventually, I broke down. She gave in and told me we hadn’t done anything. I confronted her as to why she would lie.” He paused again and we both knew the answer. Ana loved Arturo. She always had. Whether it was because he got away, or he took her youth with the birth of a child, her motives ran deep. She was jealous of him and admired him at the same time. In my head, it was wrong on so many levels.


  “We came to an agreement on that night. We talked about how much I loved you and missed you. I think she could see that it was never going to happen with her. We were never going to be together again, like we had that one night. We were never going to have a life together.


  From that night on, she was different. She still didn’t take my shit, but she softened. She didn’t press so much, and it was refreshing. She was gentler, and when she came to me another night, I let her crawl into bed with me. It was a comfort to hold her as she held me.”


  I shivered, despite the heat on my skin. I was clammy and ached with the pain of a developing fever. I was also sick from his tale: Ana pretending to be me. Ana trying to trick him into bed. Ana seducing him. I hated her, and I hated him. What Lansing and I had was intense. Wrong, hurtful, desperate and intense, but it was over when it was over. There was no additional comfort. We fought any attraction with guilt. Then Lansing had Lila. She was a distraction until he realized what he thought he wanted from me, he had found in her. It left me alone again.


  “How long did it go on?” I asked, my voice a shaky combination of croaking. I didn’t really want to know, and yet I had to know the truth.


  “Too long,” Arturo said. “I let it go too long because when I decided to return, Ana and I argued. I could see then that I’d led her to believe in something that wasn’t true. We agreed to be friends, and I hoped it would be possible, especially for Morte. He caught us together. That was the end of it. It was so hard to explain to Morte that we would never be together as parents. It wasn’t possible. So many things were no longer possible.” His tone dropped like his head.


  “You asked me what it said about us, if you were with Lansing and I was with Ana,” he said. “I’d say it means we should never be apart again.”


  I stared at him. We would have to be apart. He was a rock star.


  “You’re going to go on world tours. We couldn’t be together all the time.”


  He was thoughtful for a moment. His mouth opened to possibly argue in response, but I cut him off.


  “It’s really over, isn’t it?” my voice cracked. I didn’t have to clarify. I meant us. There was no going back. He would never get images of Lansing and me out of his head, anymore than I’d be able to let go of visions of him with Ana. No matter how innocent he claimed it was with Ana, it was over for us. We were done. I could not get past the point that while he held Ana for comfort, I had still been alone. No one was holding me.


  “Is it?” His voice was sad, but I was the one crying.


  “It is,” I said. He nodded once, took my hand to kiss my callused palm, and left me alone. Again.
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  During the night, I had another visitor. Mure Linn stood over my bed. His two-toned eyes twinkled down at me, and my heart raced with fear. I didn’t trust him. He’d taken Arturo without explanation. He’d kept him away without justification. There was nothing he could tell me that would excuse his actions.


  “How are you feeling, my dear?” he spoke down to me. My head rolled toward Arturo’s door. It was closed. I could try to scream, but I had no voice. My throat was sore and I assumed any attempt at noise would only come out a hoarse bark.


  “I’ve been better,” I croaked.


  He continued to stare at me, his fingers stroking the trim white beard along his jaw. Mure was an interesting looking man. White hair gave away his older age, but just how old was undetermined. Tattoos covered his arms peeking out from his t-shirt sleeves.


  “I am relieved the child didn’t hurt you. I don’t think that was his intention.”


  I didn’t respond.


  “I suppose you have questions for me,” he said, continuing to stare down at me.


  “Many,” I muttered.


  “I had my reasons.”


  “Tell me them,” I barked roughly.


  “He is destined for great things. His talent. His purpose. He cannot lose his focus. I warned him, he’d lose his way.”


  I remained silent.


  “He did see what was going to happen. It was destined to happen when the truth isn’t told.” At that his eyes narrowed, and the stormy darker eye thundered at me. The truth was I knew Lansing before. I had shared a kiss with him as a teenager, and I’d kept that from Arturo. I’d actually refused to acknowledge Lansing in Arturo’s presence. I didn’t want to admit that all those years ago, I was hurt that he hadn’t called like he promised. Lansing Lotte had disappeared like Arturo had. As Ana had said, I was young back then. I moved on. I would have to move on presently from Arturo.


  “You were going to be the end of all I’d worked for,” he said.


  I didn’t have to be the end. If Arturo hadn’t had the accident, if he hadn’t disappeared, I would not have turned to Lansing. Despite being my constant champion, I would have remained faithful if Arturo hadn’t left me alone. Mure Linn had encouraged the separation between us. He harbored it. If Mure hadn’t kept Arturo away to recover, unleashing Ana on him and allowing that relationship to fester, Arturo and I would have mended. Now, we were broken.


  “It was going to be you. It’s always the woman. A man gives his heart to a woman, and she steals everything from him. Women bewitch, sucking the power out of men.”


  I couldn’t reply. Mure’s other eye, the turquoise one, rolled like the waves of an ocean storm. His gaze was far away. He wasn’t talking about me; he couldn’t be. I never asked anything of Arturo.


  “You were leading him on. When I found out you were pregnant, I had to do something.”


  I stared at him, my eyes opening wider. How could he have known? The expression on my face gave away my question.


  “I have my ways, my dear,” he responded. “The tour would have been the perfect break. A quest, of sorts, to seal his fate as the king of rock. I needed him to go forth, not stay at home simpering because of his heart. Separation makes the heart grow fonder,” he spit, the words dripping of sarcasm. “He’d have the chance to perfect his skill further. The road to musical greatness was his role.”


  I didn’t understand how Arturo couldn’t continue on that journey without leaving me behind. I would have taken the adventure with him.


  “He was going to give it up to be with you,” Mure answered my unasked question again. “He was going to stay behind to run Camelot Records.”


  I didn’t know this. Arturo had wanted to settle into the industry, but after the tour. The plan was for him to fulfill the world tour commitment and return to me, to us. I was prepared to wait. The accident changed everything. My heart sank. I don’t know why I didn’t wait.


  “The uncertainty of love is a powerful thing,” Mure continued like he read my thoughts again. “The waiting, the wanting, is a masterful weapon, and women know how to use it.” Mure’s tone turned hard. Again, I believed he wasn’t speaking of me. Mure’s accusation made no sense in reference to Arturo and my relationship. I had been the one waiting, the one wanting.


  “He was ready to throw it all away for you, my dear, and I could not let that happen. He wouldn’t have recovered with you near. He would have given into you and stayed behind. Despite the danger he had been in during the chase, I needed him to survive and fulfill his purpose.”


  Mure stroked the side of my face with a blunt nail. I trembled under his touch; eyes open wide with the uncertainty that accompanies fear. I was frightened of Mure. His wicked eyes focused on me, but I didn’t know which one to concentrate on. As if he hypnotized me, my eyes grew heavy and the lids drifted shut. The strangest images filled my head of Arturo with Ana.


  I fought for rational thought. Mure was an unusual man. I questioned whether his intentions for Arturo’s future were for good or evil. It occurred to me that Mure believed Arturo’s destiny was to be something even greater than Arturo could foresee. Love got in the way.


  


  


  I went home the next day. I didn’t take no for an answer. This time I would escape. Tristan and Ireland were my saviors. Tristan wanted to head back to the city. His guitar was one of the many lost in the fire and he wanted to start the claims necessary to financially replace the equipment. Some of the items had more sentimental value, and that was never going to be replicated.


  We drove in silence for a portion of the way. Ireland looked back at me several times to check on me. I was weak from exhaustion. I’d cried myself to sleep the night before, after dozing restlessly through most of the night. My daydream of burning haunted me, as did the fever. I shivered with thoughts of Mure Linn and his ramblings. Ireland commented once that I looked a bit white, despite some days of sun. I ignored her comments and we drove on.


  Eventually, the two of them made idle chatter. It was awkward to listen to them discuss their wedding plans. Tristan wanted to marry immediately. Ireland wanted to wait until after the baby. Either way, they had it all: a wedding and a child. I was reminded again of what I’d lost. I pretended to sleep as I fell over on the back seat and closed my eyes, willing the images of Arturo and Ana in my brain to melt away.


  Upon arriving at my father’s home, Talia took one look at me and ushered me to my room. She had been my lifelong nurse and maid. Leading me to my bed, I buried myself under the covers, wrapping myself up like a cocoon. I hoped the protective covering would allow me a metamorphosis into something other than the ugly person I felt inside. A doctor was called, but there was nothing wrong, other than a fever from the inhalation of too much smoke. I wheezed a bit, like I had bronchitis, but I didn’t. My symptoms were the result of being burned at the stake. I had withstood my trial; now I had to move on to live. After a few days of rest, I began to feel normal in body, but not in heart. I did not know where to go next.


  It was Lila who came to see me first. We weren’t friends. I had tried to explain myself to her one time on the street, but I didn’t do a good job. Lila had been in my position. If she had visions of Lansing and I in her head, I could see where she would never forgive me either.


  “How are you feeling?” she asked gingerly, as if her words might break me.


  “I’m better, thank you,” I replied. I was still in my bed and Lila sat in a chair that Talia had placed next to it. She had been my guardian, a vigilant protectress over her depressed patient.


  Looking around my room, I noticed what Lila would see. It still looked like a girl’s room, grown up, but not as luxurious as the room at Arturo’s. I didn’t want to think of a room that I would never be entering again. My cello case sat closed and propped against the stand. Buried inside it was my engagement ring. Another item not to think about, as it would never be worn again.


  “How are you?” I asked awkwardly. I was uncertain what Lila intended with this visit.


  “I’m fine. I…I’d like to talk to you.” She looked down at the ruby ring on her fourth finger. It was obvious it was her engagement ring, although a bit unconventional. She rotated the jewel back and forth.


  “I need you to let him go,” she said softly.


  “Arturo and I broke up,” I replied taking a deep sigh. Her dark eyes shot up to mine.


  “I…I didn’t know. I wasn’t referring to…” Her voice faded.


  “Oh…” I said at first. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about there.” My voice was low and I spoke with honest gentleness. I didn’t want Lila to worry. While Lansing had been my savior once again, I had no interest in ruining someone else’s relationship. I’d already ruined my own.


  Her innocent eyes scanned my face and I smiled weakly.


  “He wanted to come here today to check on you. I said I’d visit instead. He still seems drawn to you. Like he can’t help himself. I see him struggle. It’s his damsel in distress syndrome,” she laughed without humor. “He can’t seem to help himself.”


  “I know, about the damsel in distress, I mean, and I’m sorry. I didn’t ask him to save me from the fire.” I keep my tone low. I could have been accusatory; I could have been defensive. I certainly hadn’t asked him to rescue me from the burning barn. As much as I was sad, I was grateful for being alive, though.


  “I never thanked him, for saving me in the barn,” I clarified. She smiled weakly in return accepting my gratitude on his behalf.


  “The thing is,” she started again, “women love him quite…intensely.” I knew what she meant. Elaine Corbin had taken advantage of him to get what she wanted. Layne Ascolat took her life because she hadn’t gotten what she wanted. It was a sad state of affairs, but I had seen Lansing look at Lila. He loved her, heart and soul. We’d made a mistake, an error in judgement at a weak moment. I didn’t think we’d have to pay for that sin for all of eternity.


  “Arturo forgave him,” she mumbled.


  “Arturo spoke to Lansing?” My enthusiasm and surprise were wrapped together, and my voice came out too high.


  “Yes. At some point they talked and he isn’t holding it against Lansing.”


  I felt some relief at that, although I also felt anger, that the misbehavior would be held against me. I did not act alone. However, Arturo needed the band. He needed his friends. He needed his family.


  “I also wanted to say, I’m sorry for your loss.” Her voice was hushed. It took me a moment to reconcile what she implied. It had been over ten months.


  “I see the way you look at Fleur, and all the baby talk with Ireland and Hollister. It must be painful.” She paused, looking up at me hesitantly.


  “My sister took what was mine. In a sense, Fleur could have been my child, if my sister hadn’t slept with my boyfriend.” The weight of Lila’s words lay over me like the blanket on my legs. I hadn’t known. We all talked like Fleur was Lila’s daughter. I didn’t realize. Suddenly things made sense. Lila had experience with cheating hearts. She worried it would happen again to her.


  “Lila,” I said reaching out to take her hand. “I have no interest in Lansing. I see the way he looks at you. The way he loves you and Fleur. He isn’t going anywhere. I love…” I swallowed hard. “I loved Arturo, and nothing changed that. I made a mistake. Lansing and I both know that. It shouldn’t have happened.” It shouldn’t have, but we could not erase the past. It did. The point was to move on. Go forward.


  “I’d like to ask you something.” Her lips twisted and she pushed her honey blonde hair behind her ears. I held my breath, seeing that Lila was struggling. “I wondered if you’d like to babysit.”


  I laughed. This was not what I was expecting.


  “I need to buy a dress for Tristan’s wedding and Lansing wants to go with me. I thought, if you didn’t mind, that you’d like to babysit and get to know Fleur.”


  I smiled deeply. I would like that. She seemed like a lovely child, and I could see that Lila was offering me an olive branch of friendship. It was going to be hard to forget everything that happened, but Lila was willing to forgive.
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  “You’re bringing Guinie to the wedding, right?” Tristan asked me as we stood in line for coffee down the street from Camelot Records. We had a meeting with Kaye to discuss the world tour. I was actually beginning to think it was a good idea. Throwing myself back into the music might be the direction I needed.


  “Or are you bringing Ana?” Tristan spit, a definite bit of disgust in his question.


  “No, I’m not bringing Ana,” I snapped back at him. I was still angry that he had taken Guinevere from the house. I had hoped Guinie and I could talk the next day. We just needed some separation. A lot had been shared in a little time, and we needed to let things simmer. When I went to Guinie’s room to find an oxygen tank, an IV machine, and an empty bed, I knew she was gone for good. I didn’t know that her protectors had been Tristan and Ireland.


  We were silent for a moment while the barista made our coffees. We remained silent as we walked down the avenue to Pendragon Empires. Inside the classical architecture building, Camelot Records was housed. My insides fluttered with nervous excitement. We had already crushed the last touches of the album in the weeks immediately following my return. That was tying up the past; this was on to discussing the future. There was still the issue that I couldn’t play and we might need to find someone to replace that position in the band. I was beginning to look forward with a twinge of enthusiasm.


  “I can’t take Guinie to the wedding,” I finally spoke. “We broke up.”


  “I know,” he said quietly. Of course he knew; he was the one to help her escape my house, which still pissed me off.


  “You know, I’m not trying to defend her. Defend them…” he began and stopped when I leveled him with a squinted glare. I watched him run his hand through his sandy colored hair. I wondered who else knew of Guinie’s infidelity with Lansing. Obviously, Lansing, Lila, and Guinevere, of course. Did the whole band know and no one thought to tell me? Like a cuckolded man, I was the last to find out.


  “I’m not justifying what happened,” he started again. “But between your disappearance and cold shoulder…” I narrowed him with a menacing stare again, but he raised his hand to continue.


  “She was really distraught over the baby.”


  I stopped in the middle of the lobby of Pendragon Empire. What the…?


  “Distraught over your baby? Why?” I couldn’t understand why Guinevere would be upset that Tristan was having a baby with Ireland.


  “Not my baby. Your baby.”


  The weight of his words filled the cavernous space of the open lobby, and so did the mental sound of little feet never heard.


  “My. Baby.” My words felt foreign and tumbled out of my mouth slowly. I swallowed hard and stared at him. Surely, he was misinformed. Surely, he was not telling me the truth. The expression on my face displayed my disbelief.


  “Oh man,” he said in a hushed tone, “Don't say anything.”


  I stared at him incredulous.


  “How does everyone know, but not me?”


  “I just assumed…she said you shared your truths.” He paused to run a hand through his hair again. “I was the one to find her,” Tristan added then shivered. “It’s a scene I try to scrub from my mind, especially in Ireland’s condition.” Ireland was a little over three months pregnant.


  “I thought she told you,” he said quietly. “She swore us to silence, promising she would tell you.”


  It was another lie, or rather an untold truth. I had no idea she was pregnant. My mind raced to last August. Images flashed behind my eyes of Guinie in white lingerie, hours before the concert. Sounds of her pleading voice haunted my ears later that night.


  Arturo, please. I really have to tell you something. It can’t wait. Let’s go home.


  I hadn’t listened. I hadn’t made it home.


  


  


  When I arrived at Lansing’s penthouse, I hesitated, hearing voices on the other side of the door. I knocked lightly knowing I was interrupting something. The door opened on a heavy thrust inward, and Lila stood staring at me.


  “Arturo?” she questioned, looking to her side. I noticed Lansing standing there with his hands pushing back his long black bangs.


  “Hey man, come in,” he said. Lila stepped back allowing me space to enter. By opening the door wider, I was able to see Guinie standing in their living room. They lived in one of two penthouses at the top of the historical Dolores Guard building. Guinie turned in time to face me, and then her arms wrapped around her stomach. The expression on her face showed she was just as surprised to see me, as I was to see her.


  “What’s going on here?” I grumbled to Lansing out the side of my mouth.


  “A huge misunderstanding,” Lansing muttered under his breath.


  “I asked Guinie to babysit for us,” Lila responded in a normal tone for us all to hear. “Lansing apparently asked you.” She smiled weakly at the confusion.


  I stared at Guinie across the open space. She looked beautiful, but thin. I took in Lansing and Lila’s place. They didn’t have much furniture for such a big space. Only a couch sat in the center of the room with a flat screen television. It looked rather empty, like a bachelor pad might, but I knew Lila and Fleur lived here.


  “I can always go,” Guinie said, heading toward me or rather the front door.


  “No, I can go,” I said awkwardly, pointing over my left shoulder.


  “Why don’t you both stay?” Lansing suggested, his voice firm as he reached for Lila. He kissed the side of her head briefly and then wrapped an arm around her.


  “I’m taking my girl out shopping,” he laughed. “Dinner is ordered. Just hang out.”


  He stared at me intently as if warning me that if one of us left, the other better stay with Fleur. We watched them leave like disappointed children and then glanced at each other. Guinie looked away first. I noticed again that she looked thin, unhealthy. I worried that she suffered from leaving my home early without recovering fully from the smoke inhalation. She broke into fever, which the doctor warned us against. Her skin was on fire while I told her about Ana, but her heart had turned cold to me.


  “Want to build a fort with me?” Fleur asked us both. Guinie giggled and I shrugged my shoulders. “Sure, Ladybug,” I replied.


  


  


  An hour and an empty pizza box later, the three of us sat under the sheets that Fleur had instructed Guinie and I to pitch, in order to hold the material up. We’d made a makeshift tent, of sorts, in the living room. Inside the delicate tunnel, Fleur hung white Christmas lights. It was obvious she had done this before, and she was good at directing. Guinie and I worked hard as her minions, holding poles, and draping material, stringing lights, and plugging them in. It was a magical oasis, fit for a princess, who was served the royal dinner of pizza. We huddled inside, but there was enough space for three. Fleur had also brought in some large floor pillows and we lounged like kings.


  She showed us some artwork and then Guinie colored with her. I simply watched, as the control of my left hand would not allow me to stay within the lines. Guinie and I hardly spoke to one another, unless it was in response to something Fleur asked of us. Murmured grunts and huffed sounds were the extent of our interaction, until Fleur fell asleep under the makeshift tent. The magnificent ladybug had previously shown us her dance moves, twirling and swirling around the open space. I understood why Lansing had such little use of furniture. Fleur finalized her performance with an exaggerated bow, and then collapsed next to Guinevere. Startled, Guinie began to stroke Fleur’s hair. She fell silent as I sang a song and drifted off to sleep pressed against Guinie.


  “You’re really good with her,” I said quietly, watching Guinie weave her fingers through Fleur’s brown hair. Fleur looked so peaceful; Guinie looked so content.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, keeping my voice low, so as not to wake Fleur. Facing Guinie, I was perched up on my elbow, stretched out on my side over a pillow.


  “Tell you what?” she responded, smiling down at Fleur, her mind absent of my question. My silence made her look up, and I stared at her, willing her to tell me.


  “Why didn’t you tell me you lost a baby? Our baby?” I asked, softly.


  “I lost our baby, Arturo,” she said, swallowing hard, her voice cold, as she gazed back at Fleur. She continued to stroke her fine hair.


  “But why didn't you tell me?” I choked a little on the words.


  “In light of everything, I didn't think it mattered,” her voice was so low, I hardly heard her.


  “Not mattered. Guinevere, my God, our child...” my voice faded away.


  “What was I supposed to say? I was pregnant but the baby died inside me,” her voice took an edge of bitterness to it.


  “Yes,” I said, raising my voice. “Yes, that's exactly what you were supposed to say.”


  Fleur stirred next to Guinie and rolled to curl into her. Guinie wrapped an arm over the child, as if to protect her. Then her arms slipped down to wrap around her middle. I understood why. I'd seen her make the move before, but it finally made sense. She was holding it in. She was trying to keep it, the baby and us, inside.


  “Guinie,” I tried again, tenderly, but a tear fell from her eye.


  “Damn it,” she whispered, wiping her cheeks furiously. “Don't feel sorry for me.”


  I stared at her, but she refused to look up at me, continuing to brush at her face.


  “Fine, I feel sorry for me. I wasn't here and you needed me.”


  She looked up then.


  “Are you listening to yourself?” She faced me. “Was it any different for you? You weren't here, but you needed me.”


  I sighed, the weight of the breath so deep. I had done this to us. If I thought I'd lost my hand alone, I would be fine, but I lost my heart. My Once. I lost my child. My Future.


  “You still have Morte, anyway,” she huffed, returning to stroke Fleur’s hair.


  “Guinevere,” I warned. Was she kidding me? I could hardly call what I had with Morte a father-son relationship. The next day when Guinie was gone with Tristan and Ireland, Ana and Morte returned. Ana seemed more hesitant around me. I could only hope it finally sunk in. I loved Guinevere, and nothing Ana did could change that. I was also still very upset with Morte and demanded he get some professional help. Ana and I were terrible parents, and Morte needed to start working through the damage we had done. We were going to need some help to be a united family, without being a family unit.


  “It's not too late. He's still a child. There's time to fix him. Fix your relationship,” Guinie said, soothingly. She didn’t fault Morte. I knew it then; I knew it now.


  “He's not broken,” I snapped. Morte wasn’t a toy. What he’d done was in retaliation of us, his parents. I believed he had sound mind to know what he was doing, I could only hope he would be all right in time. I had a long way to go to earn Morte’s forgiveness.


  “No, but you are. In the way you treat him and respond to him, and after all that happened, the way you'll feel about him.”


  She was right. I was still resentful. Morte almost killed us, himself included. I didn’t believe Morte understood the magnitude of what he’d done. However, when I thought of the pain and disgust in his eyes, as he stood next to Guinie’s bed, it further proved his feelings for me. He hated me, deservedly, and I needed to fix that. I needed to fix how I felt about him.


  “Morte isn’t the issue, though, Guinevere.”


  “But he is your child,” she retorted.


  “Yes, but we’re talking about our child,” I emphasized.


  “We don’t have one,” she snapped back, her hand rubbing absentmindedly over her belly, as she continued to work her fingers through Fleur’s hair.


  “I know, and I’m sorry, because damn it, I wanted one with you.”


  My words froze her motion. Her eyes met mine. Liquid filled them again, and she blinked.


  “I wanted that, too,” she said softly.
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  Of all the times I would never run into Arturo King and his Nights as a teenager, I seemed to be constantly forced to meet him as an adult. I had been convinced to attend the wedding of Tristan Lyons and Isolde Ireland in the Cayman Islands. The timing didn’t seem ideal to me. Isolde wanted to wait as she was three months pregnant, but Tristan said he wanted her as his wife as soon as possible. The Cayman Islands was special to them. Factor in that Hollister was eight months pregnant and had to get special clearance from a doctor to fly internationally, I didn’t think the rushed wedding was a good idea. Topping off that list was the fact that I was asked to be one of three bridesmaids, meaning I’d have to face Arturo again.


  After our babysitting adventure, I went home with more heartache for a lost child, but great relief that I had no more secrets from Arturo. He knew my sins. He knew my punishment. I was absolved in my mind. The wedding would be the second time I’d see him after leaving his estate in upstate New York. The tension that surrounded me was a bubble of pressure, before I even neared the private jet Kaye Sirs had hired to fly us to the Island. The wedding party consisted of the four members of the band, plus Kaye. It would have been easy to pair us each off, but with the addition of Kaye, it made Arturo, him, and me a trio. I was actually relieved.


  Until I sat on the plane and Arturo demanded I sit by him. As everyone was a couple, it meant either Arturo sat alone while I sat with Kaye, or he and Kaye were together. He demanded option C; sit with me. I fell into the seat, busying myself with my iPad for reading and my headphones for music. I wanted to drown the whole miserable experience out in my head.


  I could tell that Hollister was nervous and Perkins’ attention seemed to put her on edge.


  “I’m fine,” she snapped, leaning her head back as Perkins belted her in.


  “Relax,” he said to her, rather loudly and the plane quieted. Looking up, Perkins said to no one in particular, “She’s never flown before, and a panic attack could bring on the baby.”


  The guys started getting a little silly about who would deliver the baby if it had to be birthed airborne. It broke the tension that surrounded us all. The only ones oblivious were Tristan and Ireland. Then we took off. Hollister must have been panicking because before I knew it, Perkins was making out with her, full on, mouth open kissing. Well, that was one way to distract her, I thought. It was a train wreck I had to watch for a moment, unable to pull my eyes away, until I felt the longing inside me. I wanted to be kissed like that. I stole a glance at Arturo, but his eyes were focused out the window.


  The next issue was Ireland’s outburst.


  “I forgot my vows. Oh my gosh, how could I forget them?” Her hands fluttered and she bent forward to search her bag, pulling out tons of items, none of which was a paper with vows.


  “Relax,” Tristan said. My first thought was if he started kissing Ireland like Perkins was doing to Hollister, I was going to need the airbag. He didn’t thankfully. He grabbed her hands, holding them still, said something low into her ear, and then pulled her onto his lap. She cradled in his arms as he kissed the side of her face. I had to look down at my iPad. I couldn’t take anymore.


  At some point, I started to nod off. I wasn’t sleeping well. It had been roughly two weeks since the fire, and I was still having trouble catching my breath. I was uncomfortable when I slept at night, often restlessly tossing and turning. Some days I felt like I hadn’t rested in weeks.


  My head was falling forward and I had one of those knee-jerk reactions as my iPad began to slip from my lap. I hadn’t been paying attention to a single word on the screen, nor were my ears registering the music that played in them. My thoughts wandered aimlessly as my eyelids drifted to close, then snapped open, and again I reached for the shifting tablet.


  “Here,” a soft voice spoke, and a gentle hand pulled the iPad off my lap. “Close your eyes,” Arturo said. I nodded slowly, letting my eyes shut and shifting to find a more comfortable position. In time, my head fell sideways and I rested against Arturo. I made to move, but he stopped me with his hand on my thigh.


  “Stay,” he whispered. I let my head fall against his shoulder. He kissed my forehead and I fell asleep instantly.


  The next awkward moment occurred at the house. Five band members. Five bedrooms. One extra girl. The discussion began before we exited the plane. Arturo refused to sleep with Kaye, saying there was no way he was sharing a bed with his brother. When we arrived at the house, the tile floor was nothing to be desired for comfort, so sleeping on the floor didn’t seem a good option. That left one three-sided pit couch that was the center piece to the living room. I offered to take the couch.


  “Absolutely not,” Lansing said, but Lila touched his arm to stop his defense for me.


  It was Ireland who stepped up.


  “Tristan and I are taking the honeymoon suite.” Her face blushed deeply as she mentioned the room. She pointed out where Lansing and Lila, and Perkins and Hollister could stay. “Gentlemen,” she turned on Kaye and Arturo, “you will be chivalrous and offer Guinie a bed. The two of you will take that room next to her, and duke it out yourselves for the bed that remains.”


  Kaye made a delicate wave at Arturo, who only sneered as he led the way to their shared bedroom. I was relieved that my room was separated from all the lovers by the brothers. After witnessing Perkins and Hollister kiss, I didn’t want to hear the nocturnal activities, I was certain each couple would be performing. I was also glad that my room was at the end of the hall and on the beach. It was a dark room, made up in brown tones, masculine actually, but I loved the view. The ocean roared against the white sands and I stared in wonder at its beauty.


  The wedding ceremony was to be in two nights. Tristan had it planned for sunset in a remote place that would include only the nine of us as witnesses. In a sense, tonight’s activities involved a bachelor party. The boys were going out for drinks; the ladies were staying in. Tristan had hired someone to come in for manis and pedis. The night was so relaxing, that by nine two pregnant women were ready for bed. Lila and I sat on the back patio listening to the waves lap the shore. The water and sky matched in an inky black that reminded me sadly of Ana’s hair.


  “It must be very awkward,” Lila said, sipping her wine.


  “You have no idea,” I replied, shaking my head without looking at her.


  “Actually, I do,” she said. “When my sister was with Josh Tucker, I had to face him when Fleur was born. It was awful to know that I’d loved him, and he’d been with my sister. And now I have this constant reminder, as Fleur is the cross between the two of them in many ways. He was very hard to let go of at first.”


  We were silent for a moment.


  “But you did let go?” I questioned, knowing the answer. She was with Lansing Lotte. They would be the next to wed. She was happy.


  “I did, but it took a long time, because of the hurt.” Her eyes narrowed sympathetically as I watched her. “I had a hard time forgiving them, and I was too late with my sister.”


  My thoughts wandered to Arturo. He might have a hard time forgiving me, but I was having an equally difficult time forgiving him. Forgiveness takes a lot of strength. I wasn’t certain I had it. On the other hand, I didn’t want it to be too late for Arturo and me.


  “I’m going to speak out of line here, and say I think he’s forgiven you,” she continued.


  I stared at her. She couldn’t be serious.


  “I see the way he still looks at you. He longs for you. I’ve heard him say it’s over, but the sadness in his voice when he says it, leads me to believe he doesn’t want it to be. You’ve hurt each other, but it’s time to come home to one another.”


  I continued to stare at her.


  “It’s hard to fight ghosts, but not if you let them go. I think Arturo has let the ghosts go.”


  It occurred to me that no one knew what Arturo had done with Ana. Her tempestuous attempts to regain his affection were a secret in and of themselves. If that hidden truth was kept secure with only Arturo, then the others only saw my indiscretion, not his. If possible, Arturo did forgive me, as he could admit he was almost as guilty as me. The others could see that Arturo was letting the past alone, without knowing that there was more to the story. I decided it wasn’t my place to share intimate details of Arturo’s time with Ana with the band, but I didn’t feel it was fair.


  Was Ana a ghost haunting me? In many ways, she was. She had been his lover. She had mothered his child. She had been his caretaker, his seducer, and his friend. She was all the things I had wanted to be and wasn’t. I was jealous of Ana LeFaye. She had gotten everything she wanted, except for the man himself. In the end, it seemed she’d done more for him than me.


  I downed the rest of my wine and excused myself. I hoped the warm feeling of alcohol and the steady rhythm of the night waves would lull me to sleep.


  


  


  However, I woke with a thud against my bedroom door and then the slow squeak of it opening. I rolled to face Arturo sneaking into my room. Sitting up, I whispered harshly, to ask what he thought he was doing.


  “Let me sleep here,” he whined. “Kaye snores when he’s this drunk, and I don’t need him mistaking me for some Island lover.” Arturo hiccupped and my blood roiled with the idea that he was drunk, too. He leaned his back against the closed door.


  “You can’t sleep with me. Sleep on the couch,” I commanded.


  “Guinie, please. It’s lonely out there,” his voice was a raised whisper, as if he was trying to be quiet but couldn’t. “Besides, I’ll hear them all having sex.” He emphasized the last word, and it slid through his mouth like a lisp. I had to laugh.


  “I think that’s why Kaye’s drunk. To drown it out,” he said. His dark eyes focused on me as his body pressed against the door, and I saw the playful reflection from the moonlight in the room. I had left the curtains purposely open, enjoying the bright natural light of the night. His bag dropped with a thud as he started to make his way to the bed and stumbled.


  “Are you drunk, too?” I questioned.


  “Not drunk enough,” he muttered, as he hastily removed his t-shirt, struggling a little with it before it came clear of his head. He looked at me as he unbuckled his belt and I froze. I couldn’t tear my eyes from his hard abs as the moonlight streaked across them. I was jealous of that light touching him. The soft dark hairs peeked out of low-slung jeans that slid down as his belt came open. He slowly unzipped his pants, as if he was putting on a show. When his hand pushed one side down, and I got a glimpse of tight black boxer briefs I had to look away.


  “Sleep on the couch,” I said in a choked voice.


  “Guinie, please. It’s not like we haven’t slept with each other before.”


  The words tumbled out of me before I could stop them.


  “It’s not like I’m Ana.”


  His head bobbed back and he stared at me without blinking.


  “Ouch,” he muttered, and I waited for a rebuff. Nothing came.


  “Fine,” I said, as I moved over and drew down the sheets. After scooting to the opposite side of the bed, I flung myself down on my side, facing away from him. The mattress depressed slowly and I felt Arturo wedge a pillow between us. My heart sank at his blatant barrier between us. I’d overstepped my bounds.


  “I’m sorry, Arturo,” I whispered. He didn’t respond to me.


  I lay there wide-awake for a while. I couldn’t sleep with him in the bed. Sensing he was asleep from alcohol, I rolled to face him. He slept with his face away from me as he sprawled on his stomach. His stumped arm was over the pillow used as a shield against me. I hadn’t really been up close to the change in his physique. I stared at the knobbed wrist wondering how it felt. The physical loss was unimaginable to me. The sense of looking down and seeing a part of your body missing seemed surreal.


  I hesitated as I slowly reached out toward his arm. I could see the puckered skin faintly in the dull light of the room. The skin pulled tight with a jagged scar. It looked like a clean break, if that were a way to describe it, as it rounded over the joint of the wrist, taut and firm. My fingers trembled as I stretched toward that delicate looking skin then gently touched it. At first, I placed the tips of my fingers on the end of the stump. I held for barely a second then pulled back quickly. When Arturo didn’t stir, I returned my fingers with more pressure and stroked over the smooth, hairless skin. I brushed lightly around the absent wrist.


  Arturo’s head shifted and he twisted to face me. Dark eyes sparkling in the moonlight hit mine. I pulled back again.


  “You don’t have to stop,” he said quietly.


  My fingers returned to rubbing over his skin, feeling the blunt end of bone. My fingertips circled around the top of his wrist then gently smoothed down his arm. My own skin was warm to the touch of him. Fibers tingled at the contact, and neurons of energy slowly crept up my arm. It was that strange connection-seeking sensation I’d had on his boat: an attraction of particles that could not be denied.


  Arturo slipped the pillow out from between us and propped it under his head.


  “Don’t stop, actually,” he said in a low tone. “It feels good.”


  “I didn’t mean to wake you,” I whispered, continuing my examination with tender strokes over him.


  “I wasn’t sleeping,” he said, his voice raspy as I continued to touch him.


  “Me, either,” I stated the obvious.


  His arm, slightly bent at the elbow, began to straighten and the stumped wrist came toward me. He made contact with my neck just under my jaw and I shivered with the touch.


  “Does it scare you?”


  “No.” I swallowed hard as the smooth skin travelled under my chin and down my neck.


  “Does it disgust you?”


  I could only shake my head as his arm made a torturously slow trail to my exposed shoulder. I only had on a cami top and shorts in the heat of the tropics. I shivered as he slipped to my collarbone and traced back to the center of my neck.


  “Does it excite you?”


  The honest answer was yes, but my body proved my unspoken response. Nipples stood so erect they forced the thin material over them to stand up. His arm slipped downward and my chest rose with the thrilling awareness he was headed for my breasts. He went between them forcing the cotton material of my top to fall open. There he stalled. I had been watching the descent of his fascinating touch, but I looked up at him in his hesitation.


  “May I?”


  I couldn’t say no. I was suddenly so turned on by the slow seduction of my body. He pushed forward to circle my left breast first. I whimpered in excitement, my eyes drifted closed as I breathed deeply.


  “Guinie,” he spoke tenderly, “open your eyes.”


  I did and looked at him. Black coal met mine as the excitement in his spoke to me. Concentrating on those dark orbs, the edge of his wrist skated directly over my breast, twirling around on the nipple then descending back between the two globes heavy with a need to be caressed. I sucked in air at the pleasure of him touching me, and a steady pulsing began to grow between my legs.


  My hand slid up between us and rose above my head. There must have been something in the way I said his name that made him rise up on his opposite elbow, and he repeated the tempting caress over my other breast. I moaned softly and my hips rose with a tense anticipation. My hand came to his hair and I spoke his name again. This man knew me. He knew from the tone of my voice what I wanted.


  “Does it seem strange?” I asked, implying his arm rubbing over my skin.


  “I’ve missed this,” he said, his voice low. “I’ve missed touching you.”


  His arm continued down the center of my body. It blazed a trail, but it wasn’t heat that burned me. It was the tenderness, the delicate way he moved over me.


  “I don’t have a hand, but it feels like I can touch you with it. I remember touching you everywhere. That sensation haunted and thrilled my dreams.”


  As he neared the very place I wanted to be touched the most, I panicked.


  “I don’t think…” I began but he shushed me softly. His eyes followed the movement of his arm and he rubbed the stumped wrist across the damp center of me. I flinched with excitement and my hips rose again. I was in desperate need of relief, but…


  “I don’t think I can do this,” I said quietly, honestly.


  His eyes travelled up my body as his arm moved to my hip, rolling me on my side to face him, as I had been lying on my back.


  “Let me kiss you,” he whispered, and I nodded.


  The kiss was gentle just like his worshipping movement over my body. It wasn’t hesitant. His lips knew what they wanted, but he was slow to take it. The first contact was soft, the second firmer. The final step in my capture was my own surrender. Arturo often kissed like he was trying to conquer me, but you can’t vanquish those who are willing. I melted into him instantly. We began a slow dance of rediscovery. Mouths moved with measured steps. Tongues teased before they tangoed methodically with one another. Arturo led and I followed gracefully. As our lips moved in beats, our bodies drew closer together. Eventually, he was braced over me, one leg between mine. That was how it began. If he raised his knee, I’d be sure to come. I didn’t need that. I wanted it, but I wasn’t ready to go from flame to firework. I wanted to enjoy the moment, and so we continued to cover the dance floor with the rhythm of coupled lips.


  He pulled back eventually, sensing I couldn’t go any deeper.


  “I should have kissed you like that the first time,” he said, brushing back a piece of stray hair.


  I couldn’t help myself. I smiled slowly as my body felt relaxed and weightless under him.


  “Time for sleep,” he said. A wave of déjà vu rippled over me, but it was a refreshing reminder of a time long ago. Like the tide outside on the night shore, the wave rolled forward and then slipped back, a kiss against the sand. My memory recalled happily, Arturo and I sleeping together in the past as he moved next to me and I rolled to curl into him. His arm went over my waist, and hand or no hand, he shielded me from a night of restless sleep. I fell peacefully into his embrace.
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  The sheets rustled over me and Arturo exited the bed. The room was flooded with daylight, but I sensed it was early. I heard the pull of curtains and the room darkened. A warm body snuggled up behind me, and I turned to look at him over my shoulder.


  “Good morning,” I spoke, my voice groggy.


  “Not yet,” he whispered. “Go back to sleep.”


  I closed my eyes and wiggled my body to blend in with him again. My back met his warm chest, and I shivered with the cool breeze of the ceiling fan over us. His knees were bent and mine had been curved around his all night. My legs needed to stretch and I straightened them, forcing my ass against Arturo. His arm rested over me again, but at the movement of my lower body along his, his forearm rose and rested on my hip to still me.


  I didn’t have to ask. The evidence of what I had done was pressed into me. The hard length of him sent a ripple of excitement through me. I stretched again. He growled.


  “Guinevere,” his voice warned. He’d wound me up the night before. It was my turn to play. I purred and curled like a tired cat. I wiggled back and forth slowly, relishing the feel of him against my behind. His right arm was attempting to stop me, but he had no hand to grip my waist. I was using his weakness against him and I rolled my hips again.

  “Guinevere,” his tone bit, but it was more a whine. He liked what I was doing. I rolled to face him and my hand covered the length of him over his boxer briefs. He hissed and I kissed his chest.


  “I…” I wasn’t sure I could explain, but I suddenly had a mission. I needed to prove that I could bring him relief, that it was my touch he craved. As much as he remembered touching me, I wanted to prove that my touching him in return was what he had longed for, as well. Ana flashed in my mind, the ghost of her attempting to bring him pleasure, and I was determined it would be me, instead.


  I wrapped my hand over the fabric that covered a length so hard, I sighed with anticipation. I yanked and he inhaled. I tugged and he exhaled. Then I slipped my fingers over the band and gripped the ridged shaft. My fingers thrilled as they made contact. I held the heaviness of him in my hand before dragging my palm up the tight skin. My thumb tickled over his head, and moisture escaped to wet my efforts. My mouth watered as I continued to work him over. Both our breaths grew ragged. I kissed his chest. My lips trailed from one side of him to the other, as I tugged and clutched, my movement increasing to a frenzy. I was unwavering in my commitment to get him off. I wanted to feel him ripple in my palm. I wanted to hear his sigh of desire. I wanted to be the one he longed to have touch him.


  As his finishing pulse released in my hand, I slowed until he stopped me with his forearm over our connection. I had continued in my kissing assault of his chest and abs. My mouth worked downward to where my hand was busy. I didn’t intend to take him between my lips. This was about erasing Ana’s touch, in his mind and mine.


  He used his left hand to raise my chin and stared into my eyes.


  “Guinie Girl,” he said quietly. “You didn’t have to do that.”


  I returned his stare and spoke.


  “Yes, I did.” My words meant more than mentioned. I had intended to prove I had the power over him. In my heart, he still had power over me.


  He kissed me tenderly on the forehead.


  “Your turn,” he said, sliding his left hand awkwardly between us.


  “No turn,” I breathed. That was for him. That was for me. He took my meaning, and after a questioning look, rolled out of bed for the bathroom. I heard him showering and I rolled away to face the closed window. While I felt the supremacy of what I’d done, I also felt the weight of it. Our teasing touches didn’t mean anything. What were we doing? Our actions proved nothing. I closed my eyes, both recalling in my mind what I had just done, and at the same time, telling myself I should not have taunted him like that. I had only tortured myself. I wanted him to touch me in return.


  Exiting the bathroom, he paused behind me and tenderly called my name, but I pretended to sleep. I wasn’t sure I could face him. I heard the door open and click softly closed. I waited a beat and rolled to face his exit. I stared at the ceiling fan that spun round and round. It was a moving metaphor for Arturo and me. The attraction was present, but the emotion was what I longed for. I wanted him to love me again.


  The walk of shame was never more awkward than that morning. The whole gang sat around the three-sided pit couch that was the center of the living space. Lounging as they drank coffee or watched the quiet television, all eyes turned to me as I left my room. Arturo wasn’t present. I couldn’t focus on anyone in particular. Lansing was the first to look away; Lila stared in sympathy. I was starting to believe the only person who understood my conflicted heart was Lila. I wanted Arturo; I just didn’t know how to go back. Not to mention, going back meant he would have to let things go as well.


  I didn’t believe it was the group’s business to know what Arturo and I had shared, but I could see the imagination in their faces ran deep. Tristan, especially, had a gleam to his eyes as he looked me over. His eyes roamed over me, and to anyone else it might have been seductive, but Tristan wasn’t interested in seducing me. He was examining me for emotional damage. I was clean that morning. I took a deep breath and shook my head. He smiled slowly and muttered, “Good girl.”


  His rising cup of coffee covered his smile, and Ireland looked at me next. She scanned me as well then pinched her brows in wonder. They were all accessing and evaluating me for harm. I wasn’t hurt. I actually felt quite exhilarated. I’d slept well for the first time in months, and I felt empowered by what I’d done to Arturo. He entered the room on cue.


  “What?” he demanded, as the silence in the room was heavy.


  “Nothing,” muttered several voices. The sound rolled like the volume being turned up on a stereo.


  “Who wants breakfast?” Perkins offered, standing and removing his arm from around his wife.


  “Me,” two pregnant women announced, and the tension was broken.


  


  


  We lazily took our time making our way outside into the beautiful Caribbean sun. I’d learned bits and pieces of Tristan and Ireland’s story from Tristan’s return, but more details came forth as we started the day. I giggled inside to hear that The Heartbreaker had fallen, and fallen hard for Ireland. The way he looked at her was evidence that he worshipped her. At moments, I found myself recalling that Arturo had looked at me like that once. My own heart broke a little at the thought that he no longer did.


  We’d shared a moment last night, and another this morning, but we were back to our awkward ways in the bright light of day. We kept our distance, spoke minutely, and generally avoided one another. It was Lila that encouraged a swim and as I submerged in the warm ocean water, I let my mind drift as my body floated. It was peaceful and I dove under to refresh my spirit. I swam out a ways then turned to find Arturo was making his way toward me. I might have misunderstood. He could have just been entering the water to cool off as well, but the expression on his face proved otherwise.


  As he finalized the distance between us, he came so close our bodies almost collided. His breath was coming heavily and his chest rose with exertion. His eyes had that dangerous black look to them, and he beamed rays of intensity at me. My own breath hitched and I braced myself for I didn’t know what.


  “I want to fucking kiss you so badly, right now,” he breathed out. The thrill that rose through me was as powerful as the rough current that surrounded us. It travelled under me at an exhilarating pace and my hands reached out for his chest. His hand froze my movement.


  “I can’t,” he breathed into my face. His mouth was mere inches from mine.


  “They’re all watching us. Watching you like a standing guard. You’ve bewitched them all, and they’re worried I’ll break you.” His voice had a hint of bitterness. I stepped back at the use of Mure Linn’s word: bewitched. I hadn’t intended to put anyone under a spell. They were all free to think or do what they wanted. What I didn’t want was their judgement. The relationship, or lack of one, was between Arturo and me.


  The knowledge that he’d slept in my room was common. The question of whether we’d had sex was answered. We hadn’t, and for the most part, the group seemed to agree that was a good thing. In my opinion, I was no longer certain. I was beginning to think if Arturo and I just slept together, we’d get any gnawing attraction out of the way. We needed closure from one another. I decided having sex with him might be the way to lock the door between us.


  “Let’s swim,” I suggested, stepping back from him and avoiding any confrontation with him. He seemed angry, but more from frustration. He ran his wet hand through his hair, exaggerating the waves. I dipped below the water line to cover my breasts, which ached at the beauty that stood before me. I could not deny that Lansing Lotte was one fine specimen of man. I had been attracted to him, as many women had been, but it was Arturo who took my breath away. His body called to my soul. I longed to be made whole by him. Watching his skin glisten with water and shine in the sun did nothing to quench the thirst I had for him.


  He stared down at my lowered body and a slow smile crept over his lips. Then he frowned.


  “I can’t swim,” he said. He raised his arm. “I’d be like a one finned dolphin. My balance is off.” His face fell.


  “Try,” I said.


  “Guinevere,” he sighed, looking away from me. I treaded backward in the water, allowing myself to be pulled deeper. He returned his gaze to me and sighed again. He continued to walk toward me, as the sandy bottom grew more difficult to reach. I was shorter than Arturo and the depth of the water would be a struggle for me sooner than him.


  I had reached my limit and kicked my feet to draw him farther. He knew it was too deep for me.


  “That’s enough,” he warned. I kept going. The distance to shore was far. We were out quite a ways and waves rolled up and over us, gently rocking us. At one point, Arturo saw the white cap coming. He called to me, but it was too late. The water was too deep for me and the wave overtook me. I sank straight down, losing sight of anything in the cloudy, salty water. I lingered below the surface, struggling at first and then giving into the strength of the wave. Within seconds, I was yanked upward and I gasped for air, spitting out only a minimal amount of intake. My back was resting on Arturo’s chest, who seemed to be leaning back in order to keep my head afloat.


  “Fuck,” he cursed. His right arm was wrapped around my waist and he paddled us backward, with me over him. I coughed to clear my throat. The salt had burned and my eyes stung. I wasn’t doing anything to help Arturo move us to safer footing as my hands wiped at my face.


  Once his feet were stable on the sandy ocean bottom, he spun me in his arms to face him; holding me tight against him, my arms wrapped around his neck to steady myself.


  “Fuck, Guinie, are you alright?” His eyes scanned my face as I shook my head. Frightened dark orbs stared at me.


  “You saved me,” I said, my voice hoarse with salt water.


  His mouth crashed onto mine. His lips captured me. This kiss I recognized. Arturo was a masterful kisser, taking and crushing in a way that left me breathless and out of control. My hands gripped his wet hair as his lips seized mine. It was forceful and tender, as if the attacker intended to arouse confusion at the combination. Aroused, I was, as my legs floated weightless in the water and circled around his waist. He shifted so the length of him pressed into my center. I attempted to break the kiss with a sigh, but he strangled it in me, continuing to kiss me hard. I eventually pulled back when I could no longer breathe.


  “Arturo,” I whined, as he shifted me under cover of the water to grind against him. His one hand cupped my ass, pushing me forward to rub against him. I slid in a manner that the tip of him caught at the potential entrance of me, blocked only by the thin material of each of our suits. I whimpered at the anticipation of penetration and the shield that prevented it from happening.


  “I could take you right here,” he hissed before his mouth returned to mine. We kissed for long stroking minutes as the water lapped around us. The kiss was refreshing as it was one that I’d been eagerly awaiting. The water was a literal baptism that washed both our bodies in hopes of removing our sins. I believed again that if we could be joined, it would cancel out the separation.


  Arturo remained focused, kissing to abandon. My senses were gone. I didn’t hear the roll of the waves or the call of the shore. It was only Arturo and I in the vast ocean, filled with uncertainty, hope, and promise. I wanted to believe we could move on, whatever that entailed. Arturo slowed in his attack, the battle won as he took what he desired. My heart continued to race in the aftereffects. His final kiss lingered then his lips pulled away. We stared at one another for a long minute.


  “Did you do that on purpose?” he asked, twisting his head in curiosity.


  “Do what?”


  “Drown,” he laughed. I hadn’t meant to drown, but I was pushing his limits. He would act if forced.


  “Did you swim to save me?” I asked, my lip twitching up at the corner.


  “You tricked me,” he laughed again.


  “You saved me,” I said dropping my tone.


  “I…” He paused, staring at me. His eyes narrowed. “I would never let any harm come to you, Guinie.”


  “I know that,” I said softly, stroking the side of his face as we were still entangled under the water.


  “I wouldn’t have let you drown,” he said, a hint of something in his voice.


  “I know.” I continued to stroke his cheek, attempting to soothe whatever was going on in his head.


  “I will never, ever leave you again. I want to be your savior, always.”


  “Arturo,” I bit my lip. “You can’t promise not to leave. You can’t prevent things from happening to me.”


  “I should have been here for you,” he said, his eyes pleading with me. “I should have been the one picking up pieces, not making you crumble.”


  Both my hands braced his face. His expression pained me.


  “If I’d been here, you wouldn’t have…Nothing would have happened…” he sighed. He was right, but he was also wrong. There were unknown truths about Lansing and me, and there was no way to predict how they would come to fruition. There was no way to determine what results might arise, once those secrets were told. The uncertainty was in what we didn’t know. The hope was we could move on with what we did. The promise was to remain true to one another from this day forward.


  We made our way slowly back to shore. Once the kiss was complete, Arturo was spent. In the past, small kisses might have followed the initial attack. He might have lingered in the spoils of his battle with me. At present, he didn’t. He got what he wanted and was ready to move on. It left a sickening feeling in my stomach. He didn’t even reach for my hand. As he walked on my left side, he couldn’t. It left me feeling empty. The gulf between us grew again as we neared the beach and the questioning eyes of our court.


  


  [image: Image]


  Ladies in waiting make for restless women. When Tristan announced he had to check on something for the wedding, later that day, the guys decided to tag along. Ireland initially was told it would only be an hour, hour and a half at the most, but three hours later, she’d lost her patience.


  “This is the night before my wedding. I haven’t had a bachelorette party. Let’s go out,” she suggested. The other three of us were shocked, but after a second, it was Lila who said, “I’m game.”


  Ireland’s plans to have a special pre-wedding dinner as there was no rehearsal were shot, so we dressed quickly, pulling together what we could out of our limited supply. Ireland had on a short strapless dress with an empire waist that only gave the hint of a baby bump. It was Hollister that was a knock out. Long legs topped steep heels, and the bulge of her stomach forced the silver strappy dress to rise high over her thighs. Despite the pregnancy, she looked ready to kick ass and take names with her dark hair hanging down her back in thick waves. Lila’s smaller frame rocked out a red dress that hugged her everywhere and accentuated what she had. I finished out the foursome with a silver shift dress that hung straight and short. We giggled as we walked down the beach, carrying our shoes, and garnering looks from those we passed.


  There was a small club in one of the closer resorts, and Ireland knew they would be playing dance music that night. Lila and I had already hit a bottle of white wine before we left the house. An anxious warmth filled me and it wasn’t from the heat. I was looking forward to letting loose a little. My thoughts needed a break from Arturo, his powerful kiss, and his cool distance afterward. It seemed he was content to do something in the dark, or away from the group, but before them he kept the cold front.


  We entered the club with bright neon lights flashing to the beat of the music. This wasn’t alternative rock, like The Nights. This was pop-based dance music and the rhythm filled me instantly. I swayed as soon as we found a table. Lila and I ordered another round. Ireland stared with longing.


  “A half glass won’t hurt you,” Hollister yelled over the loud bass.


  “I’m just upset that I can’t celebrate,” Ireland shrugged.


  “Here,” Hollister said, reaching for the bottle we purchased that sat on the table. “I’ll have a half glass, too.”


  Two half glasses and two completely full rose in toast.


  “To love,” Hollister said.


  “To new beginnings,” Lila said, her eyes shifted to me then quickly returned to the raised glasses.


  “To The Nights,” Ireland laughed, shaking her head.


  “To new life,” I said, nodding toward Hollister and Ireland. It somehow seemed the wrong thing to say, and after a hesitant moment, we drank. I finished half of mine in one swallow. Lila placed her glass on the table and reached for my hand. Tugging me forward, we hit the dance floor that blinked more neon with the thumping sound of the pop music. It was like a 1990’s splatter painting was coming to life with all the neon, but I let the sporadic lights wash over me. I raised my hands in the air as the song requested and let my head hang. Lila and I swayed together, a risqué motion certain to draw attention.


  It did. Within seconds, two men descended upon us. A hand gripped my hip and forced me to melt into him. We weren’t actually grinding or touching, but we rolled in unison. The hand on my hip squeezed me to lead the way, and he followed my moves. My hands were still up in the air and I only had a brief look over my shoulder at the man. A man who was a bit too pretty smiled back at me. It was obvious; he wasn’t going to be interested in me. He just wanted to dance.


  The music shifted. Another song began, barely missing a beat from the previous rhythm. My partner spun me and my arms came loosely over his shoulders. Our hips rocked toward each other in imitation of the most sexual of acts. It was invigorating and thrilling, but I was reminded again that this man wasn’t interested in what I had below. Lila was in the same position, her bottom twerked toward her partner, who pretended to spank her. As we laughed, we missed their presence. Instantly, Lila’s dance companion went down.


  “George,” my new friend squealed and knelt to help his friend. I looked up to find the dangerous dark eyes glaring at me. He wasn’t the one to throw the punch, though. It was Lansing Lotte who was breathing heavily as he stared at Lila.


  “We’re leaving,” he hissed. It wasn’t a request. Lila stared at him in disbelief, then walked ahead of him, and exited the dance floor.


  I knelt to help the two innocent men when a large man dressed in black cleared a path through the crowd.


  “Out,” he demanded to me.


  “Don’t talk to her like that,” Arturo breathed fire.


  “Who the fuck are you?” The security guard asked.


  “I’m Arturo King,” a menacing voice responded. The man must have recognized the name and his eyes shifted to Arturo’s missing hand. He nodded once then spoke again.


  “You need to leave,” he said softer, his tone still as strong in his intention for us to exit his club. Arturo leaned to lift me. I was escorted by his rough hand on my upper arm. Our small party gathered on the lawn outside the resort before the beach.


  “We’re going home,” Tristan said, his arm wrapping around Ireland and leading her down to the cool evening sand. It was dark. The blackness surrounded us, omnipresent and beautiful. Lila and Lansing walked before us. I could see that they were fighting. Lansing’s hands were moving up in the air. Eventually, he cut in front of Lila. She stopped, then moved to her left. He blocked her by following her movement. She stepped right and he cut her off again. His hands came up to her shoulders and he shook her gently. Then his mouth was on hers. By then, we’d almost reached the couple, and I couldn’t draw my eyes away.


  It wasn’t that I was upset that Lansing was kissing Lila. I’d seen him kiss her before. It was the freedom he had to kiss who he wanted. He kissed who he desired. I wouldn’t be able to do that. My emotions of passion were on a rollercoaster. I wanted to devour Arturo one minute and kick him the next.


  We continued to walk in silence as we passed the couple making out. I turned to look back and noticed Perkins and Hollister were conspicuously missing. Those newlyweds couldn’t keep their hands off each other. It was Perkins. He had time to make up for when it came to women, when it came to one woman. I looked at Arturo. He had time to make up for with one woman, also. Me.


  I was growing angry, as we silently strode through the sand. Arturo’s pace was quick. I struggled to keep up with the depth of the sand, and legs tight from dancing and drinking. My heels dangled in my hand. If Arturo wasn’t going to speak, I wasn’t going to speak either, and so we continued down the beach.


  When we entered the house, giggles erupted from the hall containing the bedrooms. It was too close to the entrance, and only one door was closed, which meant Kaye Sirs had brought someone back to the house.


  “Fuck,” Arturo muttered, running his left hand through his hair. Double fuck, I thought, as it meant Arturo wasn’t sleeping in that room for another night. He grabbed my wrist and tugged me into my room, slamming the door quickly without releasing me, and then flattened me against the door. His body pressed against mine and instantly I reacted. A shot rippled through my center like rapid fire. A fuse ignited, travelling the dangerous line to explosion.


  “What the fuck do you think you were doing tonight?” he breathed into my face. His nostrils flared in suppressed anger. His arms were braced on either side of me on the door. It was his hips that held me in place.


  “We were only dancing,” I mumbled, attempting to avert the dark eyes that narrowed on me.


  “Only dancing? Only dancing!” he yelled into my face. “If you had gotten any closer, you’d be fucking on the floor.”


  I couldn’t help myself. I laughed.


  “Are you kidding? He was gay,” I blurted.


  “He wanted you,” Arturo growled, his arms skimming down the wall on either side of me.


  “He did not,” I huffed.


  “He wanted to fuck you,” Arturo hissed.


  “He did not,” I laughed again.


  In an instant, I was spun and my chest hit the door. A hand caressed roughly down my side, but his wrist slipped down the middle of my back.


  “He was touching what is mine,” Arturo moaned through clenched teeth. My body shivered at the aggressive excitement in his tone. His wrist slipped over my ass. One handed he struggled to lift my dress at the side. I sensed his frustration, but to upset him more, I moved to my right. He leaned into me. The weight of his excitement pressed into me hard.


  “Is this how you wanted it, Guinie? Is this what you wanted from him?”


  I was completely turned on, when I shouldn’t have been. I should have been angry, but instead I ached for him. His left hand finished its mission and slipped under the raised dress. He drove straight for the center of me. A warm hand cupped me as he growled in my ear. There were no words. He was claiming me without them. Fingers delved into the lace material and dove into me. I hissed at this roughness and pushed back, forcing my ass to collide with his length. He pushed me forward and I flattened against the door again. It was going to be a struggle. I was so turned on; the growing thrill quaked through me almost instantly. I tried to muffle my cry as the side of my face was plastered against the wood door. I bit my lip and moaned without abandon as I came hard.


  I arched my back and pressed into him with his fingers still inside me. I wasn’t done. This man knew me. He knew my body. I wanted it again. I was ready, and he withdrew from me quickly. I whimpered in frustration. I was pissed.


  Rounding on him, I pushed his chest with clenched hands. He stumbled back in the shock of my attack. I wrapped my fists full of his shirt and forced him back again. His hand came over my wrist, but he couldn’t wrestle me. He was the unbalanced fish in the water, and I was a tidal wave. We awkwardly stepped back and then his knees hit the bed. I gave him a final shove as he sat with a thud.


  Instantly, I was on my knees, yanking at his belt and working his zipper.


  “Guinevere,” he hissed. I noticed he used my full name more often, as if he was disappointed in me, in my behavior. I’d show him disappointment. I hardly had him free of his pants when my mouth came down over him. I multi-tasked as my lips held firm to him and my hands made work of removing his pants over his hips.


  “Guinevere,” he snapped again. I let my teeth drag over him.


  “Fuck,” he exhaled, exaggerating the word. He wasn’t in a position to argue with me. I drew him deep into me and sucked hard. The length of him filled me and I forced him to the back of my throat. I wanted to inflict pain. He’d get to the brink and I planned to make him wait. In my attention to deep throating him, I felt the first release of salty flavor. I pulled my head back, but a hand came over my head. I wasn’t going to give in. He was being unreasonable.


  I sucked hard one more time, using muscles I didn’t know I had to squeeze him while my tongue twirled fiercely around him. I pulled to the end of him, releasing him. Too late, he came. I cursed internally that he’d received his full pleasure, then I cheered that I’d been the one to bring him to his knees, or rather mine. I stood abruptly, wiping my mouth with dramatic effort then turned for the bathroom.


  Once inside, I shook. My resolve shattered and my body trembled enough that the door rattled behind my back. I tried to press off it, but my plastered hands had no energy. Thankfully the sink and mirror were to my side. I didn’t wish to see myself. I couldn’t face me. I could imagine my lipstick was rubbed off, my makeup smeared, my hair a wreck. We hadn’t even kissed, it occurred to me, and the tears fell. I slid down the door and covered my mouth to stifle the sob.


  Within a second, the door handle jiggled. I’d locked the door without knowing it. I needed to keep Arturo out. He was ripping me apart, and I couldn’t take it any longer. I shook my head as if he could see me, as if he was asking me a question when he wasn’t.


  A knock softly rapped on the door.


  “Guinie, open up,” he spoke calmly, too controlled compared to the aggressive tones of minutes before. I shook my head in answer. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see me. He wasn’t looking at me anyway. He wasn’t paying attention to what he was doing to me. I was crumbling.


  “Guinie, please,” he voice softened, sounding as if he might be directly behind me on the other side of the door. I imagined him, bending, knowing I was on the ground.


  “Guinie Girl, let me in.” His voice was hushed, but I could hear it through the thin wood. I shook my head one more time. While I denied him, I wanted to let him in, but I no longer knew how.


  


  


  Not certain how much time passed, I exited the bathroom after washing my face. I still wore my dress. Arturo sat on the edge of the bed, his head hung, arms resting on his knees. He looked up at me and stood immediately.


  “Guinie, I’m so sorry,” he breathed, but I raised my hand to stop him. I was on Arturo overload. I needed a break, and there was no way to I could sleep with him in the same bed. I noticed the time on the clock: 11:30. I reminded myself that we were here for a wedding, and our argument should not put a damper on the festivity. Ireland’s attempted bachelorette party had already been a bust.


  I needed to rectify that I felt responsible for this fail, although it had actually been Lansing’s overreaction that started the whole demise of the party. Without a word to Arturo, I turned to exit the door, letting the soft click behind me tell Arturo how I felt. I walked to Tristan and Ireland’s room at the end of the hall, and knocked softly. Giggles echoed from behind me in Kaye’s room and I bristled at the thought of him blatantly having sex. Tristan opened the door, running a hand through his hair. His chest was bare, showing off the dark sketch of the dragon tattoo around his left side.


  “Not you, too,” he laughed. I peeked in the room to see Lila already on the bed next to Ireland, who was tucked into the sheets. Lila sat on top of them in a pajama set.


  “It’s almost midnight,” I said, smiling softly. “You know the rule.”


  “I don’t follow rules,” Tristan laughed.


  “Well, tonight you do,” I demanded playfully. “Out.”


  He pouted his lips at me then turned to Ireland. He crossed the room in two steps and kissed her hard.


  “Tomorrow,” he said, the smile on his face lighting up the whole room. It was actually dim as the only light was the soft glow of the television. He turned back to me.


  “I’m never this lucky. I have to choose who to sleep with, Lansing or Arturo.” While he meant to be humorous, and any girl in her right mind would like that type of decision, the humor was lost on me. I’d had the choice. I’d slept with both. I laughed falsely to cover my discomfort at this comment and avoided Lila.


  “Lucky you,” I muttered. Tristan rubbed my shoulder as he passed, unabashed that he walked through the house in only his shorts. It was evident he didn’t have on underwear underneath.


  I turned to Ireland and Lila. Walking numbly, I crawled onto the bed. It reminded me of when I stayed with Lace for a while. Enid, Lace and I would all curl into one bed to chat. Lila moved closer to Ireland, leaving space for me. Ireland yawned.


  “I’m sorry, ladies. I’m no fun,” she laughed.


  “Actually, I’m sorry,” I said sheepishly. My guilt at ruining her night, and her wedding festivities, was evident in my tone.


  “I’m sorry, too,” Lila said, her head hanging down as she twirled her fingers together.


  “Don’t apologize,” Ireland began. “I didn’t have expectations of anything wild. I just thought it’d be fun. I don’t have many girlfriends. Lansing and Arturo are pretty mad, aren’t they?” she looked at each of us with worry.


  “Lansing will be fine,” Lila swished a hand through the air. “He overreacted.”


  “Arturo is fine, too,” I said quietly.


  There was a pause.


  “How about you, are you fine?” Ireland asked. I nodded, but my watering eyes betrayed me. I tried to blink hard and smile, but one traitorous tear escaped. I hung my head and covered my eyes. A small hand rubbed across my back then gently nudged me toward her. Lila wrapped her arms around me and pulled me into her.
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  I’d handled it all poorly. I overreacted, and yet, it could have been worse had I been able to use my hand. I was right hand dominant. That was my fighting hand. It wasn’t there any longer and I had to let Lansing fight my battle. He went for the man over Lila first, of course. He had his own desire to serve and protect. The man was pony humping Lila. The exaggerated attempt to slap her ass sent Lansing over the edge.


  When we first saw the girls, Tristan warned us to be cool. Ireland tried to intervene, saying they were just having fun. There was no harm in dancing. I didn’t trust the way they were dancing, though. That man’s hands were on Guinie. He was touching her how I wanted to touch her. I wanted to hold both her hips, and the phantom hand twitched. It was the strangest sensation. This feeling that my hand was physically present when I mentally realized it wasn’t.


  Either way, Lansing’s anger pulsated off of him when he saw Lila bend forward. She had a sex-kitten look to her, with her hair over the side of her head, and her neck twisted so she could look back at the man behind her. It was too much. Lansing shot forward faster than Perkins could grab him. Hollister’s hand stopped him. This fight was for Lansing and me, not the others.


  I vibrated with my own anger. I couldn’t even speak. I was so pissed off at how the security guard looked at me. The pity in his eyes as he recognized who I was from the name and my new trademark: a missing hand. The anger clawed at me and I gripped Guinie harder than I intended. I felt her flinch under me, but I didn’t care. I needed to remove us both, before I did something I’d regret.


  As we walked, I saw her watching Lansing and Lila, and the fuming energy inside me boiled. I held it together as best I could, until we reached the house. I was ready to let it go when I realized Kaye had someone in the room. I was ready to walk away from her again to cool off, when I discovered I wasn’t going to have a choice. The adrenaline surged, and my body took over. I wanted to strip her and satisfy her, all in one. I wanted to tear her apart and tempt her to no end. She came so fast; I wasn’t expecting it. When I felt her tighten, in need of a second release, I snapped. She would not take pleasure from this night. I was angry.


  Then she undid me. She turned on me so quickly; she caught me unaware. Possessed, she pushed me to the edge, literally, and I lost control. I was bewitched by her, like I’d said before. I was under her spell, and I could not shake it. I didn’t want to. I wanted her to use her magic on me. I needed her to heal me. I longed for a signal from her that we could start again.


  We seemed to have these starts and stops, and it was torture. I didn’t want to fight with her. I wanted to be with her. I just couldn’t seem to level us out. If we were a telemetry monitor, measuring heart rate, the graph would be erratic. I wanted us to flatline: not to die, but to level out and live. A straight line would move us forward, instead of this one step up and two steps back.


  


  


  The next day was the wedding, and everyone was putting on their false cheer after the night before. Tristan wasn’t being allowed to see Ireland, which was difficult considering the confines of the house, and the fact that the plan was for them to ride together to the wedding site. My man, Tristan, had worked hard to secure the spot, and he triple checked every detail. He worried that she would be upset that her parents were not included. He worried that she desired the big fancy society wedding instead of our private nine person party. He worried that he wasn’t going to be enough for her.


  Isolde Ireland had led a pampered life, and while she rebuked it, she was still used to it. Tristan made good money with the band, but he didn’t have a penthouse suite on Fifth Avenue. He only attended societal events when it was necessary but preferred the less formal life of parties and bars. He was used to getting what he wanted, going where he pleased, taking who he wished. Of course, he only desired Ireland, and that’s the argument Perkins used to calm Tristan’s panic. Ireland only wanted Tristan in return. Having a baby was going to advance things, but Perkins could relate. His child was due in a month.


  I thought back to Guinevere and the loss of our child. We hadn’t talked any further about what she must have gone through, alone, when she lost the baby. Our brief two-minute conversation was the only time we spoke on the subject. We didn’t seem to be speaking about much. Our bodies were talking instead. One minute we were tenderly in discussion, the next we were aggressively arguing. We were that unstable graphic of jagged lines, and I was exhausted.


  We kept the positive energy, as best we could, while we traveled as a group to the secluded beach. Two limos separated the men from the women and we parked in a small lot. The host met us and ushered the men through the heavy brush to stand along the quiet waters near a small enclosed bay. Tristan casually explained that he and Ireland had shared a day there, and he wanted to be wed in the same place.


  The wedding was to be held at sunset, and the timing was tricky. The evening was drawing to a close, but the hour was late. A candle light dinner was planned after the vows were exchanged. The wedding feast would be served in the sand, so to speak. We would lounge on pillows and cushions on raised platforms, surrounded by firelight lamps under an open canopy.


  The priest appeared as if from nowhere. Ireland’s one concession was to be married by a Catholic priest. While most priests prefer to perform the sacrament of matrimony in a church, it wasn’t difficult to find one who would celebrate under God’s creation. Nature was Tristan’s argument. The sky and the sun were created first. That was the extent of his Bible knowledge. He won his argument and the priest stood waiting.


  The host held aside the thick tropical greenery as each woman walked under the natural barrier. Hollister came first. The girls were told to wear a certain color of blue, but the dresses came in a variety of shapes and sizes. With Hollister’s advanced pregnancy, that was a good thing. Next walked Lila, followed by Guinie. She searched for me instantly. The blue of the dress complimented her eyes. She took my breath away. I exhaled to calm myself as I responded to the small smile on her lips. Her mouth had been on me the night before, and while it had been rough, it still thrilled me to share the intimate act. I twitched to life and I allowed my own small smile at the memory.


  Ireland was last. She walked alone, but her head was high. She did not need her parents’ approval. She didn’t have it, but she didn’t want it. She had her own acceptance of Tristan and his situation. She appeared perfectly content with her decision.


  The ceremony was rather short. Each stated their own vows.


  “In this place,” Tristan began. “I knew it was you, who held my heart. Broken inside, you made me whole. You were the piece I needed to seal the cracks. I give to you my unending love. I promise to be true to you. I love you, Isolde Marie Ireland. I take you as my wife, to love to the end of my life. In sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, I will be the wall you lean on. We will be entwined forever…” He released her hand and placed his on her stomach. “And I will be happy with you for eternity.”


  I didn’t dare to look at Guinevere. Her sensitive heart would be shown with tears of joy for Tristan. His love was genuine. Ireland began next.


  “You are my soil, from which I was allowed to grow. Blossoming in ways I did not know existed. I found in you my soul. You remained true to me, when I failed myself. I love you, Tristan Lyons. I take you as my husband, to love to the end of my life. In sickness and in health, with riches or without, I will be the stone that holds you up. Eternal love will bloom from our union, and I will remain with you for eternity.”


  Her voice shook and the words were low, but the emotion was real. She loved him as much as he loved her, and I was happy for them. My own heart ached, as well. I could have shared similar vows with Guinie. She had refused to marry me before the tour, but we were engaged, a promise to be wed when I returned.


  I had returned, but at present we were no longer promised to one another. Her fourth finger remained bare. I hadn’t seen the ring, nor did I question where it was. I assumed she still had it, just refused to wear it. I wondered briefly when she had decided to remove it. Was it before or after Lansing? Had she had it on when she was with him? My insides roiled with the thought. I’d worked hard not to imagine them together. It haunted my dreams until two nights ago, when I held her in my arms while we slept. Last night, without her, they returned like a vengeance.


  I’d hurt her the night before. While it had been my intent to do so, I hadn’t meant to act on it. There was a line between desiring to harm someone and actually doing so. I believed I’d physically hurt her when I touched her. I was rough, and she whimpered more than once. Then I callously refused her the second opportunity. Finally, she’d shut me out when she locked the bathroom. I heard her sob, and I couldn’t get to her. While my temper said barge down the door, my thoughts said to give her time. When she left the room, I thought time was up, for good.


  She was reserved this evening, but hesitant smiles encouraged me to touch her gently as we lounged on our cushions through dinner. The atmosphere was relaxed, and the food fit for kings. It was rich in fresh seafood, potatoes and fruit mixed with greens. The wine poured easily for those of us who could partake, and we laughed. It felt good to laugh. At one point, Guinie’s hand touched my arm. I didn’t flinch but the tenderness startled me. I didn’t move for fear she would. She didn’t. It was an absentminded motion. She continued to talk to Hollister unaware that she was holding onto me.


  Tristan started off the dancing. He had hired a string quartet, which reminded me of the 4Gs. I didn’t know how that was going for Guinie, other than she was still a part of the group. It was the first question I asked to stall from dancing. As couples broke off to enjoy the music, it was awkward that we remained seated with Kaye.


  “You should dance,” he encouraged, looking from Guinie to me.


  “I can’t,” I muttered. I couldn’t be close to Guinevere like that, plus I used my hand as an excuse to hold me back. I’d had the prosthetic on, but the heat made it uncomfortable. Kaye asked Guinie to dance instead, but after watching him touch her, I knew I’d been tricked to man up and dance with her. I cut in after the first spin.


  We stood like teenagers. Her arms were around my neck and my wrists balanced at her hips, as if I was afraid to touch her. We had space between us, like a high school dance. Guinie looked down at us. She stepped closer so her body brushed mine. Removing my right arm, she guided it upward, holding onto my false hand. It was the opposite of how we should be positioned. It was evident that Guinie was taking the lead. She curled her hand into mine, but I couldn’t feel her. I didn’t like that I sensed her presence, but could not feel her touch. I tugged back, hoping she would release me, but she held tighter.


  “I can’t feel you,” I growled low in her ear. Her fingers examined mine, stroking the material.


  “If it bothers you, take it off,” she suggested. It wasn’t quite that simple. We were at a wedding, but then I realized it was dark and we were amongst friends. I excused myself, allowing Kaye to dance with her again.


  When I returned to cut in the second time, she wrapped her fingers over the puckered skin, closing them down to hold me, as if my hand were present. We stood in reverse of the natural dance pose. She was in the lead and we swayed slowly. I was distracted by her fingers over my wrist. When the song ended, she lowered her head and kissed the end of the stump.


  “Thank you for the dance, Arturo,” she spoke quietly as she stepped back. I reached for her and pulled her close to me. I couldn’t allow her to get away.


  “I’m sorry again about last night.”


  She stared at me; bright blue eyes alight from the fiery torches.


  “Me too, but then again, I’m not,” she said quietly, and that impish smile rose again. The music had started.


  “May I have another turn?” I asked, implying the dance, but somehow my words meant even more.


  “Yes, you may.” This time I held her properly. My forearm wrapped around her back, holding her against me, as I cradled her right hand over my heart. We danced in silence. This was our apology. I was sorry for the night before: my actions and my attitude. I needed her to feel that sorrow, not just hear my idle words. When that song ended, I kissed her quickly on the cheek, thanking her for a second chance.


  The night continued in those soft flirtations. By the time we returned to the house, I was wound so tight, a swift breeze would have ended me. My heart raced as we stood inside her room. I was not returning to Kaye’s room again. I also did not plan to sleep alone.


  “I have something I’d like to ask you,” I began, tugging the linen shirt over my head. It had been warm, despite the late hour and the dark sky, and my shirt was damp from nervous perspiration.


  “Yes,” she said. It was such a definitive answer; I blinked in confusion.


  “Yes, what?” I laughed.


  “Yes, I think we should sleep together.”


  I cocked my head to the side uncertain I understood her meaning. She explained, “I think if we have sex, it might relieve us of the awkward tension. One last time to reconnect and then disconnect.” She took a deep breath then rushed out a final statement. “Get it out of our systems, so to speak.” Her hands were open as her arms dangled at her sides. She shook them like she needed that movement for confidence.


  “Are you asking me to have sex with you?” I smiled slowly, still puzzled.


  “Yes.”


  “So we can get it over with and move on?” My tone changed as I slowly realized what she was asking. What she was saying. She implied that if we had sex, it would allow us to bring closure and we could be finished.


  “I…” Fuck it, I thought. If she wanted to have sex with me, I wasn’t going to deny her. I longed to be inside her again, to have one more chance with her. If she believed one final time would be enough, I would play along.


  My hand covered one cheek and I pulled her to me. That was my contribution. I would capture her mouth with mine. I would battle those lips and conquer her tongue, but the rest of the war was lost to me. Guinevere had my heart. She could stomp it or steal it. It made no difference. If I was only getting one more chance, I wanted it. Her terms seemed straightforward: sex. Nothing more. I could do this. I had done it before to tons of women. What I hadn’t done was love them. That’s what I intended to do with her. I would show her I still loved her.


  Her dress had a small clasp at the back of her neck and my fingers fumbled with it. Internally, I cursed, as I did not wish to be awkward. Her fingers slipped over mine and stilled me. She stepped back, unlatched the catch, and let the dress fall forward to bare her breasts to me. Subtle tan lines accentuated the whiteness of her more sensitive skin. With a shaky hand, I reached out and kneaded one. Her eyes closed in pleasure, and then opened instantly when I pinched her nipple. She bit her lip in response. I moved to the other and favored it as well.


  A small zipper on the hip released the remainder of the material. The dress fell like a slow waterfall, trickling down long legs. I watched the display in wonder. Her shapely legs were tanned; those glorious toenails a light purple color. She stepped out of the dress, and my eyes drew a path up her body. I left no inch unturned as I traced her, committing it to memory. Rather, refreshing my memory of each curve, each dip, even a scar on her knee. My mouth watered to lick her, taste her, and suck her into me, but that would have to wait. There was one goal at the moment.


  Her hands came to my waist. While I knew she could tremble with excitement or shiver with the unknown, this was the confident woman who had blossomed from our first sexual experiences. Guinevere knew what she wanted of me. Her mission was clear. I was disrobed of my briefs and shorts in one move. She knelt before me, head bending to take me in.


  “Not tonight,” I stopped her. “Not yet. Tonight it’s my turn.”


  I escorted her to the bed, holding her hand while she lay down on her back. I examined the contours of her body once again as she lay still, waiting for me. Her eyes sparkled in the dim moonlight cascading in the room. It was my turn to kneel before her. I did so, then placed my lips over her and licked. She instantly purred. Hands came to my hair and her hips bucked. I spread her fast with my tongue and she moaned again. Delving into folds, my lips devoured her with practiced measure. I recalled what she liked, where, and took extended care to torture that spot. Her fingers tightened in my hair and I sensed she was getting close. I pulled back.


  “No,” she whimpered loudly.


  “If I’m only getting one chance, I want to feel it around me,” I said, wrapping my arm around her and moving her farther to the center of the bed. I was positioned outside her, the tip of me moist from her wetness. I rested there, while she squirmed trying to keep the sensation alive within her. I did not plan to torment her. I slid into her quickly, plunging to the full extent. We both grunted loudly with the connection. The house might be full of others, but I didn’t care if they heard. I dragged to the end of her and rammed forward in response. She let out a loud sigh of pleasure. Again, I didn’t care who listened. I wanted to sing from the rooftops: Let the universe know that I was inside Guinevere. It felt like I’d finally come home.
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  I’d fallen asleep almost instantly afterward; spent from the power of one of the most incredible orgasms I had with Arturo. I hadn’t even finished the first wave, when another took me harder. Arturo worked me deep. I was like the great ocean outside my window, pouring on the sands with pleasure, crashing home over and over I was so relaxed, I didn’t even move when we finished. Arturo collapsed on top of me and I let him cover me. Warm and content, I slipped into a sweet oblivion.


  I was awakened with a sharp nip of my nipple. I woke to find Arturo’s head over my chest, his mouth tugging a breast into him. I whimpered at the rough pleasure as he sucked on me hard. His tongue circled the nipple to stand erect then he blew on it to seal the torture. He moved to the other and my hands found his thick hair. I watched him work my upper body, and my hips rolled over the leg between my thighs.


  Instantly he was between me. He released my breast with a pop and knelt back, taking my thighs with him. He raised them up to cover his then plunged into me without foreplay. I grunted, but he didn’t still. He delved onward, stroking my insides. Fingers on his left hand gripped my hip hard. The wrist of his right pressed into my skin.


  “One time would be enough to rid us of each other?” he growled in question, as he hammered into me with erratic rhythm. His eyes watched where he entered and withdrew from me. He did not release me, though. He kept us connected as one.


  “If you thought that we could be together just once, you were mistaken. Once would not be enough. I plan to never rid you of my body,” he argued. My hips were raised, resting on his flexed thighs. My upper back was all that held me to the bed. Arturo was clearly sweating, as he struggled to regulate the force of rhythm within me.


  “You are my castle. No one else is allowed to enter.” His words hit home. This was not the retreat I believed we would have, once we completed the first act. This was a second coming: a resurgence, a rebellion. His words implied that someone else had been here, and he refused to let me be the conquest again. His intent was to purge me of anyone else’s presence and reclaim his throne. He fumbled my hips, but immediately righted me, shoving deeper into me. I grunted again as a sharp pain pierced my insides, but thrilled me all the same. His eyes met mine. He knew what he had done. He’d found a weakness and repeated the attack.


  His eyes remained focused on me as he spoke with strained determination.


  “No one shall grace these walls again, but me,” he groaned, emphasizing his words with earnest rhythm. I could only shake my head to agree: no one. My eyes closed, but he demanded I open them.


  “This is us,” he said. “Us. King and his queen.”


  “Yes,” I whispered harshly.


  “We belong together,” he stressed, plowing forward internally.


  “We. Go. Together,” he strained, and we did. I screamed in release as he stilled. My hips were raised high; he was so deep inside. Every pulsed movement of him caused a reaction inside me. We held tight as we rode the tide, together.


  


  


  We had one last day on the Island. Tristan and his bride had already disappeared to the private resort, where they would be pampered in seclusion. Perkins was anxious to get back home, knowing the baby was coming soon. Lansing and Lila needed to return to Fleur. There was no rush for Arturo and I to return to reality. We’d been in a bubble before. It was how our relationship started. We were alone often in his upstate New York home, but reality gnawed at me.


  The morning after a new flood of questions drowned my mind, the first of which was: What next? Were we over? Did it work to be with him once, or rather twice, to rid me of my desire for him? After a morning shower that involved me against the tile wall, I knew I’d never recover from the ache in my body to have Arturo complete me. It was my heart that drew my concern. I didn’t know how I could walk away from him, once we went back to the States.


  I was over Lansing Lotte. No feelings lingered. My guilt was heavy but no longer weighed me down. What remained uncertain for me, was where Ana stood with Arturo. He’d said they were friends. He said they’d had an argument but worked things out. I didn’t see that contract being upheld by Ana. The connection between them was permanent, through Morte.


  While Arturo and I had only briefly mentioned the loss of our child, the fact remained he already had one with another woman, and he needed to honor that relationship. Morte was also a visible part of Arturo’s life with Kaye’s announcement at Elaine’s party. Ana wanted to claim her right to be by Arturo’s side, which left me uncertain where I stood. Arturo mentioned that I could be his right hand, but that was literally. I wasn’t certain he meant for me to reenter his life and stand by him permanently.


  In the presence of the others, the questioning glares turned to looks of concern. There was no hiding what we’d done. We’d been too loud to pretend that we hadn’t been together. Surprisingly, it was Lila who looked the most worried. Her inquiring stares questioned if what I’d done was the right thing to do. She’d been the one to hold me while I cried over Arturo two nights ago then last night I took him to my bed. What did this say about me? Just looking at Arturo sent my body aflutter, but thinking about Arturo had me all kinds of confused.


  I didn’t have a sense that he’d forgiven me. He wanted to reclaim me, but that made me an object lost, not a person loved. He wanted to strip my memory of another, which meant he wanted to refill me with thoughts of him, not love me in return. As the day wore on, my body began to feel dirty. I ached where I had been abused in a place that had not been used by another for over six months. By evening, my arms were wrapped around me, as they’d been most recently. I felt sick with my behavior. I had fooled myself to think I could sleep with Arturo once, let alone three times, and walk away. I was at his mercy again. He held the power to destroy me, by walking away from me instead.


  We had one final night alone. Arturo’s oral skills professed his worship of my body. His tenderness was markedly impressive, a reminder of his former nickname, The Chivalrous Lover. I returned the favor. We had agreed that our romp the night before had abused my body, but after delicate touches and flirtatious kisses in all sorts of places, I gave in to the suggestion of a warm place to soothe any potential sting. I straddled him in the large tub, and we kissed for long periods of time, joined together as man and woman can be. I worried that we weren’t moving fast enough to keep him firm, but he assured me as he lingered that he was perfectly content. When he could take it no longer, he let me know by a slow tormenting roll of his hips. Forcing delicately inside me, he drew to the edge then proceeded with care to fill me again. It was restrained and temperate, a slow dance of control, until desire won out once again and the need to shatter won over. Arturo continued to hold me as the water cooled. It came to me, that while the night before he didn’t believe once was enough, in the light of a new day, he was ready to say goodbye.
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  The return home plane ride was quiet. I purposely sat on Guinie’s right so I could hold her hand. We exited the plane and I reached for her again. Each time I did she looked down at our joined hands confused.


  I reflected through most of our trip back to the States. While Guinie had wanted only once, I stole as many times as her body would allow. If she wished to walk away, I would have no choice in the matter. She would go, fulfilled with her decision that once would be enough. I, however, was thinking of the future. What would I do if she decided to leave? I immediately knew that I would fight for her the entire way of her retreat. I wanted Guinevere, despite our wrongs, our hurts, and harms. I had always wanted her; from the moment I opened my eyes and noticed her on the pit floor of The Round Table last May. I might have known in that instant that she would be the end of me, but I knew I would not live without one taste of her.


  Had I had my fill of her? Sampled her enough and found nothing left to tempt me? Absolutely not. If anything, I wanted her more. A greedy child in a candy store, I found no end to my desire to savor her sweetness and lavish her tartness.


  Returning home, and to reality, was going to be the true test for us. Unfortunately for Guinie, the trial lay with her. If I accepted her, forgave her those sins, I could only hope that others would as well. If they rejected my decision to give us another chance, I’d have to decide what I would do. The empire of a rock group is volatile. Our lives splashed across the media, despite the need for privacy. No stone was unturned to soil our names. I’d known this in the past, as my birthright and conception were splattered through the ragtags. While I typically did not care about rumors or gossip, I did care about Guinevere. The whispers of a potential affair with Lansing were abounding. I’d heard them myself. It’s how I came to find them inside that coffee shop. I had to see for myself if it were true.


  One look at Lansing, and his happiness, assured me that it was over for Lansing. He had moved on from his attraction to Guinevere. However, while convinced that Guinevere no longer had interest in Lansing, I was not assured her interest in me had returned. Once we exited the airport, I found I had a second issue. Ana.


  Waiting patiently by a livery vehicle, Ana leaned back with long legs crossed at the ankle and killer heels in red to tempt the devil. She took one look at my hand joined with Guinie’s, and I was prepared for the wrath of evil I believed she could spew. She smiled tightly and opened the door for us. I didn’t feel comfortable with this arrangement and was thankful that Kaye joined us in the awkward silence of the ride to my apartment. Guinevere appeared hesitant at the mention of my address. I could have dropped her off first, but I didn’t wish to let her go yet. I would not have risked sending her home alone with Ana.


  This forced Guinevere to return to my apartment with me. Kaye helped himself to a drink from my bar and headed to the office. Guinevere stood uncomfortably, still holding her bag, in the middle of my living room.


  “Why don’t you sit down?” I ordered, pouring us each something to drink. I needed the liquid strength for what I anticipated would come next.


  “I really should go home,” she said quietly. My heart sank as this had been her home, our home at one time. She lived with me, and I intended to marry her so this would be her permanent address.


  “I’d like you stay…for a little while,” I spoke quietly then downed the shot of whiskey to calm my nerves.


  She walked slowly to the couch and sat gingerly at the edge. She appeared more uncomfortable as time passed.


  “Is it really that bad? To be here with me?” My tone had a bite to it that I didn’t intend, but could not control.


  A shaky hand brushed through her hair.


  “So many memories,” she mumbled, staring around the room.


  Instantly, I thought of her sleeping with Lansing here, in my home, in my bed.


  “Was it here?” I snapped.


  Blue eyes looked up at me.


  “Yes,” she said dreamily, looking away sad.


  My anger rose like a thermometer in heat.


  “How could you?” I hissed. “In my house? In my bed?”


  She stared at me, confusion expressed on her face.


  “Wha…” her voice shook. Hurt filled her eyes. “You think…” her words trailed off again. My temper rose.


  “It was here? How could you fuck him here?”


  She stood instantly, her bag still in her hands, dangling to her knees.


  “You think I…here? Never,” she hissed. “What do you think I am?”


  We were silent, as I didn’t respond.


  “I see,” she said quietly. She turned and walked a few steps before I lunged for her. My arms encircled her from behind and I rested my head on her back. She stood rigid as I squeezed her tighter.


  “I’m sorry,” I muttered into her warm skin. I promised myself I would not question what happened. It happened. It was over. “I didn’t mean anything.”


  “You think I’m a whore, don’t you?”


  I spun her so quickly her breasts collided with my chest. I wrapped my arms around her again, locking her against me.


  “You’re my queen,” I breathed. “I love you.” The words spilled out of me. There was no preventing them. No taking them back. Guinevere stared at me, blue eyes unblinking.


  “I wasn’t…” She paused, swallowed and took a deep breath. “I was referring to the baby. I thought you meant the baby.” Her voice faded to barely a whisper. My hand reached up to caress her cheek.


  “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know,” I faltered as well. “I didn’t know it happened here.” I pulled her to me and embraced her hard. She stood for a moment, still clutching her purse trapped between us. She wasn’t returning my hug. I continued to hold her until the bag hit the floor and her hands came to my hips.


  “Hold tighter, Guinie Girl,” I pleaded. Her arms slipped up my chest, breaking the connection briefly before wrapping around my neck. I kissed her shoulder.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I muttered on repeat. I kept it up until she kissed my neck in return. Pulling back, my lips found hers. The pain between us was deep; the kiss filled with loss. I struggled to capture her, as I knew I could. She didn’t fight me, as I knew she would. Instead, it was surrender. We both gave in and melted together. The emptiness poured from her lips to mine. I worried once again that she was preparing to walk away from me. I pulled back first and spoke.


  “I told you once that you would be my queen. If it’s too hard, too painful to relive, I understand. But I pledge to you my faithfulness from this day forth, Guinevere. My loyalty lies with you. As my queen, you own me, body and soul. I am eternally yours, do with me what you will. If that means walk away, then that’s what I will do. For you. Not for me.”


  Tears burst forth and her mouth fell to mine. This kiss was more intense, a different type of sorrow. It was an apology for wrongs done in the name of despair. I had put her in that position. I took from her what she gave in that kiss as my punishment. We had hurt one another, but I was committed to it not happening again.


  She broke the kiss to say, “I’d like to stay.”


  


  


  Mure Linn had once warned that Guinevere would be the end of me. A week later, I understood what he projected. I would not let her go, even if it meant letting go of everything else.


  “Arturo, so nice of you to join us, finally,” Kaye muttered, as I entered an office that looked vaguely familiar at Camelot Records. I had an office there, too. I just never used it. I glanced around the wide space to realize this was my office and it appeared to be taken over by Kaye. The band was gathered here to discuss the release date of our latest album, appropriately titled The Future. The world tour was scheduled to begin in October and we were behind. We needed PR opportunities, small one-song exhibitions, practice, and some social engagements. The media was buzzing after Kaye’s stunt in Camlann over a month ago. The news of a release, a world tour, and pending marriages went forth like Kaye intended, wildfire spreading through dry, desperate kindling.


  “So, I was able to squeeze you in for a performance on the street for the Morning Show. Rolling Stone wants an interview, and that annoying chick, Paisley Bell from Guitar Central wants an exclusive, as well.” Kaye droned on, but I drowned him out. I was never interested in the particulars. I just went where he directed us.


  “Arturo?” Kaye snapped my name, pulling back to the business at hand. I had been daydreaming about Guinie and our night before. She was making up for lost time, and I was taking every minute of it with pleasure.


  “Arturo,” he snipped again. “Practice. Monday.”


  “Fine,” I waved a hand.


  “What are we going to do about Arturo’s lead licks?” Lansing asked.


  Kaye looked at him with narrowed eyes.


  “I guess you better learn them quick.”


  “What?” Lansing choked. He had his own role in our band, and I didn’t need him burdened with more, as he had Lila and Fleur.


  “Or Tristan can take it?” Kaye suggested. I saw Tristan narrow his eyes in response to Kaye. He also had a full plate with Ireland and their expected baby.


  Perkins remained silent. I watched him drum his thumb along his thick thigh. He had plenty to worry about, as Hollister was due any time.


  I realized they all had families and responsibilities. My responsibility lay with Guinevere, trying to get back to that couple that wanted a family. We needed more time, though. The concert was just damn inconvenient. We had lives outside of the band. Maybe it was time for something else. To everyone’s surprise, I said so.


  “Maybe it’s too much. We all have a lot going on. I don’t think the timing of this new quest is opportune.”


  “Opportune?” Kaye sneered. “I’ll tell you what wasn’t opportune…”


  “Hey,” Tristan stood in my defense, while Perkins leaned forward ready to pounce as well.


  “Alright,” Leo warned from his silent position across the room. He’d been eyeing me, but I continued to ignore him.


  “Arturo,” he spoke calmly. “What are you thinking?”


  “I think we need more time to reconnect. Release the album, play a few shows locally, but not a world tour. Perkins has the baby coming. Tristan, too. Their wives will kill them. I’m sure Lansing wants to get married.” I wasn’t sure if they even had a date, but I spoke on his behalf, knowing the tour would conflict with any wedding plans.


  “What about you?” Leo narrowed his eyes at me.


  “I have Guinevere,” I spoke boldly, “and I’m not ready to leave her behind.”


  “Take her with you,” Leo said plainly.


  “That isn’t it.”


  “What is?” he responded.


  I found it difficult to discuss, in the crowded room, my intentions with his daughter. We had a bond before, but I’d damaged it by leaving his daughter in the dark. I needed to earn his trust and forgiveness. I could tell he was skeptical of me. I was a damn good musician to him, but I was a terrible future son-in-law.


  “I’d like more time with Guinevere. Here. We need to rebuild.”


  “What you need, is to rebuild the band and your following,” Kaye bit.


  I turned on him.


  “What I need is Guinevere. Her trust and love.”


  Kaye made a huffing noise and crossed his arms as he leaned back in my desk chair.


  “You’ll get it, in time.”


  “Well, that’s what I’m asking for. I need more time.”


  “You’ll have time later. The band first. You can’t give up the kingdom for a woman.”


  I stood tall.


  “My kingdom for a woman? That woman was supposed to be my wife.”


  “Well...” Kaye raised an eyebrow, an insinuation that I had made my own mistake in that area.


  “You know what? Fine. My kingdom for that woman,” I spit. “I quit.”


  Kaye was on his feet instantly, and Lansing charged the room to hold Kaye back. Tristan stood again, his hands running through his sandy hair. It was only Perkins who quirked a smile at me and nodded. It was my hint to exit, and I did.


  


  [image: Image]


  The front door to Arturo’s apartment slammed shut, followed by him storming into his living room. His fist was clenched and his face tight. He passed me without a glance and headed for his room. I gave him a minute before he returned to the living room.


  “Where the fuck are your things?” he snarled.


  I stared at him, struck silent.


  “Well?”


  “They’re mostly at my dad’s still,” I said coolly. His face was contorted, full of rage and anger. He looked ready to explode.


  “What’s wrong?” I stood from my twisted position on the couch to face him, my arms wrapping around my stomach. His eyes didn’t miss the motion.


  “Don’t do that,” he bit, emphasizing his meaning further by swirling a finger in my direction. I let my arms drop to my sides and my fingers spread. I shook my hands nervously.


  “What’s the matter?” I tried again.


  “I want to know why the fuck it’s been a week and your stuff is still not here,” he demanded. I continued to stare at him. This could not possibly be the issue. I’d been staying the night, but returning home every few days to collect some items to prolong further overnights. He hadn’t mentioned it before, actually. We hadn’t discussed my moving back in. I was simply spending the nights.


  I remained silent, staring, until a shaky hand combed through his hair, to hold the back of his neck in frustration. We glared at one another. Dangerous dark eyes burned into mine.


  “What’s really bothering you?” I asked.


  “I quit the band,” he exhaled heavily.


  “No,” I said, rushing to him. At my approach, he turned his head away and I stopped. He didn’t want my touch.


  “What happened?” I questioned again, softer in my plea to understand.


  “Kaye wants that world tour. I don’t. He said I’m not interested for the wrong reasons and I quit.”


  My startled eyes focused on his face. He was not telling the truth.


  “What was the reason?”


  He looked at me then turned away again.


  “I see.” I paused. I risked stepping closer. “You know this will only make it worse. The media will have a field day if this is true. They’ll burn me alive.”


  His eyes returned to me.


  “What does this have to do with you?” He scanned me up and down, but again, I knew he lied.


  “They’ll blame me. It will be my fault, somehow. I took away their beloved Night. The King.” I waited a beat. “And you’ll blame me, too. You’ll resent that you gave it up to be with me.”


  “That’s not true,” he snapped, but the tone of his voice was already full of regret. His anger proved he disagreed with what he’d done.


  “It is true. You need the band.”


  “What I need is you to get your stuff here, and then I need to be inside you.” Within seconds, I was up against the wall and rough hands tugged at my shirt. He wasn’t even kissing me, just determined to get to his treasure. He hitched up one thigh and worked counterproductively by deciding to keep my clothes on, but rub against me.


  “Arturo,” I warned, putting my hands on his chest. He was concentrating. He ground into me, but it wasn’t the friction I needed. I was frustrated. He attempted to raise my other thigh, using the wall for leverage. I started to slip.


  “Arturo, you can’t hold me,” I warned again.


  “I did in the shower, I can do it again.” He had held me up in the shower, but I’d also had the small ledge for support. Without his hand, he couldn’t cup me like he needed to. Besides, I was still dressed.


  “This is ridiculous,” I pushed on him again as he began to kiss my neck. He worked so quickly I hardly felt his touch.


  “You want to have sex?” I said, shoving against him in one more attempt for him to release me.


  “Yes.”


  “Fine, you can spread me wide after you tell me what’s really wrong.”


  He pulled back abruptly, and I slid the remainder of the way down the wall. His breath was coming heavy as if he overexerted himself trying to lift me. His hand went to his hair again, and he took a step back then turned away from me.


  “I don’t want to quit,” he sighed. “I just don’t want the tour. Why won’t Kaye listen?”


  I didn’t have an answer. Kaye had always been a conundrum to me. He was equally a part of the band as their manager, but also not a member of the band directly. He had his own talent, or so I’d been told, but Arturo outshined him. Arturo had spent his success trying to make up for that one time.


  “Do you ever think Kaye is jealous of you?”


  Arturo turned to look at me. He believed it might be true. I could see it in his eyes, but he didn’t want to admit it. Confessing his thoughts might make them the truth.


  “What about the company?” I added.


  Kaye Sirs and my father had both wanted to run Camelot Records. With Arturo gone, they jumped in feet first; worried the company would go under without Arturo’s presence. As the newly appointed managers, they took the job seriously the second Arturo was missing. It suddenly occurred to me how strange that timing was. Kaye had taken over as soon as Arturo was gone. I shook the thought.


  “If you’re gone for the tour, Kaye is still in charge.”


  Arturo continued to stare at me.


  “He’s already in charge.”


  “Is he?” I asked. Arturo King still had controlling interest, as well as, final say in anything regarding Camelot. Hell, he had it for the whole Pendragon Empire, Inc., but his concern had been for the record company within the empire. After the band, after the tours, after the albums, the plan was for Arturo to take over ruling this small label, and grow it to something big. In the meantime, it would be the order of Leo and Kaye that ruled the albums produced within.


  Arturo’s hand fell from his neck. His puzzled look questioned what I was saying. Suddenly, the bell rang. As Talia wasn’t living in the apartment any longer, it was up to us to answer the door. I went for it, but Arturo brushed past me. Tristan Lyons stood in the entryway.


  “Have you lost your fucking mind?” he started, pushing past Arturo and letting himself into the apartment.


  He turned on Arturo the first chance he had inside the living room.


  “We waited months for you. We stalled. We worked on the album ourselves. We didn’t give up. Well, Perkins didn’t give up. And now you’re back. Don’t fuck this up for us.”


  Arturo glared at his friend.


  “I thought I’d being doing you a favor. You have Ireland, a new wife, and a baby on the way. Don’t you want to stay here?”


  “Fuck no,” Tristan said without missing a beat. “I miss the band. I miss the road.”


  “The road will get old with a newborn and a wife, unless you’re not telling me something.”


  I felt the anger roll of Arturo, his intention clear. He was implying that Tristan might like the road to return to his old ways, his flavors awaited. Tristan moved fast, pinning Arturo against the wall in a manner similar to where I’d been moments ago.


  “Don’t you even go there with me,” Tristan growled into Arturo’s face. “I love my wife. I would never do to her what you did.”


  I gasped. It was too much. Tristan knew my pain. He’d been the one to find me when I was bleeding from the miscarriage. He knew my heartbreak at the loss of Arturo. He had guessed my sin with Lansing. His friendship meant a lot to me, but his accusation was inappropriate.


  The two men faced off, until Arturo turned away. Tristan pushed back.


  “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean that,” Tristan said. “Well, I did mean it, but I shouldn’t have said it.”


  Arturo remained against the wall. Still looking away, his face going blank, he replied.


  “I deserved it.”


  The room was heavy with silence. It was awkward and I sensed I should not be present. However, I didn’t trust to leave Tristan and Arturo alone.


  “You really want to go on the tour?” Arturo asked, glancing back at his friend.


  “I do,” he said again without a thought. “And I think I have a solution for your guitar playing.”


  “I’m not using that attachment thingy,” Arturo snapped.


  “Not that,” Tristan laughed. “Remember Canyon Blaze from Arizona?”


  Arturo stared at Tristan, recognition crossing his face.


  “What about him?” his eyebrows pinched.


  “He’s in New York. Or, well, he was, but I bet I can get him back here.” Tristan’s voice rose with excitement. “I know just who can help us.” He clapped his hands once, rubbed them together, and then placed them on Arturo’s shoulders. “Trust me. I have a plan.”


  To both our surprise, Tristan leaned forward and kissed Arturo’s forehead. It was so fast and childlike; I had to stifle the laugh rising up in me with my hand.


  “Love you, man,” he blurted as he walked away, and we heard the soft click of the front door.


  Arturo was still plastered to the wall when dark hooded eyes looked at me. I recognized that dangerous stare.


  “You owe me,” he said, his voice low and gravely.


  “What do I owe you?” I teased.


  “Sex, if I told you what was wrong.”


  I changed the subject.


  “What’s the attachment?”


  “Some ridiculous thing your father found. I can put it on my wrist and it works the strings.” Out of habit, Arturo’s arms raised and he air played the guitar, minus a hand. I watched in wonder for a moment.


  “Why won’t you try it?” I questioned, tilting my head to try to better understand. It sounded like the perfect solution to me.


  “It sounds stupid. I’ll look ridiculous.” At that comment, I could no longer contain myself. I laughed loudly.


  “What?” he growled.


  “You are so fucking stubborn,” I hooted.


  He made it across the room in three steps, and I found myself flattened to the couch. I was still giggling.


  “Stop laughing,” he said angrily, but he was losing his fight.


  “Why don’t you try it? Maybe it won’t work for the tour, but for the future.”


  “The future?” he puzzled.


  “Yes, the future. When you start to write more songs and record another album.”


  “I don’t need to play, Guinie.” He was straddled over me and we glared at each other.


  “Yes, you do.” I paused before adding with emphasis, “Arturo?”


  “What I need is sex,” he spit.


  “Promise you’ll try it.”


  “I already have, and I really like it.” His hand was making work of lifting my shirt. The roughness of earlier gone. The palm of his hand spread wide over my stomach as he stared at my skin. My shirt rose to expose my bra.


  “The guitar, Arturo. Promise to try the attachment.”


  He closed his eyes. The way his hand curved over my breast, I assumed he was no longer listening to me. He had blocked me out, or so I thought, when he replied.


  “Fine. I’ll try it.”


  The smile that broke across my face was contagious and he smiled wide, as well. His dark eyes actually sparkled in response and the hardness of his face changed. It softened.


  “That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile like that since we’ve been back together,” he said softly, tenderly working my other breast. I sat up and he removed my shirt completely.


  I didn’t know how to respond, but the smile wasn’t leaving my face.


  “You’re so beautiful,” he said, continuing to cover my skin with his wide hand. His fingers stroked down my middle and popped the button on my shorts. He sat back to remove them, and I raised my hips in an effort to assist him. Once I was exposed, in only my undergarments, he returned to straddle me. His hand continued its roving examination over my skin, which was growing warm and tingling with excitement.


  “Can we finally have sex now?” I teased. Arturo laughed.


  “You’re so greedy,” he teased back. I was greedy. I wanted him. I wanted him to be happy.


  “I love you,” I said softly. I hadn’t said it yet. I don’t know why I was holding off, other than the fact he’d only said it to me in the heat of our argument.


  He stopped his travels over the path of my body. Hesitantly, he spoke.


  “Can’t have sex with you now,” he said in a serious tone. I sucked in a breath. Had I ruined it? Was it too much too soon? I was sitting up to untangle myself when the length of his body covered mine.


  “Now, I get to make love to you, instead. Finally,” he breathed before his mouth covered mine.


  


  [image: Image]


  She was my guitar and I played her. I had removed all of her clothing, but took my time to remove the pink bra and matching panties that covered her. It was a slow caress as I stroked over her skin while she lay under me. I traced lines down her arms and across her collarbones. Her heavy intake of breath told me she was trying to stay under control, as I took my time to draw her into my memory.


  I sat back, tugging her as best I could to sit up. Her eyes remained fixed on me, telling me she’d follow my lead.


  “Sit on my lap,” I said, nodding toward my thighs. I didn’t want her to straddle me as much as I intended to cradle her. Positioned so my right arm held her up, and my left hand travelled down her middle, my fingers connected with the warmth between her legs, and I played.


  I strummed over folds, damp with desire. I flicked sensitive skin with intention. I snapped over crevices before entering her with leisure. A song rolled through my head and I closed my eyes. Blindly, I laid the licks in my memory, willing my left hand to do the work my right hand once did. She sighed and squirmed under my ministration, rolling her hips in rhythm to my lead. I played softly, a lingering ballad of words in my head, a tempting minstrel skilled with song. I played on, and her body swayed with my strokes. We were normally a frenzied fire of passion, but this would be the lingering embers of a banked fire: tender, smoky, and dragging out the last bit of light until the final crackle. Guinie’s flame was prolonged, as the subtle twist of her hips and the deep moan from her lips told me the burning was going to last.


  Bright blue eyes dazzled me, when they opened. Her head had been back in pure ecstasy, but she raised it slowly to gaze at me. Her expression told me she was relaxed, warm, and lazy with the release that spread through her. Her hand came up to caress my cheek, and she used it as leverage to pull her face to mine.


  “I love you,” she whispered again, then kissed me. If ever Guinie attempted to capture me with a kiss, it was in that moment. It was deep and delicate. A contradiction, yet intentional, as she sucked my lips into hers, then forced her tongue against mine. She moved her body as her mouth worked mine. Straddling me, she pulled back and stared down at me.


  “My turn to play you,” she whispered. Leaning back, she removed my shirt and kissed across my chest. I let my arms drop as she took control and mapped out a path over my skin. While I knew she could make haste in removing my jeans, she took her sweet time to unbuckle, unzip, and undo my clothing. When she finished, she crawled behind me, forcing me to sit forward on the edge of the couch.


  I looked over my shoulder at her, unclear of her intention.


  “What song did you have in your head?” she asked, kissing a path across my back then drawing her tongue between my shoulder blades. I shivered.


  “Just something I’ve been toying with.”


  Her legs had spread behind me, as she straddled me from behind. Her hands slipped over my abs, heading down my treasure trail, fingers tickling through the hair.


  “Hum it,” she muttered, as she continued to kiss my back and caress my lower abs.


  “What?” I swallowed hard, as a hand wrapped around me, and squeezed.


  “Hum it. I’m going to play you now,” she said. I looked down at the position of her hands, one on the length of me, one on my side. She was set to begin the first stroke of her cello. I was her instrument.


  I took a deep breath, attempting to concentrate as I hummed the first tune. She tugged up with one hand, and slipped across my chest with the other, scrapping a nail over my nipple. My humming faltered and she stopped.


  “Keep humming,” she said against my back, and I felt the smile on my skin. Closing my eyes again, I recalled her smile from moments ago. A genuine smile on a face filled with desire for me. She loved me, she said, and so I hummed her a song. Stroke for stroke she met my tune. Hand to chest, she kept rhythm with me, until I could focus no longer. Then she took over and played her own sonata, which included the strength of delicate fingers on me, and a release that brought spots behind the lids of my closed eyes.


  Feeling myself languid and liquid, I turned to wrap her into me as we fell back on the couch. She kissed my chest a final time.


  “You promised to try it, right?”


  My thoughts were scattered at her meaning.


  “The attachment,” she clarified.


  


  


  Guinevere used very persuasive messages to assure that I followed through on my promise to try this fancy attachment. A 3D plastic prosthetic design would enable me to play as I had before. Some boy in Brazil had become quite famous for using the development to teach himself guitar. It looked like a taser in my opinion, but I put it on when it arrived and held the guitar for the first time in a year. I strummed down the strings and the resonating sound matched my heart. It was more than gaining the attachment. It was regaining my ability to play.


  Guinie was right, though. I would not be ready in time for the tour. We were back on track for October, and Tristan had set to work to secure Canyon Blaze, an acoustic guitarist we’d met on the road some five years ago. He was a phenomenal player, singing his tunes in some lowly bar outside Phoenix. He opened for us when we were still playing the West Coast, trying to make a name for ourselves. It was Tristan who convinced him to join us on stage. It was me who coerced him to follow The Nights and hit the road. He had a wife and a baby on the way, like Tristan did now. In Vegas, something happened back home for him. I tried to help him out, but he was too far outside my reach. We lost touch.


  I was starting to get excited that things might just work in our favor, until I saw Ana again. We were fighting about the tour and visitation with Morte. I didn’t think the road was the place for him. Ana was arguing that she should go with both of us.


  “Are you out of your mind?” I bit as she stood in my apartment. Her alabaster arms crossed over her chest. Her lips were bright red like blood. Green eyes pierced me with her anger.


  “You promised to accept Morte. Take us on the road.”


  “Is this about Morte or about you, Ana?” I questioned her motives. I wasn’t certain how much Ana knew of Guinie and me making amends. She’d picked us up at the airport, but I hadn’t spoken with her. When Ana left the house after the fire, I promised we would talk soon. It had been weeks.


  “Arturo, it’s time to recognize him.”


  “I did that,” I snapped. With that farce of a display at Elaine’s, the gossip turned to confirmation that Morte LeFaye was my son, and my private life was splattered across Page 6 again. This time it wasn’t the sins of my father, but the sins of me.


  “Look, Kaye thinks this is a good idea,” she hissed. I turned on her.


  “Kaye? You’ve spoken with Kaye?” I did not like this possibility. Not one bit.


  “He suggested I might be able to convince you.” Her smile turned devious, as she didn’t know how to play coy. The seduction was written on her face, but I shivered in response. I thought we were past this game.


  “Ana,” I warned. “We agreed. I told you, I appreciated what you did. I will be forever indebted to you for trying to save me, but there was nothing more. We had our more. Once.”


  On that word, Guinevere entered the room with Morte. They’d been in the back room discussing how Guinie planned to change it, to make it his room, when he came to stay overnight. Today had been a day visit. Morte would start sleeping over soon. He stopped as well when he heard Ana respond to me.


  “Well, I want more.” The words slithered out of her and then her face froze when she turned to find Morte had heard her. So had Guinevere.


  “Guinevere?” The name rattled out of Ana’s throat like she wished to hypnotize her.


  “What are you fighting about?” Morte asked.


  “Nothing,” I said, as Ana responded, “the tour.”


  “What tour?” Morte asked, his green eyes blinking up at me. Guinie’s hands came to rest on his shoulders, but he shrugged them off. He was never like that with her.


  “Your father’s going on tour soon, remember? He’s refusing to take you with him.” Ana’s words were hurtful and the pain was written on Morte’s face. She used me as a weapon to harm her own child. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like the hate in his eyes. I didn’t trust Ana’s methods.


  “That’s not exactly true,” I defended. Morte walked closer to me. His fists tightly clenched to the sides of him.


  “Is Fleur going?”


  I was so surprised by this question that my neck snapped back. I didn’t know what Lansing planned to do with Lila and Fleur. Fleur was still young, but she was heading into kindergarten. I assumed Lila wanted Fleur to have a normal school experience, not one on the road with tutors.


  “I don’t know,” I answered honestly.


  “Why can’t you take me?” Morte asked. “I want to go with you.” His eyes shifted nervously to his mother.


  “That’s right, darling. We want to go with Arturo,” Ana hissed in a non-motherly tone. She moved toward her son and rubbed her hand down his hair. It looked like she didn’t touch him, though, but he flinched away from her anyway.


  “I want to go,” he whined. He looked on the verge of a full-blown tantrum when he clapped his hands for emphasis, and a ball of fire burst into his palm.


  “Morte!” Guinie shrieked, as she reached out for him. My eyes were transfixed for a moment at the magic held in his hand. The ball rolled and glowed, like a living organism hovering over his palm. I watched in wonder for a moment too long. Guinie touched him and Morte dropped the flaming orb. It fell to the couch and immediately started a small fire.


  “Damn it,” Ana yelled stepping away from the flames, not the least concerned for putting it out. Guinie ran for the small fire extinguisher kept behind the bar and pulled the tab. She doused the couch but not before the fire alarm triggered. Water teemed from the ceiling. It was Ana’s turn to shriek. She covered her hair with her hands, but to no avail. We were getting drenched. It was Guinie who laughed first, her hair pasted to her head. She looked up and had to blink as the water showered down on her. She looked at Morte, whose hair was flattened in a pattern over his forehead. Tenderly, she pushed it back. I saw in his eyes what I’d seen many times. He loved Guinevere; if I had to guess, almost as much as me.


  It was no laughing matter when the firemen arrived. The building manager was not pleased as the place had a reputation for their last fire being in the early 1900’s. Once again, I was reminded that my son was playing with flames. He needed some help. I had defended that he wasn’t broken, but I was wrong. He was very broken, and he needed to be mended.
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  We moved to a vacant apartment on a higher floor, while the place was being repaired from water damage. A call came after midnight. Hollister was at the hospital. I didn’t think it was necessary to go, but Guinevere was insistent that everyone had been present when Elaine had baby Galahad. I was torn. I wanted to be there for my friend, but I didn’t see what sitting in the waiting room was going to do for him. I also didn’t think it would be good to witness the happy couple having a baby.


  “It’s not like we’re in the room,” Guinie argued as she sat up to dress. I still lay sleepily on the bed behind her. My arm crooked beneath my head. I stared at the ceiling.


  “Guinie,” I warned. She twisted to look at me. “Doesn’t it hurt?” I asked hesitantly. I was concerned for her, emotionally. All our friends having babies seemed to take its toll on her at times. Excited conversations of physical changes in Ireland and Hollister, led to side conversations about the changes their husbands appreciated.


  “Does what hurt?” she asked, clearly not aware of what I was asking. She stared down at me.


  “I mean,” I swallowed as I rolled to face her, “does it hurt that they are having babies, and you…” I couldn’t continue. Concern projected from my eyes. Her shoulders shrank and her hand instinctively went to her stomach. I watched her swipe across her flat abdomen quickly then remove her hand to form a fist. I didn’t want her to curl into herself again.


  “Life goes on, Arturo. I’m sad and my heart misses a beat, but I’m so happy for them. Perkins Vale, a father? Can you believe it? He waited his whole life for the one girl of his dreams and within months, they are married and she’s having his baby.” A slow smile crept across her face. In a way, I felt I’d been waiting for the right girl too, and she sat there, strong and content, but empty from the loss of us and the loss of our child.


  My wrist was rubbing up and down her back. She didn’t flinch. She never had. It was a comfort to know that she accepted my pain like I was trying to understand hers.


  “We could try again,” I said quietly.


  She snorted. “I think unintentionally, we have been.”


  My face fell serious and her shoulder drooped farther, as she seemed to misunderstand my body language. We weren’t using protection. From the start we hadn’t been, which is how she got pregnant so quickly last summer. I didn’t want to think we were purposely trying to make a child, but we weren’t doing anything to prevent it. She turned away from me. It was something we needed to discuss, but not tonight. I sat up and watched her finish dressing.


  We’d already spent days discussing Morte and the possibility of him coming to live with me, with us. I’d decided that once the apartment was finished, we needed a fresh start. Redoing the condo or selling it were both options. Guinie didn’t seem to care one way or the other, but she agreed there needed to be a space for Morte. I was arguing that it might be time to make Morte’s living space permanent. Guinie seemed to agree, hesitantly. She was still young. Twenty-three. I’d missed her birthday in my absence. Taking on Morte would be partially her responsibility. It was a lot for me to ask of her, when I was the one who needed to be more accountable to him.


  “Are you coming?” She stood staring down at me. I held out my hand across the bed for her and she reached out to grab it. With that connection, I pulled her down.


  “Arturo,” she groaned in agitation. I used my wrist to push up her chin, forcing her to look at me.


  “I didn’t think we were trying, but if it happens, I won’t be upset,” I said before leaning down to kiss her softly. She smiled slowly in return. My eyes glowed with concern, but encouragement. I meant what I said. If we had a baby, I’d be happy.


  We weren’t too late to the hospital. What started in the middle of the night, though, didn’t end until the middle of the following morning. To everyone’s surprise, one baby turned out to be two. Despite a visual ultrasound and listening for the baby’s heartbeat, there had been no detection of two. Hollister was large, but she was also a taller woman, and Perkins was a big man. It turned out that one baby was wrapped around the other, protecting the smaller one. Like a good brother, Lincoln Jon Vale had apparently been cradling his little sister, Lyric Marie. He came first, dragging his sister behind him.


  Seeing Perkins and Hollister so happy, and watching Guinie hold each baby in turn, I was more determined than ever to do the right thing by Morte. History had not been kind to him, as I had not. He needed a father and hadn’t had one. I needed to change that. I steeled myself for the argument with Ana. Not only would this be the last thing she expected, I fully expected her resistance, as it was my suggestion.


  “Is Guinevere putting you up to this?” she hissed, her green eyes narrowing on me as she sat across the corporate table two days later. She agreed to meet me in the offices of Camelot Records.


  “Guinevere has nothing to do with this,” I rebutted.


  “She has everything to do with it, if she’s going to be your wife,” she snarked in response.


  “Who said she was going to be my wife?” It was the wrong response. I did intend to make Guinie my wife, still, but no one knew that fact.


  “So you don’t plan to marry her?” The hopeful tone mixed with Ana’s agitation sent a shiver down my spine. I did not wish to discuss Guinie, and my future, with Ana.


  “Look, Guinevere is not the topic. I’d like Morte to come live with me. You’re right. It’s time I become a better father.”


  Ana sat back in the leather chair and glared at me as she slithered her arms together across her chest. Her bright green eyes narrowed and her tongue coiled out to rub over bright red lips. I questioned momentarily how I ever found her attractive, then remembered I was seventeen and drunk at a frat party.


  “Are you saying I’m a bad parent?”


  I couldn’t respond honestly to that question.


  “I’m saying you did what you could, and it’s time for me to take over. It’s time to correct history. I need to be responsible for my child.”


  Ana continued to glare, and I braced myself.


  “You could marry me, and we could raise him together.” The thought had never crossed my mind. It was the inevitable suggestion I tried to avoid from her. Ana didn’t love me, actually. She loved what I represented. Rock star, money, society; it was a kingdom of glamor and Ana wanted to rule it with me. However, she was my stepsister, and it was all kinds of wrong to marry one another. I had no desire to marry her. I had no desire to share my crown with her. I had no desire to share my kingdom with her.


  Guinie had been right. She once said that Ana was jealous of me, jealous of my success. She coveted what I had because she didn’t have it, and she somehow felt she deserved it. As I was Ingrid Tintagel’s son, she felt she was owed something as Ingrid Tintagel’s stepdaughter. She’d lost her father young, her youth young, and her heart young. I could not replace any of those things for her.


  “You gave up ten years, let me have the next ten,” I argued. It was the best I could offer her. Ana didn’t want marriage. She wanted an out. She wanted freedom from Morte.


  “It’s wrong for a mother to walk away from her child,” she said softly. The tender side of Ana that I’d witnessed in my recovery peeked out. There was a hint of it behind the dark hair that fell forward, shielding her face as she let her hands fold and unfold on her lap. Then, the delicate Ana disappeared. She smiled up at me with that devilish grin, the snake who swallowed a mouse whole.


  “I’ll be back, Arturo. You’ll need me one day, and I’ll be back to care for you, again,” her voice was thick with menacing promise as the words slithered out of her.


  I don’t doubt it, I thought, and the strangest vision came to me of floating in a boat on Lake Avalon, with Ana standing over me.


  


  


  I felt relieved after my meeting with Ana. There was going to be some legal work, but Morte was coming to live with me. I just had to convince one other person to permanently move in with me, as well.


  I’d planned the night a hundred times in my head, but I didn’t feel as confident as I had the first time this happened. Guinie walked next to me, her arm wrapped through mine as we strolled through Central Park. Fall was definitely in the air. The darkness was approaching. We were a little over a year from where it happened. She stopped as soon as she saw it: Naumburg Bandshell.


  She questioned me with her eyes then slowly smiled. That had been a happy moment for us both. I prompted her to walk forward. Leaves scattered at our feet as we neared the cement structure. Built to house concerts in the era of big bands, it still staged orchestra concerts throughout the summer. Their season complete, the area stood eerily empty.


  I hopped up on the stage and turned to help Guinie. People were still milling around in the early dimming light of evening, and a few pointed or turned to look in our direction. Most continued walking as if nothing extraordinary was going to happen. I pulled Guinie to me and we stood silent, arms wrapped around each other’s waists. She was watching the whole of Central Park; I was watching her.


  “My kingdom for a woman, Kaye accused me,” I started. Her head spun to mine. “I’d give it all up, if it meant I could have you back.”


  Her blue eyes opened wide and her mouth opened in an O, then her expression softened.


  “Arturo, you don’t have to give anything up. You know this. You already have me back,” her voice lightened and she leaned forward to kiss me briefly. Her hands tightened on my hips.


  “No, I don’t. Not yet.” I brushed some hair off her face as it skittered over her cheek. It struck me for the millionth time that she was the most gorgeous woman I knew. Pulling a delicate box out of my jacket pocket, I handed it to her.


  “Arturo,” she questioned with a tease to her voice. Her excitement was present and I hoped I wouldn’t disappoint her.


  “I missed your birthday.”


  As she opened the lid slowly, I kept my eyes trained on her face. I bit my lip, as did she. She looked up at me, confused then removed the ring from the enclosure. The ring was a simple band of white gold with an intricate design edging it.


  “I had purchased it before.” I paused. “It’s your wedding band.”


  She still looked at me, puzzled. Her eyes watered, and I could see she was unclear, as I hadn’t asked her anything yet. I took the ring from her and laid it in her hand.


  “This ring is a circle; round.” I traced it with my callused fingertip. “It has no sides. That means there is no judgement. We are equal. We will go around as we will love and disagree, and I will chase and you will lead,” I explained. Her eyes watched my finger trace the jewelry in her flat palm.


  “And a circle means, you’ll never catch me,” she giggled, as a tear spilled into her open palm.


  “A circle means you can never get away. For where you run, I will follow,” I replied, picking up the band and turning her hand. I slipped the ring on herfinger


  “And wearing it means, I’ve caught you,” I said. I finalized its place at the base of her ring finger. Holding onto it over her, I continued.


  “A circle has a hole in the middle. A hole that only you can fill.”


  I’d hardly gotten the words out when her hand came to the back of my neck and she tugged me toward her to kiss me. I kissed her back. We’d come to a steady truce in our kissing. It wasn’t a battle, a capture and release, but more of a concession, a surrender of desire.


  “I’m honored to wear your ring,” she said against my lips, breaking the kiss and leaving us both a bit breathless.


  “I have something else for you.”


  “Arturo,” she admonished, but again with a tease. I presented her with another box similar in shape and size to the previous one. Opening this one, she gasped. There was no question about the intention with this ring.


  “But I already have one. I still have the one you gave me before.” She didn’t remove the three-carat, solitaire diamond ring, banded in white gold and made to blend with the band she wore.


  “This one is to start fresh. No sorrow graces it. It’s a symbol that we start anew.”


  Her lips crashed mine. This was the kiss I knew. She struggled to vanquish my lips as mine fought to conquer hers. We tangled and twisted with nips and sucks. Tongues clashed in an array of writhing pleasure as we swirled around one another. Her grip on my hip tightened and I recalled that I hadn’t asked my question. Pulling back from her with measured force, I dropped to my knees.


  Holding the hand with the band of white gold, I slipped the other ring into place then bent my head over our joined hands.


  “This I pledge to you: to love you and honor you, and not to take advantage of you. To worship you as I intended. To make you my queen. I would like to have you honor me by saying yes, again, to being my wife. Guinie, will you marry me?”


  I noticed tears were streaming down her face, after she took too long to answer. She’d been shaking her head to agree, but I needed to hear her voice. That voice that I’d questioned, and longed for in my dark days, I needed to hear speak to me. I panicked.


  “Guinie, I’ll wait down here as long as it takes. Centuries, if need be. I’m sorry again I made you wait for me.” I squeezed her hands with my plea and apology.


  She giggled. “Yes, yes, yes. A century of yesses.”


  I stood instantly and returned to kissing her.
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  As I entered the darkness of Emerald Isle, it was within seconds that Lace Cardaugh exclaimed, “I knew it.” She squealed with delight as she raced from behind the bar to my hand. Pulling it upward, she dragged me toward the front window of the tavern, as if to examine the rock that dangled on my finger in a better light.


  “Holy wow,” she sighed. “It’s gorgeous.” Her brown eyes lingered before her brows pinched.


  “Wait, are you married?” The word literally jumped from her lips.


  “Who’s married?” asked Trinity, rounding out of the kitchen entrance.


  “Guinevere,” Lace replied over her shoulder. I held my breath for what I expected to come next.


  “You’re what?” she shrieked, rushing for me as well. Her blue eyes leapt to my hand still suspended in the air by Lace. “Please, tell me you didn’t?” she sighed, closing her eyes. Trinity had China doll skin that blanched whiter, if possible. Her fists clenched and the vein in her neck might have popped out.


  “You didn’t?” she repeated, slowly, letting out a deep breath.


  “I’m not married,” I said, a little too cheerfully. Trinity’s eyes flipped open and the relief washed over her. Her shoulders relaxed, fisted hands opened, and she reached for my shoulders. She wasn’t one for physical touches, but she gripped me hard.


  “Say you won’t? After what he’s done, say you won’t?”


  “Won’t what?” came the voice of Enid Kelly. Her bright orange hair wildly spread around her face as she approached from our practice area. She looked different. Allora and I had been sharing the position of cello player in the 4Gs. With her desire to return to the group and my recent dramas with the return of Arturo, the shared schedule worked for us. What it meant, though, was I hadn’t seen the girls in weeks. Enid looked rather refreshed. I noticed a light touch of make-up, and a slight blush came to her cheeks as I stared at her.


  “What?” she said, growing redder.


  “You look different,” I said. I smiled to let her know I wasn’t insulting her. She was quiet, shy, and easily offended. It wasn’t that she wasn’t pretty before, but the glow about her at the moment made her radiant. She smiled slowly in return then bit her lip to conceal it. Enid had a secret. We all knew she did, but I didn’t know the details of it.


  “You won’t what?” she repeated, looking at Trinity who still had me in her clasp.


  “She won’t marry Arturo.”


  “You won’t?” Enid asked me innocently.


  “I will. I mean, I am. Going to, that is, but we’re keeping it a secret, for now.” I struggled as the grip of Trinity’s hands turned into nails digging into my skin. She gave me a little shake and then a gentle shove to release me.


  “God dammit,” she muttered under her breath.


  I wasn’t certain if she was upset at the fact that I intended to marry Arturo or the detail that we were keeping it quiet. Arturo argued that he didn’t want additional press at this time. The media was already having a field day with the upcoming tour. He didn’t want the attention flipped to me, or us as a couple.


  “You really hate him, don’t you?” I asked, bending down a bit to match my eyes to hers. She straightened her smaller height.


  “Yes.” The answer was that simple and that strange. I had no idea why and wasn’t going to get the chance to ask, when a tall man with long hair walked into the bar. Three girls turned to look at him; I was already facing his direction.


  Sweeping his hair to the side, we stood stunned. The motion was so casual, but he was sexy. There was no other word to describe him. I wasn’t even attracted to hair that long on a man, or a man as large as his stature, but sensuality rolled off him.


  “Hey, girls,” he said, and several blinks broke the spell. Trinity softened in a way I’d never seen, as she turned on the charm.


  “Hey yourself, big man.” She winked at him. “Allora’s upstairs still.”


  He nodded and crossed his arms. I noticed how big they were as he compared in size to Perkins Vale. Their builds were similar. Tall, edgy, solid, but there was something in his eyes. His dark eyes looked like he might be sweet, and the resemblance to Perkins grew.


  “Allora?” I said, clearly not understanding what was going on.


  “This tall, dark, and handsome specimen is Canyon Blaze,” Trinity practically purred. “He’s here for Allora.” Trinity’s voice had a playful tease to it. If I had to think about, it seemed like she was flirting with him. He, however, seemed completely unaffected.


  “Stop throwing yourself at him,” Lace scolded as she walked back to the bar. Enid remained at my side.


  “Canyon Blaze?” I repeated slowly. “Why does your name sound familiar?”


  “Because he’s so large, you can’t miss him.”


  “Not his presence, his name,” Enid chided. She turned to me with a questioning expression.


  “Canyon Blaze,” I said again. “I’ve heard your name somewhere.”


  He continued to stare at me, not unkindly, but uncertain of me. In an instant, the expression passed as Allora entered the bar. His face lit up and she walked into him. His arms engulfed her and she buried her face in his chest. He kissed the top of her head.


  “I see we have an audience,” she muttered, twisting to glare at us. “Hey, Guinie.”


  “Guinie?” the big man said. “As in Guinevere?”


  “Yes,” I hesitated. It was my turn to be uncertain.


  “As in Arturo King’s Guinevere?” he said slowly.


  “Oh dear God, kill me,” Trinity muttered, throwing her hands into the air and letting them slap down on her thighs.


  “Did you know she’s going to marry him?” Trinity declared, clearly addressing Allora, but it was Canyon who answered with, “Yes.”


  “What?” Several voices said in unison.


  “I’m Canyon Blaze,” he said, stating the obvious. “I’m the lead guitar replacement for Arturo King. You’re all he talks about after music.”


  “Arturo quit?” Trinity interjected, equally astonished as when I announced I was marrying him.


  “No. They hired someone to play the lead licks since Arturo can’t,” I said as I walked forward, extending my hand in greeting. That someone was standing before me. He didn’t release Allora, only shifted her to his side in order to extend his hand to me.


  “Pleasure to finally meet the famous Guinevere DeGrance,” he said, a slow smile gracing his slightly pouty lips. Heavy scruff covered his face, and I took in the sharp contrast of him compared to past love interests of Allora.


  “Pleasure to meet you, as well,” I said, responding to the firm grip that held mine.


  “So are we practicing today?” Lace asked, interrupting us all.


  “Yes, but there’s something I need to discuss with all of you.” My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach.


  Arturo and I weren’t actually arguing about my continuing with the 4Gs, but I was getting the impression he wasn’t taking my career as serious as his.


  “I’ll be able to provide you with anything you want. Anything you desire,” he stated.


  It was true. He could. However, I wanted to be able to provide for myself. He’d already gotten me this gig, in the first place, by his connection with Allora and Lace. He’d slept with them both in the distant past. A fact I didn’t need to forgive, but had trouble forgetting at times. Working with them had become very important to me, though. Lace had offered me kindness I’d never known when I moved into her home for a short time. Allora coached me in her role within the group. Trinity, who was difficult to like at best, actually warmed up to me regardless of Arturo, and Enid remained accepting of my offer of friendship. It wasn’t just a job, it was my passion, and these women were my friends.


  Arturo wanted me to go on tour with him. In fact, he insisted on it. I didn’t necessarily want to be left behind while Arturo toured the world, but I didn’t necessarily want to traipse all over the world, feeling like I was following him. While The Nights were on their quest for musical dominance, I didn’t want to feel like a groupie.


  “You’re not a groupie. You’re going to be my wife. I don’t want to be separated from you again,” he argued.


  His argument was convincing, but like most women of men who wanted to rule the world, I was going to be left behind even if I went with him. I sensed it. The other girls did too. They all had children or a child on the way. I was going to be in charge of Morte. It wasn’t fair for us to be lugged around like baggage, and so collectively we decided to remain behind. It was only going to be three months. Three long months. It would give me time to think, but in the meantime, we had a performance to practice for.


  


  


  “So much for your secret,” Trinity said, holding out her phone to me on another day.


  


  [image: Image]


  The article was infuriating for more reasons than one. I had no idea that Arturo had been contacted to comment on our status. His social media profile was listed as “it’s complicated,” which he claimed was a joke. It was true, though. It was complex, at the moment. The second engagement was fast. We were moving at the same pace we had before the last tour. I sensed I should be taking the reporter’s concern seriously. I did not want a repeat of last year, and our circumstances seemed forebodingly similar, despite one fact. I was not pregnant.


  Arturo wanted to rectify that. He thought the tour would be the perfect time to work on making a family. I disagreed. I’d already given reasons why I shouldn’t go on the tour. Additionally, there was another problem with Arturo’s plan. Allora and Canyon. It was the reason I was here, despite being sidetracked by the article. Allora didn’t necessarily want to be separated from her new love, any more than I wanted to be away from Arturo. As Canyon would be going on the road with The Nights, it seemed fair that she would want to go, too.


  Lace was the calm voice of reason. She suggested we just work out a schedule. Trinity, however, wasn’t pleased. She complained that we were putting the 4Gs into an inconvenient position. The group was on hold while the lovebirds flew the coop, she accused. I agreed it wasn’t fair. I was the replacement for Allora, but I had enjoyed my time with the girls more than I ever expected. I didn’t really want to give it up. Trinity accused Allora and me of not taking the group seriously, but I disagreed. My seat had been my career, as I had not made the Boston Philharmonic Symphony. I could have tried out again. I could have applied for another seat in another symphony, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to make something of our small group.


  We’d gathered in Emerald Isle to discuss our options. It was like a nunnery, filled with all women. The addition of a few babies was the hint that this was no collection of celibate women, though. It was practically a celebration of birth, as babies were passed and showered with kisses. Fleur was an excellent mother hen at five years old. She hovered over Linc and Lyric like they belonged to her. Allora’s daughter, Zuzu, stumbled across the floor with her Frankenstein-style walk as she was still learning to use those little legs.


  I hadn’t been surrounded with so many women before. I’d grown up in society, but I had a role. On my father’s arm, I was to stay and entertain. I didn’t have many friends, other than Layne Ascolat when I was a teenager. Occasionally, I spent time with Elaine Corbin, but it was more so when our families were joined in some social activity. Ireland had been the same way until recently. The Nights had changed everything. Arturo had changed everything for me.


  The Emerald Isle was like a queendom of women. I, however, was not the matriarch here. It was clear that Allora was in charge, with Trinity pushing to be her second. We had our own prince of protection, though. Poor Morte was stuck with us. As a nine-year-old boy, he was good-natured about this situation. He had no friends that I knew of, and was content to be alone, although he seemed sad to me. It was here at the Isle that I had my first glimpse of Arturo in Morte.


  Fleur was crying as she approached Lila and tucked into her hip.


  “What’s wrong?” Lila tried to pry Fleur back, but Fleur only continued to shake her head.


  “Fleur, you’re scaring me. Tell me what’s wrong?” Lila pleaded as she bent down to face the child.


  “Morte asked me to marry him,” she sobbed. Between gasps and giggles, we tried to remain calm, myself especially. Fleur was only five, and I’d noticed Morte staring at her on more than one occasion.


  “What did you say?” Lila asked, biting her lip and trying not to laugh.


  “I told him no thank you. Not today.”


  Giggles began again. It couldn’t be helped at the innocence of her response.


  “What did Morte say?” Lila questioned, a touch of concern on her face. My eyes began to roam the room for Morte. I didn’t see him.


  “He said, another day then…and then…” Fleur leaned forward to bury her face in Lila’s shoulder. Rubbing her back methodically, Lila tried to soothe the child as she prodded her forward with the question, “And then, what?”


  After a second, Lila’s smile grew. Her eyes closed and she let out a little huff of exasperation.


  “What did he do?” I asked, fully concerned now that Morte had hurt Fleur in some way. Images of fire came to mind.


  “He kissed her.” Lila bit her lip as she spoke, trying to hold in the laughter. While it was rather funny, my heart broke a little. It was sweet and romantic, but a reminder that Morte could be bold. It was also further evidence of rejection of Morte by women.
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  One thing I had not planned on with the addition of Morte in my home was the difficulty of having sex, when I wanted, where I wanted, with Guinie. A nine-year-old boy is everywhere, and curious about many things, including why I had her pressed against the wall like that, or why were we both in the bathroom together. It was frustrating, and my body was aching with the effects. I seemed to want Guinie all the time when I was in her presence, and most of the time when I wasn’t. I couldn’t seem to shake the need for her, as I feared the worst for our upcoming separation.


  We were arguing often. I didn’t want to be away from her again. She didn’t appear completely onboard with following me on tour. I needed to make some concessions, but I didn’t know what or where to start. It seemed like we were constantly having the same discussion.


  “You’re not taking this seriously,” she’d argued. “This is important to me.”


  I believed the 4Gs were important to her. The girls had been a huge support to Guinevere while I was away, and I owed them for their generosity. I actually owed them for taking on Guinie when Allora wanted maternity leave. The timing was perfect. I could never have foreseen how Guinie joining the 4Gs would benefit me. She was taking it to a new level, though, with her commitment to stay behind and play with them.


  “I have a career, too,” she stated. Her temper was rising. “You’re the one that encouraged me to join them. Are you second guessing that decision now?” she snipped.


  I wasn’t. I just wanted her to stay with me.


  “This might not seem as worldly as the almighty Nights, but it’s still important. To me.” Anger was clearly present in her voice as her hands slapped down on her thighs. She was pacing in front of me in our new place.


  Despite the water damage repair, I decided to remain on the higher floor in the building. The fifty-fourth floor was more spacious and had a place for a much needed music room. Morte had talent on the piano, and I promised to purchase one so he could keep up with his practice. Guinevere needed the space, as well, for her cello. This place had room for an office, the music room, plus Morte’s bedroom, and a game room for him. The newer living room held no bar as the centerpiece like my old apartment, which was fine with me. I no longer wished for my home to be the center of the band’s entertainment. We had a master suite, which is where Guinie was forging a path in the rug, while I sat on the edge of the large bed. I wanted sex, not a conversation, but I soldiered on.


  “I’m not saying it isn’t important. And I’m not second-guessing my decision. I had to think fast to keep you in New York.”


  Her pacing stopped.


  “What?”


  “You were so disappointed about not getting into the Boston Orchestra, I worried you would run away to another state to try again. I had to find a place for you to keep you near.”


  She stared at me. Blue eyes blinked.


  “We weren’t even officially together then. You offered me the interview before anything really happened.”


  I stood from the bed and approached her slowly. Her eyes followed my movement. My left hand cupped her cheek.


  “Guinie, from the first moment I saw you across The Round Table, I knew I had to have you. When we took that walk in Central Park, I knew I wanted more. You understood me, and I didn’t want to lose you. I still don’t. The 4Gs were one of many ways to keep you close to me.”


  “But now?” she sighed.


  “Now, it seems the 4Gs will keep us apart,” I said, my tone lowering with the reality.


  “It isn’t the 4Gs,” she stated, and I knew she was right. The Nights were the ones in the lead. We were the ones leaving, separating Guinie and me. It was affirmation again, that this had to be our last tour for a while, possibly ever. I wanted more stability. I wanted to stay home. I could do more good from here.


  “This will be the last one, I promise,” I said, drawing close to her lips.


  “You don’t have to promise me these things, Arturo. I’m not asking you to give it up. I’m just asking you to understand I have dreams, too.”


  I pulled back; startled that she thought I didn’t value her goals.


  “What do you want, Guinie? What is your dream?”


  “I don’t know,” she sighed. “A record deal, too, maybe” she laughed. My thumb had been stroking the smooth skin of her face and my hand stilled.


  “Is that what you’d like? A deal of your own, for the girls?”


  “I…I don’t know. I just sort of said that.” Blue eyes blinked at me again as if she startled herself with her request. A spark of excitement leapt within them.


  “Done,” I said and leaned in to kiss her. Her hands came to my chest instantly and pushed me back.


  “What do you mean ‘done’?” Her expression questioned my intention.


  “I mean, if you come with me, the 4Gs can have a record deal.”


  Heavy silence filled the air. Her eyes narrowed.


  “Are you bribing me to go with you?” Her voice sounded stunned.


  “No. I’ve been asking you to go with me. I’m offering you a record deal.”


  “What if I don’t go with you?”


  “You can still have the deal.” The words tumbled out. I didn’t even have to think twice. It would prove to her I took her desires seriously and could potentially promote her dreams. This was the vision of Camelot Records, anyway. Our mission was to elevate talent to new heights. We wanted to push the envelope, and a female string quartet that rocked it would be a good step in our climb to the top. It was an excellent first project for me, and it gave Guinie what she wanted.


  “Are you serious?” she inquired, the excitement in her voice rising. It was proof that she wanted this, whether she was in jest at the request originally or not.


  “Yes,” I replied, then captured her lips. I didn’t want to argue anymore. That kiss was my wax seal on the deal. Her lips parted instantly and her tongue thrust into my mouth without hesitation. It stroked mine, played me, and the taste of her was my signature on the contract. This woman could have whatever she wanted of me. My kingdom, for this woman.


  


  


  Madison Square Garden was the place to be for a band of our magnitude. It was the perfect place to kick off our grand tour: The Future Tour. Canyon Blaze was introduced through the media channels, care of Kaye Sirs’ questionable marketing, and The Nights were up for the challenge that the tour was offering. We had practiced hard for weeks to perfect the sound without me in the lead. It was my voice that ruled, I was told over and over again. The disappointment in not playing the guitar had to go. I’d practiced myself with the use of the 3D apparatus, but I hadn’t perfected it enough to go on such a big scale. The Future Tour was going to be a test of our wills, and our skills, with our temporary member of The Nights.


  Foreboding feelings prickled my skin all through the day. I’d been in that position before. A concert. An accident. A separation. I’d struggled to find my way home. I worried that leaving Guinevere behind was going to reopen a gap between us. I desperately wanted her to go with me. I didn’t want to hint that I didn’t trust leaving her behind. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her; it was that I didn’t trust fate. I had a sinking sensation that something was going to happen.


  Before the last concert, Guinevere had seduced me. I remembered every detail, every touch, as she stood before me like a bride and tempted me with her body. Little did I know inside of her had been my child. I’d lost them both that night. I didn’t like the thought that making love to her in the afternoon, prior to the show, would be like saying goodbye to her. We’d said goodbye too many times before.


  Regardless, I knew that I would not pass up my chance to be inside her one more time. When the concert was over, we were flying to LA the next morning. There would be an afterparty, and we’d be high on the adrenaline and drink too, carrying us to the early morning flight. For the first couple stops, Ireland and Lila were accompanying us. Hollister couldn’t do it with such newborn babes, plus there being two of them. Guinevere had obligations, she argued. She was letting Allora go in her place. We wouldn’t see each other for almost a month, until she came to Paris to meet me.


  I wanted our time to be special. I’d purposely sent Morte to Ingrid’s for the day. She’d renewed her interest in her grandchild, as Morte had been lingering in the background while I recovered. She wanted to make the effort that she felt she’d lost when I was a child. She hadn’t been my mother when I was young. Her guilt forced her to want to mother Morte.


  I heard the door to our place open and close. Despite the large space, only silence had filled it while I waited for Guinevere’s return from her morning practice with the 4Gs. We’d made a promise to spend the day together before the craziness of the night. I’d done what I thought every woman dreamed of finding: rose petal path on the floor lead to our bedroom door. Inside she found a glass of champagne. A note told her to undress and meet me in the bathroom.


  I was actually in the office, holding my breath as I waited for her to follow my instructions. The oversized tub was filled with scented bubbles and covered with floating rose petals, too. I wanted her to have a moment to relax while my own heart raced in my chest. I lasted only three minutes before I made my way to her, striping my clothes as I went. She was a siren calling to me; knowing she was surrounded in water only increased that call.


  I opened the door to find her submerged in the warmth of the tub. Her eyes were closed but opened instantly.


  “Arturo, this is so…”


  “Shhh,” I cut her off. I didn’t want to talk. I was on the hunt. She was my prize.


  She stared at me, eyes filled with confusion and arousal. I was already firm and ready for her. Stepping into the tub, my feet went between her ankles. I knelt between her legs. My hand made quick work to rub up her thigh, a finger slipping into the heart of her. She gasped, despite my approach. Her head fell back at the feel of me inside her.


  “Arturo…” she began again, but I instantly shushed her. I didn’t want words. The only sound I wanted to hear was the gentle lapping of water as she squirmed under my intrusion of her. The moans of her pleasure would be the lyrics to fill my thoughts. The feel of her coming undone would be the music in my heart; a song I’d hold there until I could touch her again.


  She was close. I felt the walls of her contract. I rushed for her entrance, bracing my hand on the tub behind her as I slipped inside. She screamed my name as she instantly clenched around me and released. When I felt her calm, I slipped my right arm around her waist. Not breaking the connection, I spun us like practiced water creatures, and she opened her thighs to straddle me. This is what I needed. I wanted her to ride the waves with me. I feared the future drowning, but for once, one last moment, I hoped to encompass the thrill of her over me.


  She was slow at first, methodical, as she rolled over me. The tidal wave inside me built. Half the pleasure was the anticipation. It crawled up from my toes. The water in the tub rocked with the increase of her rhythm over me. Her hands balanced her as she pressed against my chest. Her eyes closed, her head back, I leaned forward to take a breast with my mouth. I wanted us connected in as many ways as possible. My tongue swirled around the erect nipple. Her rhythm increased over me. She purred as the sound of slapping water on ceramic tub filled the small space. Her channel constricted, tightening its hold on me. My legs stiffened and my release shot through her. One handed I gripped her hip, holding her down on me while I pulsed deep inside of her. My intention was to seed. I didn’t want one drop to miss. She cried out again as she clenched around me, milking the final throb inside her. Exhausted she fell forward to kiss my chest.


  “That was amazing,” she breathed. I would give her a moment, but I wasn’t done. I was still hard inside her. The water temperature increased my heart rate and blood beat throughout my veins. Scooping her up, I exited the tub with us dripping. Water cascaded off each of us. I didn’t bother with a towel. I entered our room and placed her on the floor amid the rose petal path.


  “Arturo?” she questioned, her eyes traveling to the bed.


  “Not yet,” I said, realizing it was the first time I spoke. “I only have so much time, but I plan to have you everywhere.” The bed was my final destination. Once there, it would be slow, but the adrenaline in me needed her again instantly. Fast and animalistic, I turned her to her front. I raised her hips as her knees bent. The floor under her was her cushion. Rose petals surrounded her, contrasting bright red drops of blood with alabaster skin. The hunt was on again, and I impaled her instantly. She cried out: a twinge of surprise with the pleasure.


  This time would not be slow. I plunged forth, taking her breath.


  “Arturo,” she whimpered, “I can’t again.”


  “You can,” I commanded. She bucked under me. Her determination to control the situation made her fight back against me. The struggle would only increase the pleasure. She met me thrust for thrust, and within seconds, I was on the edge. Her fingers reached for herself. I couldn’t keep the rhythm if I released my one hand, which was balanced on the base of her lower back. I wanted her satisfied and yet my body refused to move. She was touching herself. The brush of her fingers met the pull of me as I dragged to the edge of her. I rapidly buried deep inside in immediate response. Her fingers worked, her breathing increased. The image of her undid me.


  “I’m sorry,” I breathed as I came hard inside her, pushing to the hilt, stilling as I surged into her to bathe her in warmth. Her hand on the rug held fisted petals. She squeezed them tight as her fingers and my pulse finished her. Her back arched like a lazy cat and we both collapsed to the floor.


  “Oh my God,” she giggled, forcing me to feel the laughter as I was still deep inside her. “Are you trying to kill me?” she joked.


  I kissed her shoulder in response. Pulling out of her, I rolled her under me, and began the slow feast after the kill. I took her lips in celebration. Leisurely, I drank from her, savoring the taste of her tongue, the warmth of her lips, and the flavor of her mouth. My next course would be to lick over the skin of her body, drawing an outline of her salty flesh with my tongue. From neck to toes and back, I traced. My chalk outline complete, I lifted her limp body. She was exhausted; a final serving came with the meal. Dessert.


  I worked my way between her legs, after I laid her on the bed. Rich and succulent, it was not something I could pass on despite feeling full. I lapped at her wet center, cut through the sweet flavor, and swirled the taste of her around my tongue. No final course was as decedent as this treat. I lavished her until she released one final time, then I slipped inside for a final lick. My dick wanted one last brush of her honeyed ingredients. One last swirl inside her to make certain I hadn’t missed a drop. I didn’t think she’d go again. That final effort was for me. Three times was my determination. I wanted my seed deep enough inside to not mistake its mark. No risk to miss the target. If something happened, as I feared it would, she would have a part of me with her forever. I would not leave her alone again.
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  I didn’t think I could move. My body was abused in such a pleasurable way, but it was lazy and I lingered in the warmth of our bed. We finally rested. Wrapped in Arturo’s arms, I instantly slept. When he left for that night’s concert, he awoke me with a kiss. I told him I’d go with him, but the lack of strength in my arms gave out, and I collapsed back onto the pillow. He told me to stay and rest. He’d send a car for me later.


  He wanted to be there hours early. I knew he was nervous. Things were happening so fast. He’d hardly returned before he was off again on an adventure. At times, I could see the concern in his eyes. He didn’t want to leave me, but he secretly wanted to go. It was his fate. I was lying if I said I didn’t have my doubts. We were still trying to rebuild our relationship. Despite the sudden renewal of our engagement, we had not set a date. There was no rush. Arturo believed as long as I wore his rings, I belonged with him.


  I wanted to feel confident that it was true: that I was with him once again, forever. However, a small seed of doubt was inside me. I attempted often to crush it. It was fragile, and I could suppress it at times. Other times, it bloomed into a dark flower with thorns.


  I sighed as I slowly untangled myself from the bed and prepared to shower. The concept of being thoroughly fucked had never crossed my mind, but at that point, I was. My legs still shook as I walked across the crushed rose petals. The sound a reminder of what we’d done. The tub had been emptied, but wet petals lined the bottom. I entered the two person shower stall and let the warm water beat against my achy body.


  The car arrived as scheduled. I was surprised to find Lila and Fleur inside. Lila looked nervous, but Fleur casually stared out the window. The night’s scene was going to be a madhouse and I didn’t know that I would have brought a child to witness the chaos. I also understood that there wasn’t much Lila did without Fleur. They would be leaving with the boys in the early morning hours.


  True to my imagination, the scene outside the stadium was a pack of people. As the car did it’s best to get to the backstage door, people took notice. Fans flocked over to the vehicle. At first they were close enough to bang on a window, startling Fleur who curled into Lila. The crowd parted slowly, and eventually, the passenger door was opened by a large man dressed in black.


  “They’ve arrived,” he said into his headset. A hand wrapped around my upper arm as I was ushered to the backstage door. I turned back to confirm Lila was coming, and saw her hovering over Fleur, as another bodyguard helped her through the push of fangirls. The shouts began. The first words I misunderstood.


  “How could you do it?”


  The second call, I couldn’t miss.


  “You fucked his best friend. You whore.”


  I stopped to look up at my accuser, but the security urged me forward. There was still more attack to come.


  “You don’t deserve him.”


  “He doesn’t love you.”


  “I hate you.”


  If I thought my body was shaking from Arturo’s earlier attention, it was nothing compared to the bruises I felt from his fans’ hatred. The media had done its share to portray me poorly, but Arturo ignored it and encouraged me to do the same. As we’d lived in a bubble the past few weeks, it had been rather easy. Word of our engagement had only hit the Internet within the last few days. The article haunted me.


  As we entered through the security door, and the heavy metal slammed shut on the noise outside, I flinched.


  “Guinie, are you alright?” Lila asked me, as I stared at her. Those accusations flung at me were in reference to her fiancé. I didn’t deserve her kindness or her friendship. The past flashed before me.


  “Don’t…don’t tell Arturo…” I stuttered as my teeth began to chatter. “Don’t mention it to Lansing, either,” I added. I was visibly shaking by that point and Lila was trying to soothe me by rubbing her hands up and down my arms.


  “What’s going on here?” Lansing’s voice made both our heads turn.


  “Nothing,” we said in unison. Lansing was instantly next to Lila. His arms wrapped around her, but he was staring at me.


  “What happened?” he repeated, but I shook my head to signal it was not his concern. I forgot momentarily about Fleur.


  “The people said they hate her,” she spoke sweetly. She said it like it was typical conversation. Please pass the salt. People hate her.


  He reached for me then stopped. His hand retreated to his side. He still held Lila under one arm.


  “You have to tell Arturo,” he warned.


  “I can’t tell Arturo,” I pleaded.


  “He’d want to know.”


  “He can’t.” I stared at his blue eyes, willing him to understand. It could not be tonight. Not before the concert. Not after it, either.


  “Who can’t what?” came the strong voice of Arturo, cheerful and jesting. The smile on his face light up the dark backstage, and the three of us stared at him. The expression on his face fell as I used muscles I didn’t know I had to force a smile. Instantly, he was in my space, his hand on my face; his prosthetic hand on my waist.


  “What happened, Guinie Girl?” His voice was tender. His concern evident. It took great willpower not to cry.


  “Nothing. I’m tired,” I attempted to tease. A knowing smile crossed his lips and he kissed me quickly.


  “I’m so glad,” he teased back. Wrapping his arm around me, he pulled me forward. I let him lead me, as I didn’t have the strength to move on my own.


  


  


  We watched the concert from a box that looked down on the stage. Ingrid met me there with Morte. We had the best seats, as we were close enough to see the guys and they were well aware of us. Tristan didn’t want Ireland backstage in her condition. Perkins couldn’t see Hollister offstage, so he preferred her seated where she was. Allora cheered the loudest when Canyon took the stage, but it was Fleur’s excitement that helped break my spell. As the concert took shape, she danced and sang as if she were the performer. A Ladybug headset covered her delicate ears. I relaxed into the beat of The Nights’ rhythm and recognized the lyrics of words written for me. Arturo’s voice washed over me and I calmed. He called to me through those songs and I let him invade me.


  As the music stopped, Arturo took his time to introduce the band, making comments about New York, and announcing the birth of Perkins twins. He introduced their newest member, much to the crowd’s approval. Women called out the names of who they loved, and when someone said, ‘I love you, Arturo,’ his response was the typical, ‘I love you, too.’ This resulted in cheers and screams, and the occasional loss of clothing. What I’d never witnessed before was the shouts to dump me. It began as a low chant, a hushed murmur, that at first I wasn’t certain I believed. Could the crowd really be encouraging one another to push Arturo to break things off with me?


  Actually, that’s exactly what happened. Whether Arturo chose to ignore it or he was just too caught up in the euphoria of the moment, he cut the chatter off with the start of a song. He didn’t make eye contact with me. Morte had tensed in front of me. My hands were holding his shoulders, making him move to the rhythm of his father’s song, but they’d frozen. He stood rigid under my clenched fingers. I flattened my palms on his delicate skin and apologized. He still stood sentry before me. I didn’t have to see the glare I sensed came from his green eyes.


  The eyes of the others crawled over me. My stunned gaze remained forward. It was Lansing Lotte who looked sick and didn’t take his eyes from our box. I assumed he was concerned for Lila. I shook my head, to no one in particular, as a signal to ignore it. I was startled to find him watching me, and he reacted to my sign. His nodded response let me know he was very aware of me. The concern showed on his face, despite our distance.


  I suddenly felt ill and excused myself from the box. Finding the restroom in our private section, I sat on the closed toilet, resting my head in my hands. It seemed only minutes before a light rap on the door let me know someone was waiting. I stood to open the door and found Hollister standing on the other side.


  “You have to ignore it,” she said immediately.


  “I don’t know what you mean,” I said brushing past her to wash my hands, even though I hadn’t used the facility. Her gray eyes froze mine in the mirror.


  “Do you know how many women wanted to be his first one?” she snarked. I stared at her until I realized she was referencing Perkins. He’d been a virgin until her, and it hadn’t been too much of a secret. His heart was pure. His soul untouched, until he found her.


  “They hated me. So many believed they deserved to be his first.” She continued to speak to me in the reflection of the mirror. “They’re always going to dislike us because we stole their hearts: the almighty Nights. We got what they, as fans, think they crave, the attention and love of a rock star. It’s the mystery that intrigues them. The man they can never have. The man they hope to save.” Her voice shook with an eerie sound, making her words sound mysterious, almost spooky.


  She laughed bitterly.


  “I didn’t need to save Perkins. He saved me,” she said honestly. “Those women think they love him, but they don’t know him. They don’t know Arturo, like you do, either. They love the rock god. You love the man. Flawed and all, we love them.”


  She was right. In more ways than one, she was correct. Those women didn’t know Arturo any better than they knew me. They didn’t know what we’d been through. What we’d each done. Who were they to judge when they didn’t understand? None of those thoughts took away the sting of their words. Hollister stood directly behind me. She was taller than me. Her hands came up to my shoulders.


  “You have to let it go. All of it. The past cannot be changed. Just focus on the future.”


  My Future.


  The words rolled through my head. We hadn’t called each other that since his return. While I had the rings to prove he intended to make me his future, I didn’t feel secure in what would happen next for us. The door to the bathroom opened and Ireland peeked inside.


  “We’ve been sent an escort to go downstairs. The show’s almost over, and I think they want us there before it finishes to avoid any crowd control issues.” Her words implied more than she said. We were secluded where we were, with limited access straight to the basement and the dressing rooms of the band. It was a precaution in result of what happened.


  I nodded in agreement and Ireland gave me a weak smile. Hollister and I followed her into the hall to find Allora, Lila, and Fleur surrounded by five men. We each had our own guard to escort us below.


  


  


  The second the last string was strummed, the last beat was played, and a final ‘we love you, good night’ was called out, the guys were in the private dressing room where we waited. It was large enough for a party of twenty plus people, and there were several others present awaiting the arrival of The Nights. The door opened first with Lansing’s determined strut straight for Lila. He crushed her lips the instant he was before her. His hands slipped into her honey blonde hair, and he held her against him while he kissed her passionately in front of everyone. Fleur giggled and Lansing pulled back. The words, ‘I love you,’ hung between him and Lila as he bent to pick up Fleur and hugged her tight to him.


  I turned to see Hollister had made her way to Perkins. They stood in a locked embrace. His face buried in her neck. Her hands covered his shorn hair. Allora must have escaped the room to find Canyon, who entered with her crushed to his chest like I’d seen him hold her at the Emerald Isle. Tristan and Ireland were making out in a corner. In another second, I thought the room might get a visual display of Tristan’s intentions toward his wife, but Arturo entered. A hush fell as he stood in the doorway, scanning the room for someone. Me. When our eyes connected, he strolled toward me. Casually, he walked as if nothing had happened. He didn’t have a care in the world. Then his lips were on mine.


  He was claiming me. I knew these kisses. For the witnesses in the room, Arturo King was making a statement. I belonged to him. He didn’t care what others said. Our lips collided and tongues sparred until he pulled back breathless. His forehead touched mine. “Fuck them,” he muttered, his breath mixing with mine. I shook my head against his, but the tears were building again.


  “I’m going home,” I heard Lansing say to my right. Arturo and I turned together to find Fleur’s arms wrapped around Lansing’s neck and his arm around Lila.


  “You’re not going anywhere,” came the voice of Kaye Sirs near the door. “You have some obligations to fulfill, like a room full of fans that have tickets for the afterparty.” Kaye stood with his hands on his hips, like a superhero; only slowly I was beginning to think he was a villain.


  “I want to take Hollister home,” Perkins spoke over his wife’s head. She had two little babies that needed her, and I loved that Perkins wanted to go home to help her.


  “You’re not going either,” Kaye demanded. “Kiss your wives or take them with you, but you five are going in the other room.”


  “One hour,” Perkins glared at Kaye. As soft as Perkins was, he could look menacing when he wanted to. He held his wife’s hand and she followed him into the hall.


  “I can really hate you, sometimes,” Tristan muttered as he passed Kaye, Ireland wrapped around his arm while they left the room. Canyon and Allora followed quietly. I felt momentarily sorry that Canyon was getting mixed into our mayhem.


  “I’m not taking Fleur in there,” Lansing demanded. Kaye leveled him with a glare.


  “She can come with us,” Ingrid offered from the corner. She stood with her hands on Morte’s shoulders, both pawns in the game, as well. Fleur wrapped her arms tighter around Lansing, but he muttered something to her before tugging her arms off him. Setting her on the ground, she reached for Lila. The look in Lansing’s eyes told Lila he couldn’t go without her.


  I spoke without thinking.


  “Fleur, come to me.” Lila looked at me with concern and relief. She stood from where she bent before Fleur and released her hand. Fleur raced for me. Lansing dragged Lila gently forward, while Lila stared behind him at Fleur. It broke my heart to see she questioned her decision.


  Arturo and I remained. I knew his thoughts. He had been aware on stage, after all. He couldn’t take me in there. I also knew he’d drag me in to make a statement. I didn’t have the energy to face a firing squad. The night had been rough enough.


  “Go,” I whispered.


  “Not without you,” he turned to me. His dark eyes showed his panic. We’d had to part before in a hasty rush.


  “Just go,” I said firmly. Fleur was holding my hand looking up at both of us.


  “Guinie, I can’t…” his voice faltered. We both knew he had to. He had obligations to fulfill. I was in his way.


  “Arturo, please.” I straightened my shoulders and stared into those eyes that could melt me with desire, enflame me with passion, and slay me with love. His fear, while it shook me, made me realize I had to be stronger. He leaned forward and kissed me hard again. His hand lingered on my face before he pulled back. He ran a palm over Fleur’s sweet head and exited the door but not without a swift punch of his left hand against it.


  I stepped forward now that the room was mostly empty.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Kaye questioned. His eyes softened but his stance remained firm.


  “I’m going home,” I stated. Kaye sighed with relief.


  “Good idea.”
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  I was waiting for Arturo’s call, but it never came. Neither did he.


  “Guinie, did I wake you?” It was 5:30 AM. Their flight was soon.


  “You didn’t come home?” I was stating the obvious. We were on the phone.


  “Guinie, the afterparty was insane. Kaye had me stay longer than I intended, and then I just drank too much. I didn’t want to come home stinking drunk and just pass out, babe.”


  I bristled at the endearment. He’d never called me that before, in that tone. He said it to me like I was one of his fans.


  “I didn’t want you to remember our last hours like that,” his voice lowered through the speaker. I had to smile, but it was weary. I didn’t like how this was starting out. His bags had gone with him when he left for the concert for that very reason. There was a chance he’d party all night. While the others had all wanted to get home and spend the last hours with their wives and families, Arturo had already said his farewell to me earlier in the day.


  “I’m not saying goodbye to you, anyway,” he said, his voice sounding bolder. It was a statement: This was not the end. This was a challenge. We would make it, but after the concert I was not convinced. The crowd had swayed Arturo. Despite his words to forget them, I could sense he questioned their reaction to me.


  A text came through minutes before their flight was to board.


  My Once. My Future. I love you.


  While originally these words brought me comfort, at the moment they brought me pain. I suddenly felt empty and alone again.


  


  


  Morte became a welcome distraction for me as the days turned into weeks of the tour. I was scheduled to go to Paris to meet Arturo, and Morte was coming with me. Arturo would have a three-day reprieve before moving on to more cities in Europe. We spoke daily, but sporadically. His time was limited, and the time zones didn’t help. He sent me texts to reassure me of his love. I wanted to trust that we were fine, but I had a nagging feeling inside. A slight ache that I assumed was from missing him.


  As Morte and I sat on the plane crossing the Atlantic, he became more agitated. He fidgeted in his seat, and over time, I grew concerned.


  “What’s wrong, Morte?” I asked finally.


  “Do you think she’ll try to take me back?” he asked, staring out the plane window. His forehead rested against the glass. Morte was to see his mother, as Ana had returned to Paris.


  “I don’t think so,” I said in hopes to reassure him.


  “Why doesn’t she want me?”


  I realized my response was incorrect. Morte never mentioned missing his mother, yet I shouldn’t have ruled it out.


  “Do you want to go back to her? Live with her?”


  Morte spun to stare at me, fear in his green eyes.


  “No…no, you won’t make me, will you?”


  “Of course not,” I said reaching out to push back his floppy dark hair. “It just sounded like you wanted to.”


  “I don’t want to live with her; I just want to know why she doesn’t love me.”


  I didn’t have a response. I could say that Ana loved Morte. Those would be the right words to comfort him, but Morte was smart. He knew when adults lied or tried to keep things from him. He would sense that I didn’t have an answer for him. I didn’t know if Ana loved her child. They had a difficult relationship in which she used Morte to her advantage when it came to Arturo. He grew to resent his father because of it.


  “Arturo loves you,” I tried. Morte wasn’t convinced. Then he shrugged.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he sighed, beginning to swing his feet. When I thought he was settling down, the twitching started again. “I love you, Guinie,” he said softly. His little eyes shifted to me, and then back to his hands that made motions like he was going to start a fireball, but had no kindling to do so. I was stunned by his comment, and I delayed a moment in my response.


  “Well, I love you, too, Morte.” I wasn’t sure it was the right thing to say. He shrugged like he didn’t believe me, but I saw the slow crawl of his lips curve into a smile. He pinched his eyes then shook his head. It occurred to me that what I said might have been the first time the child ever heard those words directed at him.


  


  


  We finally arrived in Paris after a flight delay. We’d missed the concert. A car met us at the airport. We were whisked through the gorgeous city to the multi-sports arena, where the concert was hosted, and escorted to a room filled with people. The space was packed and Morte gripped my hand. This wasn’t a place for a child. We made our way to a doorway that opened into a smaller, more private space. Fewer people lingered here. It was clear this was an anteroom for the band before they would enter the throngs of their waiting guests.


  While the band was present, so were a few other nameless people, women, really. I didn’t have time to take in the actions of the others. I only focused on Arturo. His back to me, feminine arms wrapped around his neck. Her fingers strummed through his dark wavy hair. I watched in utter disbelief as another woman walked behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist from the back. She said something in his ear, and I heard the sweet rumble of a chuckle from Arturo.


  My hand sweat as it gripped Morte’s, but at the same time it grew cold. I was close enough to sense the silence building at my presence, while I stared at my fiancé being held by two women. Sandwiched in between them, actually.


  One giggled, and I swear it was loud enough to crack the paint on the walls. Cackling resounded in my ears like a heavy ripple. The next words were warped.


  “If I weren’t engaged…” It was Arturo’s voice. I didn’t need to hear more. If he weren’t engaged, he’d take them both. If he weren’t engaged, he could play his role as The Chivalrous Lover. If he weren’t engaged, but he was. It didn’t appear to be stopping him.


  Time passed like a delayed film. It happened within seconds, but was portrayed like a time delay in slow motion. I spun quickly, releasing Morte’s hand. I was through the doorway in an instant and pushing my way through the forest of people. Using my shoulders, I shoved around fans and wedged between couples. I had no focus other than to get out of the thickly crowded space that was warm and oppressive. The physical touch of the others, the sound of their voices, it was all too much for me. My head was bent as I made it across that frontier and practically fell into the hall to collide with another human being.


  Hands gripped my upper arms, helping to right me. Glancing up, I found kind, concerned blue eyes questioning me.


  “Guinie?” The sound of Lansing’s voice brought on the tears. I hadn’t noticed he wasn’t in the room. I only assumed he had been, as I had briefly seen the others.


  “Guinie, what’s wrong? What happened?” The tenderness in his voice increased the salty water works. He tugged me to him and I sobbed into his chest. His arms slipped around me.


  “Guinevere?” The small questioning voice was that of a child.


  Morte.


  “Guinie, what are you doing?”


  “I…Morte, I can’t….” The words wouldn’t form as the tears continued to pour down my cheeks.


  “Where are you going?” Fear filled his tiny voice. “You won’t leave me here. You said you loved me.”


  “I do love you, but this is different,” I choked. Liquidy green eyes narrowed on me. It was too hard to explain. My love for Morte did not compare to my love for Arturo, a love that was being severally tested.


  “I thought you loved Arturo, too.”


  “I do love Arturo, but he’s hurt me again.” I didn’t know how else to defend my actions. As I stood in Lansing’s arms, crying over Arturo, my heart was shattering one more time for the lead singer of their band.


  “I’ll kill him if he’s done that, Guinie,” came the determination of a child. Something in the tone of his voice proved he meant it.


  “No, Morte…I just…I can’t stay here.”


  “I’ll go with you,” he said, stepping toward me.


  “Ana would never forgive me if I took you away.” I had to be strong. Morte was not my son. He was here to see his mother and his father. I could not interfere with that arrangement.


  “I will never forgive him,” Morte hissed, his voice sounding eerily like his mother’s. His long slender white fingers curled into fists. His eyes narrowed further, making the bright green glow through the slits. Again, I believed him true. At nine years old, Morte was done playing games with his father. His heart was closed off to him, too.


  “Morte?” came the sound of an angered voice. It was too much for me. Sensing my need to escape, I numbly let myself be led down the empty hall. We were practically running when I looked back for Morte. The metal click of a door alerted me we were heading out into the brisk evening air. Words were mumbled into my hair, “Let’s get out of here.”
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  Something had happened behind me. Regardless of the arms around my back and the ones on my neck, I noticed that everyone’s attention seemed trained on something behind me. After disentangling from the blonde with fingers in my hair and spinning, in an effort to remove the brunette on my back, I came face to face with Morte.


  Morte. My brain registered his tiny frame: dark shaggy hair and cold green eyes were accentuated by alabaster skin and chapped lips. His presence could only mean one thing. Guinevere had finally arrived. I’d heard the plane was delayed. I’d been distracted throughout the concert, anxious to see her again. Worried at the late arrival, I rushed to the band’s dressing room, in hopes to await her. I hadn’t expected our private room, not to be private.


  Guinevere. My thoughts connected. She wasn’t standing there. If Morte was in the room, so must she be, and yet she wasn’t. Tristan was the one standing behind Morte, holding him in place with firm hands on his tiny shoulders. I rushed forward, gripping the thin arms of my son.


  “Where’s Guinevere?”


  “She left,” he spit at me. Saliva dribbled from his lips as if poison were truly releasing from his mouth. The anger and bitterness in his words stung.


  Left? I didn’t understand. She had to have just gotten here.


  “What do you mean, ‘she left’?”


  “As in, she took off. As in, she left you behind. As in, she never wants to see you again.” He definitely spit the words the second time. My face felt the spray as I was bent forward, evening my eyes with his in hopes of clarification.


  “She hates you,” he bit. The venom ran deep with those words.


  Hates me? I couldn’t comprehend. I looked up at Tristan with questioning eyes, but the moss green ones that looked back at me showed his concern and his anger.


  “What happened?” I asked, standing as I questioned the expression on Tristan’s face.


  “Dude, she just saw you sandwiched between two groupies,” my friend replied.


  My mouth fell open and my hand went through my damp hair.


  Shit. Fuck. Shit. Shit. Shit. Fuck.


  “Where’d she go?” I glanced back at Morte. His narrowed eyes told me he did not plan to respond.


  “Where. Did. She. Go?” I demanded. Morte’s bright eyes steeled to me. Cold stones of hard green, he held firm, standing tall in his small, thin stature.


  “She. Left.” His response contained the condescending tone of his mother. I shivered. I was about to ask where again when it occurred to me that someone was missing. Looking left, I saw the concerned look of Canyon Blaze and the crossed arms of defense on Perkins Vale. Looking right, I saw Kaye Sirs still sitting on the couch. His head bend in avoidance. The woman previously on his lap, running hands through his bleach blond hair, presently sat awkwardly next to him.


  “Where’s Lansing?” I growled. It rumbled through my chest and rolled out my throat, along with a sickening taste of bile.


  “She left. With him,” Morte replied. The words were almost a gleeful response, an evil sort of cheerfulness.
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  “He’s a fool,” Lansing said to me, as he sat next to me on the couch in his hotel room. Gentle hands rubbed circles around my back as I finally calmed the tears. I was tired from travel. I was anxious to see Arturo. I was an emotional train wreck after what I had witnessed. I had nothing left.


  My elbows were braced on my knees as my head bent forward. My hair hung as a curtain over my tear-stained face. Long fingers pushed my hair aside and began to press tenderly into the base of my neck. I let my dry, exhausted eyes close.


  “He’s a fool,” Lansing grumbled again. “I’d never let you go,” he whispered.


  My head shot up at his comment and I twisted to look over my shoulder at him. My hair draped to the other shoulder, his hands froze on my neck.


  “If I were Arturo…I’d never let you go,” he said instantly to clarify. I sat up straighter and turned to face him. His hand slid down my back and rested at the base of me on the couch.


  “What about Lila?” I asked, my voice hoarse from crying. I glanced at him then looked away.


  “I love Lila,” he said. His voice held conviction. I was forced to return my eyes to his.


  “I have no secrets from her. I sent her a text the second we hit the cab.” His voice had an edge to it, as if he needed to shield himself. As if telling me what he did, protected him.


  In warning, I responded. “Lansing, Lila has become my friend.”


  His hand moved away from the base of me and dragged into his own lap. He remained still, pressed into the back of the couch. I twisted so we were face to face.


  “I know that. She’s a strong woman. She’s put on a brave face, and I will do nothing to destroy the courage she has to face me. Us,” he said, signaling between our two bodies.


  “There is no us,” I said.


  “I know that, too,” he snapped, questioning with his eyes.


  We remained quiet. The soft hum of traffic was a reminder that Paris was outside his window. The room had a hotel silence to it, with only the clunk of the heater to fill the space.


  “You’re always going to be the girl that got away,” he said softly, looking down at his hands. His fingers spread wide then sprang together as they rested on his jean covered thighs.


  “I’m always going to love Arturo,” I responded. He looked at me in surprise, his blue eyes softened. He smirked.


  “I know that, too,” he said, nodding his head. “I know.”
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  I paced my hotel penthouse. I had gotten a larger suite as Morte would be with us one night, before he was to meet Ana for the next two. Morte immediately went to his room. Tristan sat on my couch, watching me forge a path in the rug. Perkins went off in search of Lansing. He hadn’t answered his phone. He hadn’t responded to my text. Neither had Guinevere.


  It seemed like hours had passed since I left the concert hall. After Guinie’s disappearance, I exited the dressing room. I didn’t know where I was going or have a plan for how I was going to search for her. I only knew I couldn’t stay in the room another second and wait for her.


  Kaye tried to stop me, but I’d had enough from him. I was tired of him telling us what to do, where to be, how to act. It was his job to manage, not control. We were entertaining, but we were miserable. Perkins missed his wife and new babies. His fear of turning into his father, the famous Alan Vale, was a palpable vibe coming off him. Yet, it was an impossible thought as he wasn’t even remotely like the womanizing, drug-doing musician, who died in a mysterious hotel room. Tristan initially had Ireland with him for two weeks, but that did nothing to subdue the ache he had for his new bride. Allora had travelled to LA for the weekend with Canyon. That was a month ago. My men were suffering from separation.


  Lansing, on the other hand, I couldn’t think of Lansing Lotte. I saw red and wanted to spit fire. If people saw them leave together, it would add fuel to the already glowing embers of rumor that followed us wherever we went. Fans commented. Media gossiped. People talked. It was none of their damn business, and yet the things they said. It was all the more reason why I didn’t want us to be doing the tour. It was too much too soon.


  I stopped pacing and threw myself onto the couch near Tristan. Letting my head fall back, I rubbed my hand vigorously over my face. I was tired. I was drinking heavily again. I was staying up late to accommodate the time zones to have five minutes of hearing her voice. The bottom line was I missed Guinevere. I felt myself drifting, like a boat on the water¸ without her.


  My head jerked up as the door to my suite opened. No one had a key, or so I thought until Perkins stood with Lansing next to him.


  “Where is she?” I demanded as I stood and paced around the sofa. Blue eyes speared me. We were almost face-to-face when he replied, “She’s with me.”


  My gut reaction forced my right hand to rise, swing, and miss. There was neither the strength it once had, nor the hand for impact. Not to mention, Lansing stepped back and Perkins stepped forward.


  “Not like this,” the big drummer said, catching my wrist in his fist.


  “What the fuck did you do with her?” I yelled around Perkins at Lansing. “What the hell did you say?”


  “Me? You asshole,” Lansing said calmly in response, shaking his head. “It’s what you said. What you did, this time.” His arms crossed, and the t-shirt rose to display the large tattoo of his bicep. A short sword emblazed with flowers, lilies, fleur de lis actually. A moon and a star were on hilt and point. His bicep flinched under my stare. He didn’t need Perkins. He was strong enough to defend himself.


  “What did I say?” I snapped.


  “She heard you say ‘if you weren’t engaged.’”


  I waited. “And?”


  “And that’s it. She heard you say ‘if you weren’t engaged,’ as if you meant you would do something with those girls, who happened to both be plastered to you according to Guinie.”


  “He’s got you on that one,” Perkins muttered.


  “Shut up,” I bit.


  “Hey,” Tristan barked from the couch.


  We were getting nowhere.


  “I didn’t say, ‘if I wasn’t engaged,’ or even that I wished I wasn’t engaged.” I paused. I couldn’t remember exactly what I’d said. “It doesn’t matter what I said. Nothing would have happened with them, because Guinie’s the love of my life, and I want her to be my wife.”


  The words got to Perkins. I saw him relax. His shoulders released tension and his arms fell to his sides. He quirked up the side of his lip and nodded. Patting my shoulder, he walked around me to the couch and took my spot near Tristan.


  Lansing and I still squared off.


  “You have a strange way of proving it,” Lansing accused.


  “People hate her because of you,” I muttered.


  “You’re adding fuel to their fire,” he replied.


  We stood practically toe-to-toe. We were roughly the same size. While he still looked young, I looked dangerous, darker, despite us both having dark hair. However, I was no longer the big kid against a thin scrapper, two years younger. We promised to never fight over a girl, and yet here we stood again, almost ten years later. I was the one at a disadvantage this time. I had no hand to fight, and the girl had taken my heart.


  “What do you suggest I do?” I barked.


  “You need to quit blowing it off. Take a stand. Make a statement. Are you getting married to her or not?”


  I stood taller. “Of course, I am.”


  “Prove it to her,” Lansing said, his voice steely, his tone hard.


  “Will you get her? Bring her to me?” I asked, lowering my voice sheepishly. Backing down to him, it hit me that I needed his help.


  Shaking his head, Lansing answered.


  “For once, you need to go after her. You need to be the one to save Guinevere. Not me.”


  


  


  It was going to be quite a change from our history. While I had returned to her time and time again, I hadn’t been the one to rescue her. I hadn’t been the one to save her from herself, others, or me. I’d always thought she’d been the stronger one. She wanted to make her way, despite her upbringing. She broke from her father. She wanted that chair in Boston on her own merit. Then she took the seat with the 4Gs. She stood up to me. I almost laughed when I thought of her slapping me. I deserved it. She didn’t simper and take me back. She wanted answers, and I hadn’t been good at giving them.


  I had no definitive excuse for staying away from her. I’d lost my hand. I’d lost my way, but still should have reached out to her. She would have guided me, had I let her. She’d led the relationship from the start, navigating us through her developing experience and blooming desire as our love grew. Guinie was a gentle flower, who had some thorns to protect herself. I had tried to keep her safely in a garden, when she needed to shine on her own, in a vase in the sun.


  Guinevere DeGrance needed me to nurture her. Shower her with my love, not burn her at the stake. I needed to accept what had happened, which I had, but prove to her that I would stand by her. Stand up for her. Lansing Lotte was right. It had to be me.


  So I stood before his hotel room door and knocked. Then I banged. I pleaded with the solid wood and the woman I was convinced was on the other side. I threatened to barge down the door. White knight on a horse, I’d crash that sucker in and steal her out of that room. I was determined, until the guest in the room across the hall came out and threatened to call hotel security, if I didn’t stop. I was prepared to argue until I saw she was an older woman. Her hair wrapped in some kind of protective cover and dressed in a robe, her accent told me she’d hardly understand me if I did start to disagree with her. I respected my elders and returned to speaking quietly to the door.


  “Guinevere,” I said, letting my fingers scrape softly down the hard wood. “I know you’re in there. I know you can hear me. I’m surprised you didn’t call security, actually.” I laughed softly.


  “Guinie, please. Let me in. I can explain.”


  I stopped for a second. It was the weakest start.


  “Fine, I’ll explain from here.”


  My hand rested flat against the cool door. My forehead leaned forward as I spoke.


  “If I wasn’t engaged to you, it would make no difference to me. I’d still be in love with you. If I wasn’t engaged to you, you’d still be the one I want to see in the morning and hold each night, and love every second in between. Being away from you is killing us, Guinie. It’s killing me. I did it once, and I’m doing it again. I need to be with you, and this isn’t working, Guinie. I want to make you mine, and have you as my wife. From the first moment, Guinie. The first look. The first kiss. You’ve become my life. I can’t live without you, Guinie. Please.” My voice cracked as I pleaded with the wooden door that stood as a barrier to my girl. My fingers traced a heart like a lovesick teenager as my forehead rested on the cool wood.


  “Tres beau,” came the heavy accent of a voice behind me. I turned to find the older woman had not reentered her room, but stood leaning against the doorframe, listening to me beg for my girl to let me in.


  “Elle est belle.” She is beautiful, I understood. Yes, she is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.


  “Elle est parti,” the woman said. My eyebrows pinched. She went to a party? What the fuck?


  “Party?” I questioned.


  “Parti,” she replied, shaking her head, tsking under her breath.


  “Party,” I stated again, making silly motions with my arms in the air.


  “Non. Au revoir,” the woman tried to translate for me.


  “Au revoir?” I puzzled. Goodbye. Yes, goodbye. Leave me alone, I wanted to snap.


  “Non,” she shook her head adamantly again. She waved with a flip of her hand as she motioned down the hall.


  “Au revoir,” she emphasized again in French. “Eh…good bye,” she attempted.


  This time I took her meaning. Guinevere was gone.
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  The one thing I couldn’t do was leave Morte behind. He’d been abandoned too often. It fueled his hatred. He was an angry boy, who was going to grow into a bitter man if someone didn’t step up for him. I took my chance and contacted him. I assured him that I would not leave without him. I’d checked into a small hotel down the way from where the band was staying and I told Morte I’d wait.


  I hadn’t been to Paris in years. It wasn’t how I remembered it, and yet it was exactly how I pictured it. Being later in the year, the flower boxes were empty. The spirit of casualness from the summer months was gone, but Paris in late fall was still beautiful. Like ancient visitors of old, I roamed the city. I visited the Eiffel Tower. I ate at small cafés. I drank French roasted coffee with warm baguettes. I walked the Champs-Elysee and stared at the Arc de Triomphe. I wanted to draw strength from images in my heart of men in grand carriages, drawing up to the arch, and riding under it to enter the great city center. I could see it in my mind.


  Then a question returned of where were the women? Like my Emerald Isle nunnery, the women were all at home. Men had the great adventures of the past. I wanted a great adventure in the present. I sat on a park bench in some random park and watched people aimlessly wander. It reminded me of Central Park. An older couple sat across from me, at one point, along the grand promenade. He straightened her jacket. She held his hand. He kissed it. She turned to look at him. It was clear that white hair, wrinkled skin, and dulled eyes did nothing to diminish the love between these two. Love was an adventure. It could last centuries. I’d been on the journey. Looking down at my rings on my left hand, I realized there wasn’t a finish line.


  Even if we were engaged, even if we were married, Arturo and I were always going to struggle if we ever moved forward enough to not take two steps back. He was always going to be a rock star. Even retired, he’d still be the King. He would want to rule Camelot Records. He had his life planned. I had had mine planned as well, until I’d met him. I’d had a life with my father, but I wasn’t living. When I fell in love, I came alive. I supposed the saying I will die without you seemed very true. Without Arturo, I believed I’d feel dead. I had felt that way without him. If love was life, without love was certain death. I’d actually already had experience with that feeling. I knew it was real, but I didn’t want to die.


  I needed to live. I needed to embrace life. Love of my life, or not, I needed to move forward. I wasn’t ready to swear off men. I wasn’t ready to swear off Arturo. I wasn’t prepared to hang out in a nunnery. It was my life and I was going to do with it what I willed. Arturo had encouraged my strength. I needed to use it to stand up for myself.


  I stood abruptly. Renewed, I walked briskly back to my hotel. I knew what I had to do.


  


  


  I entered the Emerald Isle to the surprise of the girls three days later.


  “What happened?” Lace asked instantly. It was safe to assume anything they’d heard was from Allora through Canyon.


  “I found Arturo enjoying himself as a rock star,” I said boldly. Lace gasped. Enid covered her mouth. Trinity smirked and shook her head.


  “It’s okay. I’m okay.” I was proud of myself. I took a deep breath and realized I was good. In the beginning, when Arturo was missing, I was desperate. When I lost the baby, I felt I could not get any lower. I did, though. I slept with Lansing Lotte, Arturo’s best friend and a teenage crush. It was a mistake. I climbed my way slowly out of a hole, only to be thrown back into it with the surprise return of Arturo. We struggled to regain what we had, but I wasn’t convinced we could get there. After seeing Arturo with those women, I realized I had to stop focusing on Arturo. He was alive. He was well. That had been my issue originally. The unknown of what happened to him was revealed. I could move forward knowing he was not dead. I was empty inside, but it wasn’t as deep as it had been before because I knew he was alive.


  My memory flashed back.


  When I decided to leave Paris, I waited to bring Morte home. Arturo and the band had to leave Paris before our flight, so I was safe to avoid him. Morte was going to meet me at the airport. It surprised me to find Ana escorted him. I assumed she’d put him in a car and let him fend for himself. She stood to the side of her son as she spoke her piece to me.


  “What you’re doing is wrong.” she began. “Running from him. Hiding out from him.”


  “He did it to me,” I snipped like a petulant child. I wasn’t doing it for retaliation, though. I was through fighting Arturo. I didn’t want him to give up being a rock star. It was in his blood, his destiny. I just knew I couldn’t stand by and let whatever happened happen, yet be the one accused of a greater sin for one slip in judgement. I wasn’t going to continue to take the firing squad against me and my reputation.


  I’d been keeping up with the social media as a means to torture myself. Twitter was filled with tweets about Arturo, love for him, and hatred of me. Facebook posts to The Nights page blatantly dissed me for my past, calling me cold, calculating, and evil. Instagram had fan-made images of Arturo and I ripped down the center. It was a subtle campaign to blasphemy me.


  Ana sighed before she continued. “He came home to you. He wanted to get back to you. You should be honored by that.”


  “Honored?” I laughed. Honor was a word used in vows. I will honor you all the days of my life. Arturo was willing to break that vow, I assumed. He’d asked me to marry him again, but we still weren’t ready. “I don’t know if that’s the word I’d use, but fine. I am honored that he came home. I’m glad that Arturo is alive.”


  Ana stared at me. “You don’t get it, do you? You’re his one true love. No matter what he and I did. No matter how hard I tried. He was loyal to you.”


  I laughed bitterly. Loyal? I thought, another questionable word. She stood before me knowing she touched him, and he let her. How was that loyalty? He was practically as guilty as me, except he didn’t have the emotional connection with Ana like I had with Lansing. That’s where I crossed the line.


  Ana must have read my thoughts because she stood before me shaking her head. “Even when I tried to seduce him, I had to pretend to be you. I had to ask him to pretend. It was the only way it would happen. But it didn’t happen. He didn’t fall for me, because for Arturo, it’s always been you.” She sighed again, and for the first time I noticed the sadness in Ana. She had never gotten what she wanted. Because of her loss, she didn’t know how to give love and Morte had paid that price, a lonely child of a lonely mother.


  I remembered looking down at him, as he stood with his head hung. He was angry at me for leaving him behind, but he would have had days with Ana, regardless. Not to mention, I had waited for him, and I was returning him home. His hair looked greasy as it had on many previous occasions. He was sunk into himself, with hunched shoulders and bowed head.


  I didn’t know how to respond to Ana. Her sorrow was a side of her I didn’t trust, but she seemed sincere. She recognized that Arturo would never be for her. I couldn’t believe he would be anything for me in the future, but I was ready to move on. Ana hadn’t done that. For almost ten years, she held that bitterness against Arturo. Her pain was that of a one-night stand that turned into a lifetime of connection through Morte. Bitterness is a hard emotion. It takes work, and Ana had worked it. It also eats at you, and someone I imagined was once beautiful, had turned ugly and evil because of that regret. She’d let the resentment negatively transform her. I did not wish that to happen to me.


  We parted ways after an awkward hug between Ana and Morte. He still refused to look at me, but he held my hand as we walked through customs. He refused to speak as we passed the restaurants and concession stands, where I was offering to buy him a snack. He only shook his head in refusal. As we approached our gate, Morte’s hand tightened in mine. I wasn’t certain why, but I renewed the hold on him. We walked toward a row of seats to await our departure. Suddenly Morte spoke, “Don’t be angry.”


  I looked down at him and stopped our pace.


  “Why would I be angry?” I smiled to encourage him, bending at the waist in hopes he’d finally look at my face. Distractedly, his eyes searched behind me. My skin prickled. I stood tall. Without turning, I knew who was there.


  In slow motion, I spun to face him.


  “Guinie,” he exhaled. His eyes closed as if he was relieved to see me but needed to collect some control to face me.


  “Arturo,” I swallowed hard. He looked so good, a leather jacket over a gray T, with a pendant chain at his chest, and ripped jeans that hung low. His wavy hair was disheveled. His dark eyes burned as they scanned my body. A slow smile tweaked up the side of his lips. My body responded to his gaze. My heart leapt to be near him. My mind stopped me from jumping on him.


  Saying my name again in a plea, he stepped toward me. I held tighter to Morte afraid that if I let him go, I’d reach for Arturo and give into him. It had been a month of burning for him, craving him, and there he stood too close. I could only breathe him in, but I needed to let him go.


  “Guinie, you misunderstood, and then you wouldn’t let me explain.”


  I raised my hand to stop him, but he reached up with lightning speed and grabbed my hand with his only one. Holding it across our bodies while my other hand clung to Morte, we formed a crooked chain of connection.


  “I love you,” he breathed. “Only you. You’re my Once.” His face drew closer to me and I swallowed again. The moisture in my mouth flooded me with desire to taste him. I knew I must remain strong.


  “I did not say I wished I was not engaged.” His voice took on a tone of anger as he emphasized the negatives. “I said something like if I wasn’t engaged, you would still be the only one I love. You. My Once.”


  “Arturo,” I sighed. “They were touching you.”


  “Yes, touching me. I wasn’t touching them.” His eyes sparked. He was convinced he was in the right.


  “Is this how you justified Ana?” The words tumbled out from nowhere. His head shot back like I’d struck him. His eyes blinked. The expression of shock changed instantly to anger. The hand holding mine, tugged me against his chest.


  “I am not justifying Ana or anyone else touching me except for you. You’re the only touch I want on me. And I want to be the only one to touch you in return.” His thumb was softly caressing over my skin while the grip of his hand tightened in fierce contrast to the tender strokes. His mouth twisted and I felt his breath on my lips. I still wanted to kiss him, and then I wanted to kick him.


  “Guinevere, don’t run away from me. Please,” he sighed, closing his eyes briefly again. “Please.” He jostled my hand between our chests and then his lips were on mine. His kiss was capture. Lips vanquished mine. His tongue struck next to entice the pleasurable pain of his passion and his ownership of me. He did control me, but I needed to break free. I let the kiss slowly linger, and then I drew back.


  “I’m not running away, Arturo. I’m letting you go. You need to venture on with your crusade.” He knew my meaning. He could not leave the tour behind. He could not disappoint his band again.


  He stared at me.


  “I can’t go on without you, if I don’t know you’ll be there when I get home.”


  I had a choice to make. Let Arturo go from my heart and move forward. Let Arturo stay in my heart and be held back. I was criss-crossing the two, as I would hold him in my heart, but physically let him go.


  “I’m going home. If you wish to call me when you get back, I’ll be around. But I’m not waiting any longer for you, Arturo. You do what you need to do. I need to move forward.”


  “What do you need, Guinie? I’ll give it to you. I’ll get it for you. Anything. You can have it.” He paused. “I’ll give up the kingdom, if I can get you to stay.”


  “I don’t want the kingdom, Arturo. I only want you. I’ve only ever wanted you.”


  We stood staring at one another at a total impasse. Maybe we were only a moment in history. Maybe we weren’t meant to be forever lovers, only a tragic romance. Arturo was destined for great things. I only wanted to be destined for something. My calling lay with three women, and that’s where I was headed. I was going home to focus on the 4Gs and me.


  


  


  A day later, I stood there facing the girls, wondering how I could explain it all. How I reached for Arturo and held him tight in the concourse of an airport. How I told him I’d love him forever, but we’d passed over whatever was meant to be. I wanted to be with him, but we had too many forces against us. He was to finish his tour and I wanted him to do it worry free. He didn’t need to call me at all hours. He didn’t need to fight off the women. I wasn’t giving him a free pass. I was giving him freedom.


  I even went so far as to remove my rings, releasing Morte from my grasp only momentarily.


  “Don’t you dare take them off,” Arturo snarled at me. “Don’t you dare.” He kissed me again, hard. I felt that kiss in the curl of my toes, the pulse between my thighs, the vein that ran up my neck, and the beat inside my heart.


  “We are not over. You are still My Future.” With that he strode off, and I boarded a plane for home.


  


  


  “I’m here to practice,” I said to the girls. “I want to prove we’re serious about this thing.” I waved my hand around the bar. “Let’s rock these strings.” I smiled, encouraging them to join me on a different quest. I couldn’t take their blunt stares. I needed them to jump in with both feet.


  “Okay,” Trinity smiled, slowly, nodding. “Okay.” In an unprecedented move, she reached for me. She pulled me into a brief hug and released me quickly. “Let’s do this.”
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  I was a dead man set out to sea to perish without her. The arrow of fire was aimed at me and death was coming in one quick assault of flame on water. I was adrift in a boat with no direction, and I needed the tide to change. I needed to get back to her.


  We moved onward from city to city in Europe and parts of Asia. I lost track of where we were as we wandered. My mind was aimless, as I drank too much and partied too long, in hopes to drown her out.


  I will wait no longer for you. Her words haunted me. I had been away from her longer than I’d been with her, and I could not fault her distrust. If I had walked in to see her touching another, I would have burned the place to the ground with her assailant inside. I wanted to strike out at my own son for holding onto her so tight in the airport. He had no right to touch her, even if he was a child. She was mine.


  She made no mention of any other child, and I assumed my plan to impregnate her before the tour had failed. I wanted to give her a gift. Restore the one thing she lost while I was away. The way she looked at me, as she said goodbye, lead me to believe she’d lost more than our child. She lost her faith in me, in us. While we couldn’t live every second together, being apart was driving a deep wedge between us.


  I’d already decided this was the last tour. The guys agreed, as well. While Tristan had been the most on board to travel, he was becoming the grumpiest of us as his wife labored on back in New York. She travelled with us for two weeks, but some drama back home returned her to her parents, despite the split with them over her marriage to Tristan.


  Perkins had held out so long from women, he didn’t seem half as irritable, but he spent more time than normal in showers and privately on Skype with his wife. He didn’t wish to miss the daily changes in his growing twins either, and the snapchats were constant.


  Lansing remained removed from me. While the others would joke, when I entered the room, the jesting shifted. There was a rift between he and I, and I sensed the others were more comfortable with Lansing. He isolated himself from me, as much as possible. I didn’t have as much to say to him. The damage to our friendship had been done. He didn’t agree with my behavior toward Guinevere. I couldn’t get past flashes of him with my fiancée.


  The Nights were falling apart. As Mure Linn had projected, Guinie was the salt in a wound. What happened with Lansing had dented our friendship. The trickledown effect included his remaining on good terms with the others, who didn’t know how to respond to the new chasm within the band. Mure also predicted my son would be the death of me, and in many ways, he had. His pleasure in telling me that Guinevere left with Lansing was pure evil. His intention had been to break my heart, and he did. He was the one who escorted my love home and left me behind to ponder my actions.


  Thinking of Mure, he’d disappeared again. He had a habit of doing that in my life. He took me as an infant and placed me with Hector Kaye, my foster father. Mure found me when I was twelve and in need of solving a problem. When I picked up that guitar and played, he decided it was time to become my mentor. He was present when I met my mother and missed out on my father. He disappeared, as the band grew larger, while we were in college, then reappeared around the time of our first album and tour. He seemed know when I needed him and faded when I didn’t. He was gone when we returned then showed up again shortly before I met Guinie. It was then that he made his prediction. Love would destroy me.


  I’d heard from Leo that Guinie and the girls were making the promised CD. They had studio time and a selection of songs to play. Kaye had expedited the necessary permissions to play songs already copyrighted. What the girls would be recording was an upbeat rendition of popular songs from several modern artists, including some of our favorites. They even had permission to use one of The Nights’ songs on the album. I was proud of her for taking what she wanted. For finding a goal and working toward it. For making what started as my attempt to keep her near me into a career away from me.


  I missed her. My fingers hovered over the phone twice as often as the texts I actually sent. I kept it simple.


  I love you.


  I miss you.


  You are still My Once. My Future.


  She didn’t reply until one day around the middle of December. We only had a few days left of the tour. We were dragging but drink kept the energy going. Tristan, who’d hit the hard stuff in the past, had slowed down. He flirted. We all did, but there was no sexual release like we craved. It was making us all irritable.


  The text came through on one of these bad-tempered moments. Perkins wanted to be home by Christmas. A year ago, this had been a rough time for him, and he wanted to give Hollister a good holiday. Lansing seemed to have his own private thoughts about the past holiday. He only said he wanted to repeat a new tradition he’d started with Lila and Fleur. Tristan was especially annoyed and wasn’t partaking in our typical banter as we had a day to fill before the evening’s show. I was in silent torture, as I’d not had a Christmas with Guinevere. My phone binged.


  It was a voice text from Guinie. She’d never sent me one before, and my heart leapt to hear her. I stood and left the room to give myself privacy. I also needed a moment to prepare for the sound of her. I stood inside the bathroom, pressing play when a noise filled the speaker of my phone.


  whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp


  My eyebrows pinched as I stared at the phone in my hand. There had to have been a bad connection. I couldn’t understand if she said anything. It was only one minute long and the sound stopped. Message over. I played it again.


  whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp


  What the hell? Pissed off, I returned to the main room.


  “What’s up with you?” Tristan asked. I flung myself down on the couch and threw my phone on the table before me. I slammed a foot on the wood surface and let my head fall back, covering my eyes. My head was starting to ache. My heart already did.


  “Guinie sent me a voice text,” I muttered into the hand that held my eyes shut.


  “What did it say?” Tristan asked, his voice a bit too interested. His teasing enthusiasm rubbed me the wrong way. I sat up abruptly and picked up the phone. Throwing it at him, he caught in with fumbled hands. I fell back on the couch and resumed my sulking. I pinched my eyes shut again. He must have pressed play because the dull noise was in the room. It wasn’t loud in the larger space of this lounge area.


  whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp-whomp


  The noise was double time, a rapid rhythm. It beat too fast for time.


  “Holy shit,” Tristan said.


  “Is that what I think it is?” Perkins spoke.


  “I think it is,” Lansing answered for them.


  “Do I need to be part of this conversation?” I breathed. They obviously thought it was something, but it made no sense to me. Silence filled the room, after a repeat of the message. I looked up to three sets of eyes staring at me; two with a gleam of happiness, one set with concern.


  “What?” I snapped. The smile on Tristan’s face grew and Perkins lopsided grin was added to his shaking head.


  “Dude,” Tristan said softly. “Don’t you know what that sound is?” His voice was excited but gentle. It pissed me off further.


  “No,” I barked. “If I did, I wouldn’t be sitting here.” My foot slammed onto the table again. My temper flared.


  “What?” I bit again, as they continued to stare at me.


  “Should I tell him?” Tristan teased.


  Lansing shook his head in disbelief.


  “Put him out of his misery,” Perkins laughed.


  “What?” I demanded a final time. Lansing spoke.


  “That sound is a heartbeat.”


  I remained silent. I didn’t understand. I looked at Perkins like Lansing had lost his mind. The question was forming on my lips, but Tristan cut me off.


  “That heartbeat is the greatest song there is.”


  I blinked at him. What the…The smile beaming on his face was sappy. Tristan only had that silly look for two things: his wife and his future child.


  


  [image: Image]


  I hadn’t been feeling well for a few days. I was determined I had the flu. I was run down from the practices, the producing, and the performing. We were booked up through the holiday season. Kaye had taken on the role of our manager from overseas. He was working round the clock in my opinion. My father stepped in at times with the soundboard, but it was Kaye who was filling our calendar. Our biggest show was set for the night before Christmas Eve: a holiday concert at The Round Table. While we were set to perform some rocked up Christmas classics, it was also a time to continue to showcase our music. Our Tournament Round CD was available and we were donating the proceeds of this performance to Ingrid Tintagel’s foundation WomenFirst.


  It was the same group that The Nights performed for last year. The same group that Arturo argued over with my father and I had intervened. The same group that brought Hollister to the bar and Perkins to her side. It was a bit of serendipity to perform in honor of them, and yet it felt like the right thing to do. However, I still wasn’t feeling well. The achy sensation lasted days, but I didn’t have a fever. My stomach was ill, but shockingly I was hungry. I was tired, though. I had the urge to nap, but once I lay down my mind would race.


  When I returned to the city after Paris, I didn’t know what to do with Morte. Determined to transition him into his new home, I stayed with him in Arturo’s new apartment, hoping to help him gain a familiarity with the surroundings. Arturo had stocked the game room as promised, and Morte’s room was a future teenage boy’s dream. The most exciting room was the music room. I was a bit jealous that I would not be staying to continue to practice in such a grand space. The baby grand that Ingrid sent over for Morte to play on was beautiful. It once stood in the music room of her place. It was a touching gift to give the son of her son. Morte was going to be a musician one day in his own right.


  My thoughts of Arturo scattered. His daily texts warmed my heart and set me on fire. I squelched the flames in hopes to remain focused. I couldn’t allow myself to think of him or what he might be doing on the tour: with the guys, with other women. An idle mind was a dangerous thing. So I continued to throw myself into the production of our CD and learn a few things from my father about The Round Table and Camelot Records. The Round Table was my legacy, and although I didn’t want to run a bar, I saw the benefit of knowing the background of the music business that had given me a comfortable life.


  I was very excited about our CD project, and with the help of Ingrid, decided to develop my own foundation for girls and music: GirlsRockIT, or GRiT, for short. It was to provide musical instruments to underprivileged girls aged eight to twelve, who wanted to learn to play as a means of escape. I found a small storefront to use as our office and lesson rooms. The girls from the 4Gs helped me out, especially Trinity. For those that could not make it to us, one of us travelled to them. With the school holiday upon us, and most schools closed, we had a short break from the practices.


  I’d finally decided to go to the doctor, a few days before the big concert. I’d been sleeping horribly and decided it might be time to prescribe something for me. I recognized the sluggishness, but I fought it. It felt very similar to when I lost Arturo, but I also felt stronger than that first time. That break had been caused by unforeseen causes and the mystery surrounding his potential death was debilitating. Weakness took me down, and lowered me to questionable decisions. Determined not to allow that to happen again; our current break was caused by me, and I had to remind myself I needed to focus on my future. I drew strength from within myself, the 4Gs, Ingrid, and my new project.


  The news at the doctor’s office had been unsettling, to say the least. I didn’t need Arturo to make decisions based on something uncontrolled. I had no question as to what I would do. I had no idea what Arturo would think. Regardless, I had to share the news with him. I was farther along than I thought and confirmation of my test results were guaranteed with the sound of a beat. Several beats actually, a perfect iambic pentameter.


  ta-dum, ta-dum, ta-dum, ta-dum, ta-dum


  “Can I record that?” I asked the doctor.


  


  


  Christmas Eve Eve, Fleur playfully called the night. We had turned The Round Table into an intimate medieval setting. Hundreds of candles lit the stage. It would be the primary source of lighting. Three excessively dimmed spotlights would enhance the glow. The idea was for the remainder of The Round Table to be dark. The mirrored bar would be opposing light as the bottles of alcohol reflected the candlelight. Another three dim lights would help the bartenders.


  We were dressed in black, but it wasn’t formal evening attire. We were edgier in mid-thigh dresses with varying necklines. Mine was completely strapless. Allora’s was over one shoulder; Lace had spaghetti straps; Enid had a jewel neckline, and Trinity had some ripped looking motif over her chest. We varied, as well, in shoes from the tall fuck-me-later pumps of Allora to the feminine combat boots of Trinity. We were unity in black, but our individuality was expressed through fashion preference.


  I nervously paced the small room, off the edge of the stage. I’d been in this room thousands of times, but never as the headliner of a show. Tonight was important to me. It proved something to me. I could do this. While Arturo had helped me get the job with the girls, it had been my talent that kept me there. It had been my friendship that made me love the girls. I owed Arturo for the recording deal. A small smile crept up my face as I recalled so many memories of his encouragement, regarding the group. He really had changed my life, in more ways than one.


  I held my phone, fighting the daily battle to return his texts. That day’s had been:


  Good luck tonight. I wish I could be there. I know you’ll RockIt.


  He’d been keeping tabs on me through Kaye’s involvement, I was certain. I didn’t begrudge him. Camelot Records was his company. The 4Gs were an investment. Our success would have an impact on him. In spite of myself, I had to smile at the reference to my new girls’ club.


  Lace was wringing her hands as she stood near the door. We could see out into the pit area from this side room. The place was packed, but I believed she was looking for a particular someone. Lace had developed a growing friendship with Enid’s cousin, Finley, despite a crush on Kaye Sirs. I couldn’t keep up with her relationships. Some of Enid’s secrets had come to light in a strange connection with Ireland, and she seemed almost as nervous as me.


  “Okay, ladies. Place is packed,” Trinity said cheerfully. Her hair was edgy in her short pixie cut, with deep bangs covering one eye. Her make-up was dramatic and she looked amazing. We had our own P!nk in the group, if only she could sing.


  “Five minutes,” Charlie said, as the intern assistant for tonight. My father was the official host as he often was in his bar. He’d be the one to introduce us. The crowd was a bit subdued compared to what he was used to in his place. The tickets had been pricey. The lateness in December made the night less desirable as a local hang out, but a good night for a charity function.


  “Holy crap, is that Eryk Bane?” Lace exclaimed, her eyes turning knowingly to Enid.


  “What? Where?” Enid stood from making her wild orange hair wilder in the mirror then stopped herself. “I mean, oh really. Eryk Bane, huh?”


  Eryk Bane was an up-and-coming businessman, but had the looks of a super model, and had done some cover shoots. He’d earned the face of several clothing lines and a few male fragrances. It was his deep rust colored hair and brilliant blue eyes. An unusual look, but panty melting, despite an uppity attitude. I wasn’t certain what the story was with him and Enid, but there was a story there.


  “Okay ladies, stage time.”


  I heard my father introducing us, and through muted cheers, we took the stage. The candles encapsulated us. It was intimate and warm. The soft glow highlighted us, and our black silk dresses glistened. We couldn’t see a single figure in the throngs of our audience. The darkness only allowed for the outlines of heads and shoulders. My performance ritual included a deep breath before I placed the cello between my thighs, set the bow on the strings, then we zipped into our first song.


  I was lost in the increasing tempo. What started slow, exaggerated, and haunting, crashed into a race against strings. We fiddled fast and a bead of sweat graced my neck. Trickling down my skin, like a soft kiss, the hair on my nape prickled. My arms worked their magic to orchestrate the connection between bow and strings, the drag and thrust of moving in time to create such a sound. The frenzied playing increased my heart rate. Another tickle of sweat licked down my spine inside my dress. I shivered without losing my pace. The music rose and fell like the lift of a pelvis, the increased beating similar to that of colliding hips. The ultimate connection between two people could be felt between my legs as I continued to play. My breath coming harder, I battled through the sensual draw of my playing until the climax struck, and the music halted to a sharp end.


  Breathless, my pulse raced in my neck. I breathed heavily in a moment of reprieve. My blood poured through my body like hot lava. I was turned on in a way I shouldn’t be in front of an audience. Yet, playing the cello could have that effect on me. The fine hairs on my arms stood up, despite my moist skin. The neurons called out to the energy in the room, striving for a connection with other atoms. Then it hit me. This sensation was all too familiar. There was only one other instance my body reacted this way; one other person who caused me to feel this anxious excitement. Without seeing him, every fiber of my being sensed that Arturo King was in the room.
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  While I sensed his presence, I couldn’t see him. I couldn’t confirm that what I felt was him actually in the room. I didn’t have time to concentrate either. We had to play on. I had five songs before we took a momentary break, Allora introduced us and then she sat to play. I exited the stage to keep our small group at its quartet size.


  The Round Table didn’t necessarily have a backstage. It was more like a small space to the side of the platform. A strip of wood hid performers before they actually hit the stage, but the walk from the backroom to the side entrance wasn’t covered. It’s how we could see directly out into the crowd before the performance. I stood behind that small wall for a moment, trying to catch my breath. My head leaned back against it, and I closed my eyes willing the sensation of Arturo to leave me. He couldn’t possibly be in The Round Table, I convinced myself. He had two more cities after Christmas and a New Year’s Eve show. He was halfway across the world. Continuing to take small, shallow breaths, I rolled my body to face the stage.


  The girls looked beautiful with the glimmer of candlelight on them. Enid’s hair was wild and manic under the dimness, and it gave her the look of something from another world. Trinity still looked sharp and edgy. The tips of her short hair damp from the enthusiasm she threw into playing the violin. Lace and Allora had matching dark locks. They glittered and shone sleek under the flames glow. I admired those women. They were my ladies of court, but I did not rule them. They were ruled by their music. I was merely a passing member under their reign. The Emerald Isle was their home. Mine was The Round Table.


  I was trying to peek into the pit, squinting to see anyone clearly. The first person I made out was Canyon Blaze. He was a large man like Perkins and his presence was unmistakable. He stood front and center, so Allora could see he was there for her. Her mouth tweaked into a small curve, her eyes closed as she tried to concentrate. I sighed happily for her. Canyon had obviously crossed an ocean to be here for her special night.


  I was standing straight, staring back at the 4Gs when I felt that shiver again. Within a second, a hand slipped around my waist and covered my abdomen. I startled but somehow knew I wasn’t to be afraid. A bristly cheek brushed my ear.


  “You played beautifully, just like you.” His voice was deep, raspy and low. Seductive. Instead of speeding up, my heart rate slowed. I leaned back into him and he tightened his hold on me. We didn’t speak. We just stood there. My back pressed into his chest and his dark wavy hair tickled my neck as he kissed my exposed shoulder. He didn’t move his hand from protecting my womb.


  We stayed like this through Allora’s set. My mind became a twist of string sounds and Arturo’s caress. On sensory overload, I concentrated on the thrust of the bows on strings as his hand started a slow caress over my stomach, pushing upward occasionally to dip under the weight of my enlarged breasts. Trinity’s sharp release dragged to the other side of those tightly wound strings, and it increased the steady rhythm of my heart. Arturo’s feet shuffled as he pressed me against him. A deep pulse against the strings from Enid, and I felt the excitement of him against my rear. My body was hyperaware of his, as always. We seemed to be in sync with the movement of the quartet. I leaned into him, adding the gentle pressure of temptation against him. Someone quivered over a string for a second before a deep screech continued the pulsing rhythm. His hand stilled its motion in time then slipped to my hip. With tender force he pulled me back to rub against him. The dragging sensation of the melody matched the torturous dance we were doing in the darkness of the side stage. We hadn’t spoken but our bodies conversed. The sensation of him behind me sent a zing of pleasure through me. My thighs tingled. My sex pulsed. My breasts ached.


  The music stopped and the spell of pressing into him broke. I was sighing, my mouth open in frozen ecstasy. My body aflutter at the potential of his touch: the possibility of where it could lead, where I wanted it to go, and what I wanted it to do to me. I could only breathe out his name like I had done so many times, in moments of pure passion.


  “Arturo.”


  The crowd was applauding and Allora was rising. It was my signal to return to the stage.


  “I need to go,” I said without looking back at him. He spun me, tugging me against him. Deep dark eyes caught a spark from the flames behind me and danced with pained expression. He was hesitant as he spoke the next words.


  “I’ll wait for you?” He questioned it, as if I might not want him to wait. Then his face changed. He must have read something in mine, because that damn slow smile graced his scruffed face, and the confidence in him grew. Reaching for my cheek, he spoke with determination as his eyes peered into mine.


  “I will wait for you.” He meant more. While I told him I would no longer wait for him, he was expressing to me that he’d have the patience for me instead. I nodded and the softest of kisses touched my lips. It wasn’t a kiss actually; it was just a touch, a brushing of his lips along mine. I sighed and instinctively opened my mouth to take his in, but he pulled back abruptly.


  Dark orbs of desire stared at me.


  “You need to go,” he said, his voice low, but still seductively raspy as his head gave a nod toward the stage. I stepped out of his grasp. His eyes watched my retreat until I had to spin and face the stage. His gaze was still on me, caressing my back, watching the sway of my hips, skimming down my legs. The pressure of eyes on me was like the hard feel of his lips or tender touch of his fingers on my skin. He was lapping at me, nibbling, and tickling, and I shivered with the electric sensation. Fine hairs stood again. Those darn neurons reaching out for a connection.


  I was so physically turned on that I had renewed energy as I picked up my bow and collided with my strings once again. The connection was pure electricity. If I played any harder, I expected sparks to ignite and flames to combust from the nervous excitement I felt tingle over my body. I knew without looking, he was watching me. My thighs tightened in pleasurable tension. My center pulsed with the rhythm of the instrument between my legs. My breath came short as I concentrated on my movements. I was hyperaware that I had once played Arturo in this very position.


  When we finally finished I stood abruptly. I signaled for Allora as we took a quick bow. Sparkles floated before my eyes I stood so quickly, but it was more than that. I was so turned on; I felt I might combust in an embarrassing explosion of sexual release on the stage of The Round Table. I walked slowly from the stage. Methodically counting the steps I took until I reached the shadows behind that short wall.


  One. Two. Three. Four.


  Concern was clearly on his face, until I leapt for him. My arms wrapped around his neck and tugged him to me. My body slammed into his, and I tried to get every surface of me against every space of him. I held tight as arms wrapped around me. As if I wasn’t holding tight enough, he mumbled into my neck.


  “Hold tighter, Guinie. Hold tighter.”


  I squeezed until I thought I’d meld into him. My body would simply combine with his, and we would be one on the side of the stage.


  “Where can we go?” he muttered, as if he knew what I wanted, knew what I’d need. Unfortunately, there was only one way to exit this stage. Taking his hand, I tugged him forward. We’d have to go through the pit of The Round Table, through a crowd that might not care to see me with Arturo King. But I no longer gave a damn, as there was no going back. I only wanted to move forward.
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  I let her lead us. I’d always let her lead in our sexual history. I’d learned long ago, I would follow her anywhere.


  She tugged my hand and pulled me through the crowd. She was trying to keep to the edge, just out of sight enough to not cause commotion or raise a stir. I knew she wanted the attention to remain on the girls on stage. We didn’t need an audience. We needed each other.


  She quickly entered the code to the secure private entrance and a thin ray of light highlighted into the bar. If heads turned, I never noticed. My eyes were trained on her. Where she went, I would follow. Once inside the hallway, she turned on me. I was startled, as I feared the worst. Despite the intimacy of her pressing into me on the side stage, and then the embrace where she held onto me like she’d never let me go, I was still hesitant that she’d slap me again. I’d been an ass of sorts.


  Instead her lips crashed into mine. She struggled to get control, but instantly I took it from her. This is where I led. This was how I battled. I conquered. She submitted. It didn’t take long before our roles reversed. She surrendered quickly and then the thrill began. I’d go in for the kill, a torturous dance of tongues sparring tongues, and lips clashing with lips, and all the while, our hearts beat in a war cry.


  I need. You. I want. You. I love. You.


  The rhythm was succinct. Our hearts beat together. Guinie was the bow; I was the strings.


  She pulled back gently and bright blue eyes sparked as they looked at me.


  “I’ve missed you,” I said. I wasn’t holding back. I wanted her to know how I felt. It had been awful without her. I hadn’t been able to share my thoughts with her. I hadn’t been able to know how she felt. I hadn’t been able to comfort her, and I realized that without intention, she’d turned the tables on me. She’d done to me what I’d done to her. I didn’t believe it had been malicious. I knew how busy she’d been, as Kaye kept me apprised of her doings. She’d thrown herself into the 4Gs and her new project, GRiT, in an effort to avoid me, to possibly drown out her thoughts of me, like I tried to suppress thoughts of her.


  This kiss told me the truth. She had missed me, too.


  “Upstairs,” I muttered before she attacked again. My queen had turned into a warrior. She was on a mission. As her sexual experience grew, I never complained about take-charge Guinie. I loved her confidence. I loved her determination. She was taking what she wanted, and at the moment, that was me. We fumbled down the hall, mouths and hands continuing to grope as we found the elevator. The ding alert to its opening doors startled her, and she giggled against my mouth.


  It was the briefest of rides to the third floor, and when the door opened, we both turned to face Talia. The nursemaid and confidant of Guinevere, her short stature stood like a frozen centurion. Hands on her hips, she glared but her mouth was opened wide. A smile cracked her features when Guinie leaned forward, kissed her cheek briefly, then reached back to pull me into the living space. We didn’t stop, though. She took a set of stairs and I followed.


  Inside her room, she gently shut the door then locked it. Turning to face me, panting out of breath, she was suddenly shy. Her hands pinned behind her against the door. Her body leaned on the wood at her back.


  “Should we talk?” she questioned. Something shifted in her eyes, and I panicked that I’d lose her. I didn’t want her thoughts to catch up to what we were doing, but I didn’t want her to regret speeding forward either.


  “What can I say?” I asked. She looked at me. For a moment, I felt she was willing me to say something specific, and I had no idea where to begin.


  “I haven’t been with another soul since you left.” I decided reassurance was the place to start.


  “Neither have I,” she breathed. I realized for the first time, the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. Guinevere could have easily been with another. I didn’t want to think back on how she had before, but in truth, in over fifteen months, she’d only been with one other person, once. It was too long ago to matter to me. She could have done it again. Any man in his right mind would have wanted her. I was in my sound mind when I had not been before. I wanted her.


  “I love you,” I breathed. The truth of my feelings had to be next. Those words didn’t seem to cover my emotions for her, but it was all I had. I could write her volumes of songs, form combinations of lyrics, and still not string together any other set of words that explained it as simply as that. “I love you,” I emphasized a second time.


  She pushed off the door and sighed the words in response to me as she collided against me again. We stood for a moment, in that tight embrace, before her tender lips began another assault on my skin. Short pecks turned to quick nips of my neck, then jaw, and finally my lips. I gave into her as quickly as she took my mouth. The struggle was brief. I was in control almost instantly. I had a hunch it was what she wanted. While she was instigating the fight, she wanted me to take control.


  I pulled back, swooped forward, and picked her up. Carrying her to her bed, in her father’s home, she returned to her attack of my neck. My skin shivered with excitement. I laid her down, but she didn’t release me and I tumbled with her. My hand slid unabashed down the center of her to halt on her belly.


  “Are you okay?” I asked. My eyes initially followed the trail of my hand, then instantly came up to her face.


  “I’m fine.” Her smile proved her words. She had to be three months along. Perkins told me she was out of any danger at this point. I had to laugh at his “mothering” sense. He was suddenly an expert on childbirth.


  I was positioned so that she lay on her back while I was on my side, but she was pressed against me. My hand continued its exploration over the thin, tight material that adorned her body. The strapless cut exposed her beautiful collarbones, and my lips fell to grace them until I transversed the exposed skin of her neck and shoulders. I nipped her gently and felt her curl toward me. I’d found the spot I recalled was a trigger on her. The short length of her dress rode up as she twisted to raise a leg over my hip. The distance wasn’t long before it slipped up to her hips and exposed the thinnest material covering only the dark mound at the top of her legs. Thin straps wrapped around her hips to the tender string of ribbon cleaving her lovely ass.


  My hand immediately began to roam.


  “Should we be doing this?” I questioned, not taking my eyes off the hand that explored her soft skin.


  “Yes,” she moaned quietly. Her hands were making work to unbutton my shirt then loosen my belt. We each appeared to be only half undone. I needed us completely naked. She rolled, so I could unzip the side of her dress and tug the material down her body. Before me was a temptress in a strapless bra, which hardly covered her swollen breasts and the skimpy lace of the matching thong. I stood at attention, my dick straining toward her. It hadn’t had her touch in so long and I wanted inside her instantly. I didn’t need much foreplay; she was soaked, and I peeled back the thin thread of covering as hungry fingers slipped inside her. Her hips bucked slowly, her eyes rolling back as a deep groan of pleasure crossed her lips. Her arms rose above her head, and she twisted and turned with the stroke of my fingers. Her hair sprawled on the pillow, her mouth parted in desire. She was the image of a wanton woman, and I wanted her.


  “Guinie, I need inside you.”


  “Yes,” she sighed, languid as I played her. She didn’t miss a beat as she continued to squirm and rub her thighs together, while I removed the remainder of my clothes. Not missing or skipping one chord of the rhythm, I spread her wide and slipped inside. Her eyes opened as she moaned. Her hips thrust upward to drag me deeply inward. She clenched around the hardness of me. Soft and warm, I was caressed by her inner walls as she refused to release me.


  “Guinie, this isn’t going to last long.”


  Lost in her own concentration, she simply purred in reply. Her fingertips worked over my back. Her ankles crawled up my calves to circle round my waist. I was braced on one arm as I used the other to loop under her knee. Hooking it higher, she stretched enough to reach my shoulder. The openness allowed me to thrust deep. My balls kissed her lower lips as she sucked me inside of her. She continued to moan and mew in response to my motion. It was controlled, measured, and methodic as we enjoyed the intense connection of man in woman. The King in his queen. The Heart reaching for his soul.


  “Arturoooo,” she groaned low, as her inner walls contracted over me. The takeover was complete. She owned me as I invaded her with the release of my seed. I didn’t need to worry about filling her. She already contained a part of me inside of her. As we both came down from the high, and her leg slipped off my shoulder, my thoughts leapt to the baby.


  “Did I hurt you? Did I hurt…” I let my voice fade.


  “The baby,” she whispered, as blue eyes twinkled in the afterglow of our lovemaking.


  “Yes,” I sighed. I didn’t want to argue but I had to know. “Why didn’t you call me?”


  “I did,” she smiled, lazily stroking a finger down my cheek. “I called you as soon as I found out.”


  I stared down at her.


  “And I came to you as soon as I heard.”


  It was true. We had played the concert that night and took an overnight flight home. It had been almost thirty hours of pure adrenaline. The Nights rode home in haste for the holidays and their family.


  “What about the tour?” she said, continuing to trace over my face.


  “We have forty-eight hours until our flight.” It was all we could spare. Two days for the holidays. We flew out on Christmas night to return to Europe then head to Australia for the New Year’s Eve concert. After that, we were home free.


  “Then we can’t waste a second,” she whispered, reaching up for me with her mouth and starting her tender attack all over again.


  


  


  Morte had been with Ingrid and we went to her home to celebrate Christmas dinner. He turned out to be the most difficult part of that brief trip. I’d tried to spoil him, tried to make up for lost gifts, lost time. Unfortunately, Morte didn’t seem to appreciate my effort. He sat amongst the scattered presents and crumbled wrapping paper to stare at each item in turn. Finally, he looked up at me. His expression was questionable. I couldn’t read it.


  “Why did you give all this to me?” he asked.


  “I wanted you to have a great Christmas,” I replied honestly. He continued to stare.


  “Morte, is there something you don’t like?” Guinie asked hesitantly. I noticed her eyes were fixated on Morte. She was trying to read him, as well. Ingrid was also present, but she remained silent.


  “I like them all fine. I just don’t understand why you gave me so much.” His tone was surprising. It was almost angry. He glared at me.


  “I…” I wasn’t sure what to say. I’d told him the truth. I was trying to be kind and give him a nice holiday.


  “We have another present,” I began but Guinie warned me, and Ingrid suggested now might not be the appropriate time. Ignoring Ingrid, there was something in Guinie’s tone that told me not to say what I was about to share. I didn’t heed her warning. She’d mentioned that she hadn’t said anything to Morte. She was waiting for me to tell him. Her eyes focused on mine, concern and caution in them. I carried on.


  “Guinie and I are going to have a baby. You’re going to be a big brother,” I expressed cheerfully. A brother was something I hadn’t had until the band. Morte was going to have one so much younger, when it was important.


  “I hate you,” he blurted, standing awkwardly from the floor. He faced me with fisted hands. Green eyes glared at me. I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t understand why he was so upset. He turned on Guinevere.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” he snapped, tears coming to his eyes.


  Guinie stood from the couch we shared and approached Morte. Reaching out for him, he swatted her hand away. I stood as well, while Guinie attempted to embrace Morte a second time, telling him she was sorry. That’s when he went too far. Morte pushed Guinie in the stomach. In her surprise, she faltered back into me. I quickly spun her.


  “Are you all right?”


  Her hands were braced over her abdomen. She was nodding, while tears filled her eyes.


  “I’m not hurt,” she whispered. “I’m not hurt.” The pain was in her voice, from her heart, but not Morte’s physical touch.


  “That’s it,” I growled, releasing Guinie, and grabbing Morte by his arms. Ingrid said my name in warning.


  “What’s the problem?” I bit at Morte.


  “She started a group for girls. Girls! And I’m not allowed to join.” It seemed like the silliest argument to me. I’d already known that Guinie had been extra busy with the production of her own CD, practices with the 4Gs, and starting her new project, not to mention, she was pregnant.


  “I’m sorry, Morte,” she said weakly. “I know I’ve been a bit preoccupied.” She glanced up at me. She had been unavailable to him in order to fill her mind and not think of me. It wasn’t really her responsibility to care for Morte. She’d taken it on herself. Guilt was written on her face, but she didn’t deserve it. She shouldn’t feel remorse.


  “This isn’t Guinie’s fault. You’re mad at me, not her,” I argued.


  “I am mad at you,” he yelled. “You’re never here. You make promises you don’t keep. And…and…and now you’re going to do it again.” His voice continued to rise as he motioned at Guinie. It occurred to me that Morte loved Guinie in a manner more than child to adult. He loved her, plain and simple. His fear for her, his protection of her had been repeated, time and time again. His upset could only be that he was afraid I’d do to another child what I’d done to him. He was concerned I’d leave Guinie behind, like I had left Ana. The situations were beyond opposite to each other, yet incomprehensible to a child.


  “I’m sorry, Morte,” I said, loosening my hold on him. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to do better.” He ignored my plea.


  “Everyone’s always saying they’re sorry. It’s only words.” His whine was a solid argument. His comment was wise beyond his nine years. Morte had been hurt beyond my repair, and for that, the guilt that ate at me should have been the death of me.


  That night I left Morte at Ingrid’s home. Guinie and she both argued that Morte needed time, which I didn’t have yet. I was down to hours, not days, before I had to return to Europe and finish the tour.


  


  


  Leaving Guinie again seemed almost impossible. Guinie and I continued to share the physical presents of our bodies. We’d hardly talked. We let out bodies speak. We were casual conversation, heated argument, and breathless laughter. We did not use words. Fingers mimed the alphabet. Hands spelled out the meaning. Body parts sang phrases.


  I should have worried that literal words did not cross our lips. My parting gift to her was penetrating to the core. I wanted no doubt in her that I would return, and I would be hers alone. She would be mine. My Once. My Future.


  The Nights would have no Boxing Day celebration that year. We would be on a stage in a room of ten thousand strangers. We were a brave front as we partied, but our hearts were across an ocean. For each of us, our once and future lay away from us that night, and our somber cheers to health and home were privately heartfelt. The Nights were far from performers that night. We were men on a mission to return home. The week passed with another concert then the grand finale of New Year’s Eve. Sydney, Australia was fourteen hours ahead of New York City. The twenty-one hour flight home would not get Perkins there in time for his first year anniversary. He was hoping to arrive before the stroke of midnight Eastern Time.


  His silent temper stewed as we left the concert and headed directly to the airport. There was no afterparty for us. The Nights were done. Kaye was angry, but he wasn’t the man suffering at heart. I reminded him that he wanted to step back from being our manager. That was one of his arguments to run Camelot Records. He wanted freedom to use his skills to break ground with other groups, including the 4Gs, as one of many new projects. Here was his freedom.


  We slept if we could on that flight home. Each of us had our minds in other places: Perkins anniversary; Tristan’s coming child; Lansing on a wedding the coming spring; and me…I just wanted to get home to my girl.


  I was exhausted as I crawled into a warm bed on a cold January night and wrapped myself around Guinevere. I felt her smile as she nuzzled into me. My body reacted to her presence, but I didn’t have much energy.


  “I’m tired, so tired. But I need you, Guinie. I need to be inside you and know it’s real. You’re really in my bed, I’m really holding you, and our future is about to happen.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and strung a leg over my hip, opening up to me. Our cores met, but it wasn’t close enough.


  “I’m going to apologize in advance. I’m not going to last long, but I need you, Guinie.” My hand slipped up her hip. Covering my hand, she removed her panties with the guidance of hers over mine. Sliding on top of me, I slipped into her. We groaned collectively at the sudden invasion without foreplay. She was ready for me, regardless. She rocked gently and the build up came quickly. My hand slipped off her hip as she took control to comfort me, assure me.


  “I’m content to hold you in me,” she whispered into my neck. “But hold me tighter, Arturo. Hold me tighter,” she breathed. Wrapping my arms around her, I rolled us over and slammed into her, letting her know, I would never let her go again.
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  It seemed like we’d hardly been asleep when the call came through. Tristan and Ireland had their baby. We’d missed a text to say they were headed to the hospital. As Ireland was holding off as long as she could for Tristan to get home, she was ready to have the baby almost the instant she hit the hospital emergency room. A tiny girl of six pounds graced the world a few days early. Ivy Rose Lyons was the symbol that Tristan and Ireland were entwined forever.


  Arturo was more attentive compared to the night before. He beamed as he praised our potential child.


  “We’re going to be them,” he said, as he kissed my neck and pulled up my t-shirt. His hand splayed over my tiny bump. He released my lips and headed for that swell. He kissed a pattern over my skin then drew a heart.


  “Hello, baby,” he said to my stomach. I laughed gently.


  “We’re waiting for you,” he said, as he kissed my stomach again. “But you take your time,” he warned, “because I have plans for your momma first.” His mouth returned to my skin and travelled directly to where his plans were to begin. His lips hit my ready center and I stifled the scream. I came fast. Another week of pent up frustration and pregnancy hormones, and the release was almost immediate. He entered me as I rode the last wave, only to start the tide again. I crashed as he did after entering me, and felt for the moment, all was right with the world.


  Later that day we strolled through Central Park, after a visit to the hospital to congratulate Tristan and Ireland. It was a cold lazy winter day. The air was crisp but refreshing. Arturo said he needed it after so many hours on a plane, then exhausted from the return. My arm was looped through his as we were covered from head to toe for the cold. My thoughts wandered to the difference between the present and our first walk. I didn’t know him then. I knew of him. A rock star, destined for great things, but uncertain he wanted them. A man with a convoluted past of secrets and mystery, until all was revealed by the time he was twenty-one: too young to take on the world, too big in the music industry not to keep forging forward. I never could have predicted we’d end up back here.


  Our own history had been less than straight. A whirlwind romance, some might say. Love at first sight, Arturo claimed. Engaged quickly, separated beyond our control. Mistakes made, promises broken, we seemed to return to each other, despite all those decisions that kept us apart. Little Fleur would say it was Destiny. She tried to explain to me once that Destiny was the girl who brought Lansing and Lila together, until Lila clarified that Fleur believed a fellow pre-schooler named Destiny was the cause of Lansing and Lila fitting together.


  Some might say it was Fate: A Love that had loved in the past and would love again in the future. We’d been down the bumpy road in a past time, and Fate was returning us to each other until we got it right. There was a movie like that. Time was set to repeat until the characters did things the correct way. Would Arturo and I get it right this time? We were on chance number three, which Perkins claimed was a lucky number. His third time seeing Hollister, he kept the girl, determined to never let her get away from him again.


  We weren’t innocent like Perkins had been, though. We were human. We’d made mistakes, poor choices, and wrong decisions, but I believed if we just kept moving forward, we could overrule the past. Tristan believed that. He’d let his past define him, but not control him. His anger at his uncle certainly caused him to disbelieve in love, but his playfulness did not let it destroy the hope that love would win someday. Love would overrule everything.


  Arturo was a king. Royalty in the rock industry, and ruling was his destiny. Mure Linn had said it. He’d been groomed to overcome conflict and take his rightful position in many places. Owner of a billion dollar real estate company. President of Camelot Records. Wizard at guitar until the loss of his hand. Owner of my heart. Despite Mure’s accusation that I would end that rule, I believed I wouldn’t have to be the finish of Arturo, but the start of something new. Together, we would rewrite history and tell a different tale. This one would have a happier ending.


  Were we perfect? Not a chance. We still had an angry Morte, who was going to try us through his teenage years. We had a baby on the way that would change many things for us. Most of all, the future of The Nights was in question.


  “Is the band done?” Lace had asked me one day while the 4Gs practiced. Kaye Sirs had made it sound that way to her and she doted on his every word.


  “Nope,” Arturo had told me. “Just not going to quest the world for happiness. We know we can find it a little closer to home.”


  It would be better that way. Arturo and I needed time to rebuild. We were flammable material when we were together, but we also needed to make certain the fire could glow without burning.


  He stopped our walk and motioned for us to sit on a park bench. It was the same one we sat on that first day, as I watched a family of ducks on parade. The river streamed before us, lost in a fine mist of cold air over the warm stream. The winter temps kept all wildlife away from the park today.


  “What’s our plan, Guinie?” he said to me. I turned to him. My arm still looped through his, but my hand unable to hold his with my thick mitten. I removed it and removed the pin that held closed the end of his sleeve. My hand caressed the curve of his wrist. Arturo was growing in skill on his guitar with the 3D attachment. He was also learning to use a metallic hand, like an advanced claw. It gave him more mobility with its new age technology. I continued to rub his damaged skin.


  “What do you want it to be?” I asked softly, afraid for a moment that his future would not match mine despite the baby.


  “I want us to love each other, hold tight, despite anything,” he said, tugging his wrist from me and wrapping his arm around me. I curled into his chest, letting my head rest on his shoulder.


  “Think we’ll make it?” I laughed nervously. We had a lot ahead of us.


  “You’re my once, Guinevere. I told you that. You’re the one time I plan to love, long and hard. No matter what comes our way, you’re also my future. Our love will last centuries.” His one hand crossed my body and rested on the thickness of my winter coat over my protruding stomach. No matter what was to come our way, we would be linked together forever. Our blood had crossed. Our hearts had linked. Our story would be retold for centuries.
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  Loose ends: In the Arthurian tradition, Merlin disappears. He is captured by the woman he loves, who hides him away in a cave, where he supposedly spends the remainder of his life. As there have been numerous requests for Mure Linn to have a story, I’m leaving him mysteriously gone for the time being. As for Ana LeFaye, the Morgana LeFaye of classic King Arthur, she disappears to reappear at the end of Arthur’s reign and carry him off after his death. I have no intention of killing off characters, so Ana simply needed to step back for now. Finally, Morte, poor innocent Morte, has a ton of baggage, and that just leaves him open for a great story in the future.


  I can truly say I LOVED writing this series. The research involved and the modernized twist was just plain fun to create and write. While not everyone is a traditional King Arthur fan, I do hope you’ve enjoyed this fan-fiction. Who doesn’t love a rock star, anyway? If King Arthur lived today, he’d be a rock star.


  I owe a kingdom worth of gratitude to three individuals who have been loyal subjects: Kari Ayasha, Cover to Cover Designs, for making gorgeous covers that portrayed the character of The Nights and Guinevere; Brenda Wright, Formatting Done Wright, for her patience and skill at making the inside beautiful, too; and Karen Hrdlicka, for her extraordinaire editing and faithful friendship. You’re the Lansing to my Arturo.


  A few other ladies of the court deserve my gratitude: Ella, Christie, Annie, Patti, and Karen for amazing beta skills. Thank you for the time and patience to read this work. To all the ladies in Novel Love Notes and The Nights, thank you for hanging out with me and the band. We have a blast with you. To Sylvia Schneider, just for your friendship, thank you.


  Finally to my immediate family, much love for their support and understanding, that this quest has been a dream come true.


  


  * * *


  


  I love to hear from readers, so feel free to follow me at all the usual places:


  Facebook - www.facebook.com/lbdunbarauthor


  Twitter - www.twitter.com/lbdunbarwrites


  Goodreads - www.goodreads.com/author/show/8195738.L_B_Dunbar


  Instagram and Pinterest – lbdunbarwrites


  Web – www.lbdunbar.com


  


  All my books are available in ebook and print form.
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  This can’t be a series about a band with out a playlist, and I love when books have them.


  Here’s the list for Guinevere and Arturo


  


  


  “Elderly Woma Behind the Counter” – Pearl Jam


  “Creep” – Stone Temple Pilots


  “Afraid” – The Neighborhood


  “What Kind of Man” – Florence + The Machine


  “Maps” – Maroon 5


  “Cigarette Daydreams” – Cage the Elephant


  “Something From Nothing” – Foo Fighters


  “R U Mine?” – Arctic Monkeys


  “Shatter Me (feat. Lzzy Hale)” – Lindsey Sterling


  “Not Strong Enough (feat. Brent Smith)” – Apocalyptica


  “Nothing Else Matters” – Apocalyptica


  “Believe” – Mumford & Sons


  “Black Hole Sun” – Soundgarden


  “Centuries” – Fall Out Boy


  “Prayer in C (Robin Schulz Radio Edit)” – Robin Schulz & Lilly Wood & The Prick


  


  


  [image: Image]


  L.B. Dunbar loves to read to the point it might be classified as an addiction. The past few years especially she has relished the many fabulous YA authors, the new genre of New Adult, traditional romances, and historical romances. A romantic at heart, she’s been accused of having an overactive imagination, as if that was a bad thing. Author of the Sensations Collection, Sound Advice, Taste Test, Fragrance Free, Touch Screen, and Sight Words, she is also author of the Legendary Rock Star series, beginning with The Legend of Arturo King. She grew up in Michigan, but has lived in Chicago for longer, calling it home with her husband and four children.


  

OEBPS/Images/Untitled33.jpeg
(4

Gui





OEBPS/Images/Untitled47.jpeg
XL
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled16.jpeg
XIII
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Legendary Rock Stars Book 5

L.B. Dunbar





OEBPS/Images/Untitled17.jpeg
XIV
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled51.jpeg
XLVl
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled32.jpeg
XXIX
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled35.jpeg
XXXII
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled46.jpeg
XL
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled49.jpeg
XLV
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled22.jpeg
XIX
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled27.jpeg
XXIV
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled59.jpeg
Playlust





OEBPS/Images/Untitled60.jpeg
About the Awthor





OEBPS/Images/Untitled21.jpeg
XVIII
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled28.jpeg
XXV
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled44.jpeg
XLI
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled12.jpeg
IX
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled3.jpeg
Prologue

Guunenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled18.jpeg
XV
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled9.jpeg
VI
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled37.jpeg
XXXIV
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled6.jpeg
i
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled53.jpeg
XLIX
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled50.jpeg
XLVI
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled34.jpeg
XXXI
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled31.jpeg
XXVIII
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled15.jpeg
XII
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled41.jpeg
XXXV
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled11.jpeg
VI
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled24.jpeg
Guunenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled56.jpeg
LIl
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled5.jpeg
I
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled55.jpeg
‘ LI
Guinesere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled25.jpeg
XXl
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled10.jpeg
\Z[|
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled39.jpeg
XXXVI
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled54.jpeg
Guunenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled43.jpeg
XL
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled40.jpeg
XXXVII
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled38.jpeg
XXXV
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled4.jpeg
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled7.jpeg
\Y
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled57.jpeg
‘ L
Guinesere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled30.jpeg
XXVII
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled58.jpeg
Awthor’s Note
(Agoin)





OEBPS/Images/Untitled13.jpeg
Guunenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled1.jpeg
, e BLab of
gu nevere
ng rANCE





OEBPS/Images/Untitled19.jpeg
XVI
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled8.jpeg
Guunenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled14.jpeg
XI
Artwro-





OEBPS/Images/Untitled2.jpeg
L.B. Dunbar





OEBPS/Images/Untitled36.jpeg
XXXIII
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled52.jpeg
XLV
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled29.jpeg
XXVI
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled26.jpeg
XXl
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled48.jpeg
XLIV
Guinenere





OEBPS/Images/Untitled45.jpeg
‘Was that bling a wedding ring?

Spotted in Central Park last Thursday evening, witn
esses say Arturo King was seen walking with ex-fiancee,
Guinevere DeGrance, in a rather couple-like stroll. King
has actively admitted he and his former fiancée are still
friends, despite rumors that she was with another
band member, guitar player, Lansing Lotte, in King’s
absence. Gossip was dispelled last spring about any
involvement of Lotte and DeGrance when Lotte was
seen embracing his intended, Ms. Lila Lovelourne,
on the streets of New York City. The ring on her third
finger was confirmed to be an engagement ring, although
no date has been set, according to sorces close to the
couple. King, on the other hand, has refused to
comment on the bands seen on DeGrance s fingers.
While the couple had entered a quick engagement
last summer before both the originally scheduled
world tour and the traumatic accident that crippled
King, it had not been confirmed the couple reconciled
upon his return. In fact, a rather public display of her
slapping him was captured on video and trended on
social media for weeks. Does the ring mean a wedding
in the future? This reporter has her doubts. Speculation
is, another hasty engagement can only mean a cover-up.
With another world tour looming in the future, our
hope is this isn’t all a precursor to another accident.
Be safe, Mr. King. That’s what we warn, and we don’t
recommend leaving that girl behind alone again.
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