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One

J

essica Walker woke up to raucous laughter and froze. A
whimper escaped her lips as her body throbbed in
pain. Everything hurt. Even her hair ached. If she had
the energy, she’d yell at herself for being beaten again,
but her head hurt too much. After seven months of freedom,
he had found her.
She shifted around on an unfamiliar and smelly sofa and
groaned. Back in the day, when she had lived with Henry in
Beloit, she’d become quite pro cient at diagnosing her
injuries. Despite the time away from his abuse, she’d bet
money that at least one rib was broken. Maybe two. It was
tough to breathe. She grabbed a Percocet and water bottle
from the battered hobo bag she’d tossed down on the oor
and popped it with the bit of water she had left.
God damn, but she hated who she had become. There
had been a time when she was a regular girl. A little over‐
weight – according to her doctor – but she loved her body.
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She had been that girl with a quick smile, a loud laugh and
loads of friends. And then she met Henry. And everything
that made Jess unique disappeared. Nothing remained of her
former gregarious self. Even months away from her monster,
she still hid within the shadows of her sister’s apartment. She
was still this nervous, achingly shy woman who jumped at
any sudden movement.
She scanned the darkened space for signs of movement.
Where the hell was she? Even in the dim room, she could see
an unfamiliar long table and a circle of chairs near the door.
Her woozy mind cleared a bit, and she relaxed. She was in the
green room of a concert venue, waiting for her sister, Justine.
Her cool-as-fuck, I-don’t-take-any-shit sister, who sang in a
punk rock band called Vulvareens.
Earlier, as she had run out of the apartment she shared
with her sister in Waunona, she had sent her a quick text.
He found me
I’m coming to the venue.
I need you to hide me.
Now a guitar twanged in the distance and pulled her
from her re ections. It must be time for the bands to arrive.
Was her sister here right now?
If she had time to read the text, she must be frantic. The
thought of seeing Justine made her heart sink. She knew how
upset her sister would be the moment she saw her face. Jess
certainly deserved a good scolding after this royal fuck up.
But Justine didn’t scold. She cried. And that was far worse.
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Jess moaned, her head feeling like it was about to
explode. She was a fucking idiot. At twenty-three, she should
have some common sense. What possessed her to open the
front door without checking the peep hole? She’d gotten lazy
and overcon dent that Henry had given up his search. She
had never been more wrong in her life.
The door opened and Justine stormed into the room
“Jessie?” Justine’s eyes widened as she took in the bruises
and bloodstains. All the color drained out of her face. She
shook her head as if she refused to believe what she was
seeing. Then she raced toward her sister and cried, “That
fucking ass hole. We’re calling the police this time, Jessie. The
Beloit department needs to know he hurt you.”
“I called them when I got out of the hospital last time.”
Jess said. She still couldn’t believe the condescending tone of
Henry’s superior o cer as he laid the blame squarely on her.
All she wanted was for Henry to be reprimanded, and they
did nothing. Less than nothing. They simply accused her of
trying to sabotage his career.
Justine wrinkled her brow as she sank to her knees and
lightly touched Jess’s hair. “I know. But this time, I’m calling
the damn lieutenant or whatever and that man will hear what
I think of his leadership. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll go to
the press.”
Jess closed her eyes as she tried ignoring the violent rami‐
cations of Henry losing his job because Justine complained.
Sure, it was his actions that would cause his dismissal, but
he’d blame her. And if he ever was able to get his hands back
on her, she’d be dead. Jess knew logically that Henry needed
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to have some serious repercussions for his actions. But in that
dark place where her PTSD lived and thrived, she was terri‐
ed of his reaction to being dismissed.
Christ, she was tired. If she could hide within the
numbing sleep of Percocet for a few hours, that would be
great. Unfortunately, Justine’s eyes were lled with tears, and
she’d likely do something rash if Jess didn’t stay awake.
“Jessie? Oh my God, I’m calling 911.”
“No. Wait. Sorry, I’m so tired. Please don’t call anyone
until I’ve had time to sleep, okay?”
Justine scowled, which under any other circumstance
would have made Jess laugh. But not tonight. Her sister was a
warrior on the inside. But on the outside, she looked like a
pixie, all freckle faced with rose-tinted porcelain skin. She did
everything in her power to hide her doll-like features. Today
she balanced her innocent coloring with green hair, a nose
piercing, combat boots, a tartan miniskirt, and a Sex Pistols
T-shirt. She looked like a pissed-o doll. But despite Justine’s
belief that she could take down men of all sizes, she was only
ve feet tall. Henry would break her in under a minute.
“Just promise me you won’t go near him. No matter
what.” The idea of her sister getting anywhere near the
monster was more than Jess could bear.
Justine made a few comforting noises. “Okay, I won’t do
anything. I swear. At least for now. Will you stop moving?
You’re going to hurt yourself.”
“You promise, right?” Jess tried, but her lips trembled as
she looked at her sister.
“Oh, honey. Yes, I promise.” Justine angrily wiped tears
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from her eyes. “Would it be all right if I tried to clean up
some of the blood on your face?”
“I guess.”
Justine walked over to the empty table and grabbed
some napkins leftover from some catering, dipped the
napkin in water, and, with the sensitivity of a serial killer,
began to dab her sister’s face. It felt like needles poking Jess’s
skin.
“Ow! That hurts.”
Justine rolled her eyes. “You’re a fucking mess. Of course
it hurts.”
Jess snorted. Her sister wasn’t a warm, fuzzy person, but
she loved her family ercely.
“How’d you get into the greenroom?” Justine asked as
she dipped a napkin in her bottle of water to dab-attack Jess’s
face some more.
“I look like this,” Jess said and waved her hand over her
face. “I asked to see my sister. They said you weren’t here yet
but I could wait in the greenroom. I gure they wanted me
away from the paying customers.”
Justine’s face softened. “Oh sweetie. I’m so sorry I wasn’t
there.”
“If you had been at the apartment, both of us would be
banged up – not just me.”
“How did you get away? I mean, I assume his plan was to
take you back to his home.”
Jess nodded. “Probably. But you know that award you
won for best new punk band a few years back?”
Justine’s eyes gleamed. “Yeah.”
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“I hit him over the head with it and he went down. So I
ran.”
Justine’s mouth dropped open, but there was a faint glint
of humor in her eyes. “Tenacious J. You were always the
brave sister.”
Jess gave her a wan smile. Sure, a woman who allowed a
man to beat her on the regular was the bravest chick in the
world. Everyone said that. “I’m the brave sister? You’re the
one who tours in a punk band named after your po-po!”
Justine’s eyes widened, and then she fell on her ass and
burst into giggles. “I forgot that’s what Mom called our
vaginas when we were kids.”
“How could you forget? I was traumatized the rst time I
heard someone say, ‘Here comes the po-po.’ I honestly
thought I was accidentally ashing everyone.”
Justine snorted. “I love you so much. Po-po. How do
kids survive their childhoods? My god.” She ran her ngers
through her spiky hair.
Justine stared at her for a moment, the mood in the room
shifting as her eyes grew watery with distress. “I don’t want
to hurt you, but I want to hug you so bad.”
“I took some painkillers so I’m good to go. Hug me.”
Justine frowned. “I don’t think—”
“It was my medicine,” Jess interrupted. “From the
other…times. I know you told me to throw them away, but I
kept them in case he hurt me again.” A blush crept up her
face. Yep, she was so brave. She had a collection of painkillers
from di erent hospitals in her bag. Each bottle another
reminder of violence.
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“Oh, God.” Justine pressed her forehead against the one
part of Jess’s arm that wasn’t bruised.
“Yeah.” Jess brushed her hand against her sister’s soft
hair. “But I don’t want to talk about that. I was hoping I
could go on tour with you all. There’s no way Henry could
nd me if we’re in a di erent city every day.”
Justine’s eyes closed and she sighed heavily. “I have three
more months of touring, Jessie. That’s a lot when you’re
recovering from your injuries.”
A deep, melodic male voice from the door said. “She can
stay with me. You know I have plenty of room.”
Justine turned around and smiled at Diego Aguilar.
Jess took a deep breath and winced. The voice startled her
down to her bones. She had to blink several times to get
herself to relax. She knew in theory that her favorite rock
guitarist would be around, since his band was headlining the
tour, but it hadn’t occurred to her that she would see him in
reality. Or that he would see her—broken like a child’s
forgotten toy.
“To be honest, I was thinking about asking you. Thanks
for o ering.” Justine stood to give him a buss on the cheek.
Diego chuckled. “I gured.”
Jess sat in a dream state as she witnessed her sister
gabbing with Diego Aguillar like he was some regular dude
on the street. She and Jess both had been fans of Metalsome
since their rst album, Medium Rare. But Diego had been
her rock star crush from the moment she saw him playing the
guitar years ago on a TV show. The focus and con dence
that he displayed while his ngers moved at a frenetic pace
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through the chords was sexy. The soft smile on his face as he
played his guitar, a G&L Tribute Rampage, was mesmerizing.
And yeah, she had looked up what guitar he used back in the
day. Normal fan stu . No big deal.
Now Jess no longer had fantasies about men, no matter
how good looking. Men couldn’t be trusted. They were
Satan in jeans and a T-shirt. They hit and hurt and destroyed
souls. But, she thought as she surreptitiously scanned the
famous guitarist, he certainly looked good for the devil.
Justine came over and sat on the sofa. Jess scooted closer
to her and cautiously eyed the leather-clad rocker. He was the
epitome of a rock star. From his all-black attire to his blacktipped ngernails, he radiated heavy metal energy. Not to
mention the sleeve tattoos on both arms. The coal-black
eyeliner he used highlighted the gold in his brown eyes. His
dark brown hair curled slightly around on the ends, making
him appear younger than his thirty- ve years. It had always
amazed her how pretty he was for a man. But he made up for
his angelic looks by being a real badass with the guitar. His
battered black fedora gave him that extra punch of cool dude.
Former Jess would have swooned at his entire ensemble, but
now—not so much.
“Jessie, I know things were a bit hectic when you came to
our folk’s house a year ago. You know when you ran from
Henry?”
“Yeah. It’s all a big blur. That whole time.”
Justine nodded. “I gured. Well, I grabbed you and took
you to the hospital before our dad saw you. Do you
remember that?”
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“That I remember.” Jess nodded. “We decided that I
should go with you before dad saw me and killed Henry.”
“Yeah. Well, you were insistent that you couldn’t stay at a
hospital because he would nd you.”
“He’s a cop!”
“Yes. I know. But what you don’t seem to remember is
that we both stayed with Diego for ve days while you recov‐
ered from your injuries. His brother Ray is a doctor and took
care of you. Anyway, this is Diego.”
Diego went down on his knees. “Hello, Jessie. Or would
you prefer Jessica? We never had a chance to chat when you
were at my house last time.”
“It’s Jess, actually,” she said, touched by the question and
yet unnerved by his gaze.
His eyes darkened as he appeared to categorize every
broken bone, bruise, and abrasion.
She took in a deep breath, moaned in pain, and glanced
at her sister. The conversation needed to get back on track.
“Why can’t I stay with you, Justine?”
Justine shook her head. “Metalsome’s tour ends tonight.
But my band is opening for the last leg of Sod People’s tour
for three more months.”
Ugh. When Jess had rst heard Sod People, she had taken
an immediate dislike to their music. Their songs were violent
and lled with foul imagery. Henry loved them.
“So what does that mean?” Jess asked, and tried really
hard not to whine.
“They have a reputation for being rambunctious on
tour,” Justine said as she scraped her hands through her hair.
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Diego frowned. “Rambunctious? Those fucking boys are
stupider than we were at their age. And we were reckless as
fuck.”
His band had a bad reputation in their early years. Heavy
partiers, drugs, and lots of women. All of them had been
arrested at least once. Diego was arrested for jumping into
the audience and pounding on a guy. Rumor said it was
because he saw a man shove a girl out of the way during the
show.
And if Diego thought this band was worse than they
were? The idea of loud, dressed-up-like-aliens metalhead
weirdos was not what she needed right now. Damn.
As always, Justine picked up on every nuance of her
expressions. “I guess I can call Mom and Dad—”
“No!” Jess shifted, then winced. “He knows where they
live. He’s told me he’d… he’d kill them if he found me there. I
still can’t believe I ran there when I did. It wasn’t safe for
them.”
“Motherfucker,” Diego muttered. But when he turned
to her, his face was calm. “Why don’t we all take some deep
breaths together?”
Jess nodded and tried to breathe like Diego, but it hurt.
“Are your ribs tender?” His lips attened with anger.
Jess blushed. Their reactions bordered on the ridiculous.
This beating, while brutal, hadn’t been the worst she’d expe‐
rienced by far. “I think at least one is bruised or broken.”
Justine gasped. “Oh, my sweet girl.”
He shook his head and muttered curses. Then he sighed.
“Okay, we need a plan.” He stood up, checked his watch,
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and frowned. “We have sound check in, like, fteen fucking
minutes.”
Justine glanced at her Winnie the Pooh watch and tsked.
“Fuck me, it’s almost six! This night is moving too fast. I
need to take her to the emergency room.”
“No!” Jess said as she tried to sit up, but the pain was too
much.
“What do we do?” Justine asked Diego.
Diego grabbed his cell. “Let me see if my brother can
come by and take a look at her.”
“Oh, that would be great. I don’t think Jessie remembers
him, but I do. He’s very k..kind.” Justine said as she tried not
to choke up in tears.
Jess squirmed, unnerved with all the focus on her prob‐
lems, and turned to face her sister. “I don’t mean to be disre‐
spectful to, um, Diego, but I don’t know him. I want to go
on tour with you.” Please, please don’t leave me.
Justine’s eyes softened. “I get it, honey. I do. You don’t
know him, and you’re hurting and afraid.”
Jess nodded, tears slipping from her eyes.
“Sweetheart,” Diego said, “your sister isn’t going to be
able to care for you while on tour. It’s a grind, believe me.
And it’s no place for someone who needs to recover from a
severe beating.”
His eyes held such understanding and concern that it
confused her. She wanted to dislike and distrust him, like all
men. But for some reason she kind of did believe him.
Justine went back on her knees. “I trust him, Jessie. The
whole band has had my back this entire tour. Shit, I’ll get
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into it with you another time. These guys are solid. I know
it’s hard to have faith after everything you’ve been through.
But I wouldn’t leave you with just anyone.”
Diego ducked his head, but she thought she caught his
eyes softening.
“The one thing we all agree on right now is for me to call
my brother,” Diego said. “I’m going to do that and let the
other guys know what’s going on.”
“Will you tell my band, too?” Justine asked.
Diego nodded and stepped out of the room. It felt
quieter without the lead guitarist’s intense energy. Now with
just the two of them, Jess felt a sense of calm again.
“You still wear the watch I gave you?” Jess had saved up
her babysitting money to give her big sister that watch for
Christmas when she was twelve years old. She had been so
proud of herself for being able to provide Justine with some‐
thing she wanted.
Justine beamed. “It’s my prized possession.”
Jess closed her eyes, her throat tight with emotion as she let
herself go back in time. For the past year, she had guarded her
good memories like a sentinel. Any reminder of joy made her
reality that much bleaker. But now, as Justine softly hummed
and played with Jess’s hair, she began to get drowsy again.
“I can’t believe I have no memory of meeting Diego.”
“You had taken several Vicodin. I was worried enough to
consider getting your stomach pumped.”
Jess’s mouth popped open. “I don’t remember that at
all.”
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“Yeah. That’s why I wanted you to get rid of them.”
“I know this is weird, but they’re like a security blanket
for me. If he nds me and hurts me, I have medicine to help
with the physical pain.”
Justine nodded. “Just remember that addiction often
starts with pain. But we’ll discuss the pills later.”
Relieved by the reprieve, some of Jess’s favorite family
memories drifted forward. “Remember when you and Dad
would play the guitar and Mom and I sang old James Taylor
songs on the porch?”
Justine smiled. “I remember.”
“I missed you, Mom, and Dad so much. I…” Jess wiped
tears from her eyes. “Would you sing one of his songs to me?
I’d love to fall asleep listening to your voice.”
“Of course I will.”
Jess closed her eyes, and as she oated o to sleep, her
sister sang about rocking baby James.
Time drifted in a painkiller haze. Sometimes, she felt the
touch of her sister’s small hand lightly stroking her hair and
singing softly. Other times, she felt the presence of someone
else. A man. Probably Diego.
He never touched her, but he played the guitar quietly
and hummed along to a song she thought she recognized but
couldn’t quite place with her brain fuzzy from painkillers.
He seemed to understand that he needed to keep his distance.
He was so di erent from her bull-in-a-china-shop exboyfriend.
For some reason, knowing he was there when her sister
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was not present made Jess feel safe and helped her slip back to
sleep.

Sometime later, she opened her eyes to nd a stranger peering
at her. He had soft, empathetic eyes and a Metalsome concert
T-shirt.
“Hello, Jess. I’m Dr. Jones, Diego’s brother, but you can
call me Ray.”
“You’re the doctor who took care of me last time?” She
sat up and tried not to whimper.
“Yes.”
“Thank you for helping me. Could I have some water?
“Of course.”
The doctor walked over to a table lled with catered food
and drinks and grabbed a bottle.
Her head was woozy from pain and the medication, but
she managed to whisper, “Thank you,” and took a sip of the
icy water. Heaven.
“I was able to assess some of your injuries while you were
asleep. I’m fairly certain your ngers aren’t broken, but one is
sprained, and you twisted the shit out of your ankle, but it’s
only a slight sprain, which frankly surprises me. Are you sure
you’re not bionic?”
She forced a smile. “No. My body is used to being hurt. It
would’ve been so much worse if I hadn’t hit him over the
head.”
The doctor muttered something under his breath as he
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