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            Chapter 1

         

         Taylor Ross needed it to happen tonight.

         If she closed her eyes, she could even pretend to feel it, almost taste it, the way she used to. And then the dry spell would end, and things would go back to normal. Tonight. What she needed shimmered around her, in front of her, and if she reached out her fingers, if she touched the gauzy inspiration floating in the air, she might finally be able to write music again.

         She drummed her fingers against the table, the red tablecloth absorbing the restless rhythm she tapped out. She blew out a breath and reached for her Jack and Coke, staring at the blinking light on her phone that lay on the table in front of her. She took a sip of her drink and then ran her finger across the screen, frowning at the numerous text messages, e-mails, and Google Alerts all begging for her attention. She took another sip and pushed her phone away, then flipped several pages of the notebook that lay open on the table in front of her, scowling at the scribbled and hastily scratched out chord progressions and lyrics.

         She didn’t want to think about any of it—breaking up with Zack, getting booted off a plane and the subsequent viral video of her in-air meltdown, or her inability to write. If her life was a sentence, the past few months had been a semicolon. An interruption, a pause. The past and the future linked by a tiny, little wink in time. She was tired of standing still, so for tonight, all she wanted was to catch a buzz so that she could numb the pain, the doubt, and the loneliness that were always simmering just below the surface.

         She rested her chin in her hand as she scanned the dim interior of the Rainbow, a favorite LA hangout for rockers, groupies, some locals, and the occasional tourist. Red vinyl booths lined the walls, which were covered with rock paraphernalia. Autographed pictures, gold records, and vinyl albums, all encased in glass and staring down at her. She knew, if she wandered over the garishly carpeted floor to a corner near a window, she’d find a picture of herself and two assholes, all glaring moodily at the camera. She remembered autographing that picture. Hell, she remembered posing for that picture, full of the kind of cocky swagger only a twenty-two-year-old with a hit record can pull off.

         How had ten years gone by so damn fast?

         She glared up at the plants lining the ceiling, a row of lights shining from underneath them. Frustration rolled through her as her eyes landed once again on her phone. She was gripped by a sudden urge to hurl it across the room, but she forced herself to pick up her drink and drain it instead. She certainly wouldn’t be the first musician to throw a tantrum at the Rainbow, but it wouldn’t accomplish anything.

         She shook her head and forced herself to focus on the blank page. Her brain scrambled for an idea, a melody, a lyric, a hook, anything, but the harder she tried to pull a song out of her brain, the more she felt like she was spinning her wheels in mud. Sweating and working and stressing and getting nowhere fast. The album was already six months overdue, and she needed something to show the label within the next week, otherwise they’d dump her, and she’d be out on her ass. And then what? If she wasn’t a musician, a performer, then who was she? It was how she’d defined herself for over ten years now, and if she lost that part of herself, she didn’t know how she’d stay whole.

         It wasn’t lost on her that her fame had dwindled to the point where she was able to sit in a bar, alone, without anyone even noticing her presence. But it wasn’t the loss of fame that bothered her. It was the loss of the music. The fame was simply a perk that came with making something that people connected with, of performing on a stage, guitar in hand, feeding on the crowd’s energy.

         She sifted through the scraps of ideas littered throughout the notebook. She’d hoped maybe coming to the Rainbow where so many greats had hung out would inspire her. As if sitting in a sticky vinyl booth would somehow miraculously move her to finally write a new song. Lips pursed together, she shook her head again. She had nothing. Her brain spun emptily, filled with nothing but frustration and disappointment and fear.

         Shoving the notebook aside, she scrolled through a series of texts from Jeremy Nichols, her manager, and then opened her phone’s web browser and navigated to a video of her disgrace at thirty thousand feet.

         Like pressing on a bruise, she pressed Play. She’d already watched it several times; she couldn’t seem to stop watching it, and she couldn’t stop herself from cringing every time she did. She’d been trying to make herself numb so that she wouldn’t hurt so much. And God, she hurt. Several months ago, she’d started casually dating bodyguard Zack De Luca, and much to her surprise, she’d fallen fast and hard for him. For the first time in years, she’d wanted something more than casual. But Zack hadn’t, and even though he hadn’t meant to, he’d broken her heart.

         So, to numb the pain of walking away from Zack, she’d joined the mile-high club with a cute guy she’d met earlier in the airport lounge. They’d flirted, had coffee, and gone their separate ways. When she’d boarded the plane and found her first-class seat, she’d been pleasantly surprised to discover that cute coffee guy was right across the aisle from her. The flirting had resumed, and she’d moved over to the empty seat beside him. One thing had led to another, and after about forty-five minutes, they’d wound up in the bathroom together. As soon as they’d emerged, they’d been confronted by the flight attendant, who knew exactly what they’d done, and threatened to have them arrested when the plane landed. When Taylor had started to apologize, the woman had turned on her, calling her a dirty slut. Livid and with no patience for bullshit double standards, Taylor had had a few choice words for the woman. The air marshal had come over to see what the commotion was about, and the flight attendant had called Taylor a white trash whore. So she’d slapped the flight attendant across the face, and the confrontation had devolved into flailing limbs and hair pulling. The air marshal had had to separate them, and she’d accidentally caught him in the throat with her elbow.

         Not her finest moment.

         She’d been escorted off the plane, and the video of the whole thing had gone viral almost immediately.

         She shook her head and closed the video. Her pulse throbbed ominously in her temples, warning her of an oncoming headache. Everything was falling apart, and hell if she knew how to fix it.

         A gawky guy with a slim build approached her table, and as his eyes met Taylor’s through his thick horn-rimmed glasses, a chill crept over her skin. His dark brown hair was long on top and shaved close on the sides, his plain white T-shirt and jeans boring but clean. A surge of something weird, something cold, pushed up through her chest, and she forced herself to take a breath. He was probably just a fan looking for a picture. She should be grateful she still had fans. And yet something about this guy set her on edge.

         “Hi, um, Taylor? Taylor Ross?” His voice was higher than she’d expected.

         “Yeah, hi,” she said, wanting to get this interaction over with.

         “Can I, um, get a picture?” His eyes darted around the bar, oddly bright, and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. He pushed his glasses back up his nose and made an awkward, fluttering gesture with his hand before shoving it in his pocket. She glanced around, trying to figure out what he was looking at.

         She plastered a smile on her face that she hoped didn’t look as fake as it felt. “Sure.” Pressing her palms against the table, she stood from her booth.

         He slipped his arm around her, and another chill shivered down her spine, making her shrink away from him a little. Raising his phone in front of them, he took the picture. Relieved, she started to move away from him, but his arm tightened around her. He smiled shyly.

         “One more.” She held still for the picture and didn’t smile this time. As soon as he’d clicked the button, she pulled away. He let her this time, his fingers trailing over her waist and leaving her feeling as though she’d been slimed. “You shouldn’t be here by yourself. I can keep you company.”

         “No thanks.” She turned away and moved to slip back into the booth when he tapped her on her shoulder. She spun, ready to tell him to fuck off, but froze at the look on his face, his eyes blazing, his lips curled into a thin sneer.

         When he spoke, his voice was quiet and determined. “But I want to. You have to let me.”

         Anger melted her fear, and she scoffed out an impatient laugh. “I don’t have to let you do sh—” But the rest of her words died as he grabbed her, curling a surprisingly strong hand around her arm, and her heart leaped into her throat. There was a time when she hadn’t gone anywhere without security, but that level of fame was long behind her.

         “Get off me,” she growled through clenched teeth, jerking away from him. His fingers dug in harder, and she raised her knee, ready to hit him in his tiny balls.

         “What’s going on here?” At the sound of the deep voice, the creep released her.

         “Nothing.” The creep stuffed his phone back into his pocket and stalked away toward the exit, disappearing quickly into the crowd. Taylor let out the breath she’d been holding, her shoulders slumping slightly. Her skin itched, a physical remnant of the anxiety.

         “Are you okay?” The man’s voice was deliciously warm and rumbly, washing over her and chasing away the chill the creep had left behind.

         “Yeah, I…thanks.” Taking another deep breath, she ran her hands through her hair and turned to face her rescuer. For the second time in as many minutes, her heart was in her throat, but for an entirely different reason now.

         Taken individually, the man’s features were all so pretty. The intensely green eyes with the long lashes. The perfectly formed nose. The high, sculpted cheekbones. The lush, tempting mouth. The thick, short, light brown hair. And yet together, all prettiness disappeared, coalescing into the most handsome male face she’d ever seen. Her eyes scraped down his body, and she took in the way his black Led Zeppelin T-shirt was stretched tight over strong, broad shoulders and hugged his thick, muscular biceps. His right arm was covered in a sleeve tattoo, consisting entirely of intricate, detailed feathers overlapping each other, muscles rippling beneath the ink. The T-shirt fell straight down over his flat stomach and narrow waist, leading to well-built legs clad in denim.

         He looked…sturdy. Like he’d been made to lean on.

         She couldn’t remember ever having that initial impression of a guy before. Hot, yes. Sexy, sure. But sturdy? That was a new one.

         “I…need another drink.” Taking a deep breath and trying to get her heart to slow down, she grabbed her purse and jacket out of the booth and made her way toward the bar at the back of the room. Her rescuer followed a few feet behind.

         “Jack and Coke, please.” She tipped her head at the bartender and could feel the gorgeous guy’s eyes on her, leaving her skin tingling with excitement.

         “You sure you’re all right?” He turned sideways to face her, leaning one arm on the bar. Never had a man looked so good in an old T-shirt and jeans. Never. And never had a man been so immediately appealing. It was the model-worthy face paired with that deep, rumbly voice; the strong, muscular body with the relaxed, confident posture; the alertness in his gaze with his slow, easy smile.

         “I’m fine. Really, he should be thanking you. It’s because of you that his balls are still intact.”

         He chuckled, the sound low and warm. “Trust me, there isn’t a doubt in my mind that you can take care of yourself.”

         She arched an eyebrow, twirling a finger around the rim of her fresh Jack and Coke. “So why’d you come over?”

         “I was worried about the guy’s balls.” He winked, and she found herself smiling as her heart flickered in her chest.

         The man scrubbed a hand over his hair and smiled, flashing a row of straight, white teeth, and the skin around his light emerald eyes crinkled in a way that had her stomach doing a slow turn. The bartender pointed at him, and he nodded.

         She sat down on the barstool, crossed her legs, and ran her hands through her hair again. “I’m Taylor.”

         He nodded and picked up the bottle of beer the bartender had set down in front of him. “I know.” He took a swig of the beer, and she watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. A faint layer of stubble covered his jaw, and she found herself wondering what that stubble would feel like beneath her fingertips or against her neck, rasping over her skin. “I’m Colt.”

         Her heart gave a little kick against her ribs. “Thanks again for stepping in.” She signaled to the bartender and pointed at Colt’s beer. “You can go ahead and put that on my tab.”

         He smiled at her again, a cocky half grin that sent heat chasing over her skin. “You don’t have to do that. That asshole crossed a line with you, and I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

         She shook her head, returning the smile. “I’m trying to say thank you.”

         “Well, in that case, you’re welcome.” He leaned in closer. Jesus, he smelled good. Like warm leather and something else both mouthwatering and masculine. She bit her lip and looked down into her drink.

         “Anyway. Thank you for the drink. I should let you get back to whatever you were working on,” he said, tipping his head at her notebook.

         It was her turn to lean in, and she smiled sweetly, looking up at him through her lashes. “Nah. You vanquished a creepy nerd for me. Have a seat.”

         He touched his thumb to his lips as his eyes traveled up and down her body and a slow smile turned up the corners of his mouth, his eyes crinkling once again. “Yeah. Okay.”

         He sat down on the bar stool next to her, pulling in close, his broad body angled toward her, but instead of feeling crowded, she felt sheltered. Her eyes slammed into his, and heat flared through her.

         Oh, holy hell, but this man is trouble.

         “So you didn’t know that guy?” The way his low voice rumbled over the words sent a warm shiver down her spine and curled her toes.

         She shook her head. “No. Just a fan, I guess.”

         “Lucky you.”

         She chuckled down into her drink and then met his eyes again.

         Lucky her, indeed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Colt Priestley took a long pull on his beer, his eyes once more roving over Taylor’s long, lean body. She was so tall, almost as tall as him, and as he was six-two, that didn’t happen very often. His eyes kept sliding down to her long, slim legs, wrapped in black denim. For now. Soon, they’d be wrapped around him, if he got his way. And when it came to women, Colt almost always got his way.

         Huey Lewis began thumping through the bar’s speakers, and Taylor made a face, scrunching her cute little nose. “I thought this was a rock bar.”

         “Hey, don’t rag on Huey Lewis. He had some great hits.” Colt smiled and bopped his head with cheesy, put-on enthusiasm in time to the music. She touched her fingers to her mouth and stifled a laugh before her eyes found his, and suddenly, her hand was on his chest. Hopefully she couldn’t feel his heart pounding harder than a damn kick drum.

         “I would’ve thought with this”—her fingers traced over the Led Zeppelin logo on his T-shirt—“and this”—the fingers of her opposite hand trailed up his right forearm and over his tattoo—“you’d have better taste than Huey Lewis.”

         He tried to think of something sexy, something flirty to say back, but his eyes were glued to her mouth, and goose bumps were trailing up his arm where she touched him. He cleared his throat and flashed her a smile.

         She bit her lip and looked up at him, amusement flashing in her huge, blue eyes. “Did you know that Huey Lewis and the News were originally called Huey Lewis and the American Express? They had to change it when the credit card company threatened to sue them.”

         “Now who’s hip to be square?” He shot her a teasing smile.

         She flung her head back and laughed, a throaty, husky sound that sent blood flowing straight to his already heavy cock.

         “Touché,” she said, taking another sip of her drink.

         God, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. The bar could’ve been on fire and he wouldn’t have noticed. He wanted to fist his hands in all that blond hair and pull her close, taste her mouth, feel her skin against his and lose himself in her. But just for tonight.

         It was all he could offer. All he had any right to want.

         He watched her as she took another sip of her drink, trying to memorize the exact way her hair was falling over her shoulders, the precise shade of blue in her wide, bright eyes, the sound of her laugh.

         “So why feathers?” Her fingers still trailed over his arm, sending little sparks of lust shooting through him.

         Fuck. Nope. Not talking about that. Not with her, not tonight. He’d come here not to think about all of that shit. He’d come here to find a woman, or get drunk, or to start a fight. Colt knew that as long as he kept the demons fed, he wouldn’t have to feel anything he didn’t want to feel.

         And there was a lot he didn’t want to feel.

         “You like it?” he asked, dodging the question. If she noticed, she didn’t seem to mind.

         “Mmm. I do.” Her voice was beautiful, rich and sultry with a slight rasp to it, and he couldn’t help wondering what she’d sound like moaning out his name. He was already imagining the feel of her fingers digging into his shoulders, her heels pressed into his ass as he sank himself deep inside her.

         He forced himself to take a breath and a swallow of beer.

         “You have any?” he asked, relieved she hadn’t pressed him about the meaning behind his own ink.

         She slipped out of her leather jacket, rolled up the sleeve of her denim shirt, and flipped her arm over. A swirled line of black stars decorated the inside of her right wrist. “And,” she said and swept her hair up, showing him the Egyptian ankh on the back of her neck, just below her hairline. “I have a couple of others.” She let her hair drop back around her shoulders, the blond waves fanning out around her.

         His eyebrows rose. “Oh yeah? Where?”

         She took one of his hands in hers and pressed it against her rib cage. Instinctively, his fingers flexed into her, and her eyes fluttered closed for a second. “Here.” She felt warm and soft through the fabric of her shirt as he moved his hand down her side toward her hip in gentle strokes, still not quite able to believe that this wasn’t a fantasy.

         “Where else?” His eyes held hers. She slipped off the stool and stood between his legs, erasing all distance between them. She slid his hand up and around to her shoulder blade.

         “Here.” Her warm breath tickled his ear, and he clenched his jaw against the need to bury his face in her neck, right here at the bar. “What about you? Any others?”

         With his free hand, he took one of hers, placing it over his heart. “Here.”

         Her long fingers curled into the cotton of his shirt, and heat crackled in the air around them. His stomach flipped, and if he was reading her right—and he would’ve bet a bottle of fifty-year-old scotch he was—she wanted him as much as he wanted her.

         Damn, but he needed this. Needed the release. Needed the temporary oblivion of hot sex with a gorgeous woman. He didn’t want to think. Not tonight. Hell, not most nights.

         Time to test the waters.

         He slid a hand up to her face and grazed his lips against hers, a tease of a kiss. She held stone still, her eyes fixed on his mouth, her lips slightly parted. All of the noise around him seemed to drop away, and in that moment, Taylor was all that existed for him. Well, her and the erection doing its damndest to bust free of his jeans.

         He closed his mouth over hers and felt the vibration of her sigh against his lips. He fought back a groan when she slid her tongue against his, and heat exploded over his skin as he tasted her, drinking in the soft warmth of her mouth.

         He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so aroused from just a kiss. His chest tightened, and as he deepened the kiss, he pressed down the cold, hard knot of fear eating at him. Already, he knew sticking to his one-night rule would suck big-time. She felt so good, so perfect, so fucking right kissing him, as her fingernails scraped lightly down his back.

         She opened her mouth to him a little more, which he immediately took full advantage of, greedily claiming everything she offered him. He caressed her mouth with his tongue, and she moaned softly, her hips nestling snugly against his. He wove his fingers into her hair and crushed his mouth against hers as arousal and lust and need all sang through his veins. Lips and tongues melded together with increasing urgency, and the kiss seared through him. She rocked against him and bit gently at his lower lip.

         Fuck, this was going to be good.

         “Get a room, why don’t ya?” The bartender chirped at them, and Taylor broke the kiss, pressing her forehead against his. For a second, he just stood there, trying to breathe.

         She was pretty much a total stranger, and yet the intensity of that kiss had been off the charts. Hot, and bruising and so, so promising.

         He swallowed, trying to find his voice. “Come home with me.”

         She nodded against his forehead, and his dick rejoiced.

         
            *  *  *

         

         From his little table in the corner, Ronnie adjusted his glasses as he watched Taylor walk out of the bar, her fingers laced with those of the brute who’d intruded on them earlier. He finished the rest of his Coke and slammed the empty glass down. Possessive anger coupled with an almost blinding jealousy churned through him. It’d been hard to watch that interaction, and now she was leaving with him? He’d been much happier watching her while she’d been alone, even if she’d looked sad.

         He knew he shouldn’t have gone over and talked to her, but he couldn’t help himself. He’d been warned, but no one knew what they were talking about. They didn’t see. They couldn’t see. He loved her, and she loved him. Soon, everyone would know, and everyone who’d called him crazy and obsessed and delusional would fucking see.

         Ever since he’d first heard her sing, he’d known he was listening to the future mother of his children.

         He dropped a five on the table and pushed his way out of the bar, getting in his car just in time to follow Taylor. He had to. He couldn’t let her go off alone with that brute, unprotected. And if she was going to betray him, he needed to know. He needed to see.

         Because Taylor was his. Every part of her. Her gorgeous blond hair, those huge, blue eyes, the long, lean body. The incredible voice. The skilled hands. Her mind. Her soul. Her body.

         She belonged to him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Colt and Taylor stumbled into Colt’s dark bedroom in a tangle of limbs, their mouths fused, their tongues playing. He knew he should turn a light on or, fuck, just stop kissing her long enough to get her onto the bed, but he didn’t want to. Knowing that he only had tonight with her, he couldn’t bring himself to break contact with her for even a second.

         “You are so fucking sexy,” he rasped against her mouth, nipping at her bottom lip as his heart pounded furiously against his ribs. In response, she made a melodic humming noise that went straight to his aching dick.

         She wove her fingers through his hair and pulled his mouth hard against hers, her teeth scraping against his lips. He groaned and pulled her tight against him, still moving her toward the bed. He broke the kiss just long enough to yank his T-shirt up and over his head with one hand, then drop it to the floor and circle his arms around her waist.

         Her fingernails scratched lightly down his back, and she leaned forward and licked a slow, hot path from his collarbone to his ear. She inhaled deeply before sighing. “Oh, hell yes.” She pulled back slightly, her fingers tracing over the tattoo covering his left pec. “What’s this one?” she asked, studying it, her palm sliding over his nipple.

         “It’s the Army Ranger shield and insignia.”

         Bringing his mouth back to hers, he walked her the last few feet to the bed as his fingers began working on the buttons of her denim shirt, amazed at his ability to slip them free. Amazed he had blood anywhere in his body besides his throbbing dick. She’d taken him from zero to sixty with just her mouth on his, slashing his brake lines in the process, and he didn’t give a shit if he crashed. Her shirt fell open, and as the backs of her legs hit the foot of the bed, he knew it’d be worth it.

         She turned and climbed onto the bed, rising up onto her knees as she pulled her shirt off and tossed it to the floor. The room was dim, the only light coming from the streetlamp outside his open window, but her eyes met and held his as she reached behind her and unclasped her bra. Her breasts spilled free, and he joined her on the bed, his mouth on hers again, his hands skating up over her ribs and palming the soft, heavy flesh of her breasts. His skin tingled at the delicious contact, and he trailed hot, openmouthed kisses down her throat as his thumbs traced over her hardened nipples.

         She moaned and tipped her head back, pressing into his touch. “Oh fuck, that feels good. Yes, Colt.”

         He smiled at the sound of his name on her lips, and the smile grew when her hands moved down over his chest and arms, tracing the contours of his pecs, his abs, his biceps, until she reached his pants. With sure fingers, she undid his belt buckle and popped open the top button of his jeans.

         “Someone’s excited,” she said, rubbing her palm over the ridge of his cock through his jeans.

         He cupped her cheek with one hand while tracing the other down, through her hair, over her shoulder, across her collarbone, dipping into the valley between her breasts. “Fuck, Taylor. Look at you. I’m about ready to die, here.” He buried his face in her neck, kissing and nipping at the skin there. “I want to spend all night finding out exactly how to touch you, how to kiss you, how to get you to scream out my name. I want to tease you and taste you until you beg me for more. I want to fuck you until neither of us can move.”

         “You have a dirty mouth,” she whispered, her teeth teasing against the shell of his ear, and he smiled against her skin, shaking his head slightly.

         “Oh, sweetheart. You have no idea.”

         “Put your money where your mouth is and educate me.”

         He laughed and guided her down onto the mattress on her back. Still on his knees above her, he undid her jeans and began working the tight denim down her long, slender legs, stopping to yank her boots free and toss them over his shoulders. Once her jeans were on the floor, he pulled her panties down, too, adding them to the growing pile of clothing. She stretched her arms above her head, and at the sight of Taylor, naked and spread beneath him like a feast, he had to remind himself to breathe.

         “Where should I put my mouth?” he asked, easing his weight down on top of her. “Here?” He closed his mouth over her nipple, sucking it into his mouth and swirling his tongue over and around it. Taylor let out a gasping moan that filled him with satisfaction. After tormenting her for a minute, he moved to the other nipple. “Or here?”

         “Oh, shit,” she moaned, arching her back off the mattress, her fingers digging into his shoulders. He bit at the swell of her breast and continued his downward path, tracing his tongue down the center of her stomach and then kissing his way over her hipbone until he was right between her thighs. He paused for a second, deliberately teasing her.

         Her head came up off the bed. “Colt? What are you—”

         But she didn’t finish her question, because he’d sat back on his knees, put his hands on her calves and pushed her legs back, her knees almost at her shoulders. “Is this where I should put my mouth?” He bit one of her cute little butt cheeks and then kissed her wet folds. “Here?”

         “Oh God, please, yes.”

         “I told you I’d make you beg.” He licked a slow path up across her drenched pussy, and he was beyond satisfied at how wet she was for him.

         She made a sound that was half moan, half scream, and he pressed her legs back a little bit farther, spreading her open and swirling his tongue over her clit. Her legs trembled, and he tightened his grip on her.

         “You taste so fucking good.” He let out a low, approving groan and began to move his mouth against her in earnest, through with teasing. As he worked her slick flesh with his lips and tongue, sucking and licking and kissing, he slid his right hand down from her leg and eased two fingers into her, curving them up.

         “Holy shit, you’re good at this.”

         He smiled against her as her hips shook, and he drank her in, savoring every second of having Taylor’s wet, hot flesh beneath his mouth and around his fingers.

         “You’re gonna make me come.” Her voice shook a little, high and breathy.

         He said nothing but kept up his steady rhythm, paying attention to the way she clenched around his pumping hand, to the way her hips jerked and her breathing faltered. She tensed, her entire body one long, slender, taut muscle, and then she came. Hard. Her hands fisted in the sheets of his bed, her body shaking as she moaned out his name and a string of curse words. His cock jerked, pulsing and desperate to get in on the action.

         He eased her legs back down and slipped off the bed, shucking his boots, jeans, and boxer briefs. He grabbed a condom from the bedside table, forcing himself to think about football, cars, beer—anything nonsexual—trying to cool down enough so he’d last more than thirty fucking seconds when he got inside her.

         “Let me help you with that.” Taylor was back on her knees, a gorgeous flush sweeping up from her breasts to her cheeks, and with a smile, he handed her the condom and joined her on the bed. He watched as with long, slender fingers, she tore open the wrapper and rolled the condom down his cock. She kissed him, a slow, deep, lingering kiss, and stroked him. Tension gathered at the base of his spine and low in his stomach, and his cock jumped in her hands.

         God, he normally had so much more control than this. It was as though Taylor had found his one loose thread and was pulling it every time she touched him, every time she fucking looked at him. He was coming undone. Because of her. And he needed to regain control. Go slow.

         With what he hoped was a playful smile, he gently pushed her down onto her back, grabbed her legs and spread her wide before him. He lined the head of his eager cock up with her slick entrance, reminding himself to breathe. Again.

         “Oh God, Colt. I want you inside me.”

         The word me was still on her lips as he pushed into her, and she let out a long, low moan, hooking her legs around his hips. He let out a strained half growl. She was glorious around him, hot and wet and tight. He groaned and starting pumping his hips, not going slow like he’d planned, but fucking her hard and deep.

         So much for regaining control.

         He eased his weight down on top of her, wanting more of her mouth, more of her skin against his, more of her scent. Just more.

         And it hit him. One night was never going to be enough.

         He kissed her, and she pushed up onto her elbows, as though trying to get closer to him, moaning into his mouth. He stroked in and out of her in sure, steady thrusts, pleasure skating up his spine and spreading across his body.

         “Fuck, yes,” she breathed, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him down for another hot, bone-melting kiss. “You feel incredible.” He buried his face in her neck, dragging his mouth across her skin. “Oh God, so good. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. So fucking good!” she cried out especially loudly, as he thrust deep and scraped his teeth over her earlobe. She tightened around his cock, and he knew she was building toward another orgasm. Supporting himself on one arm, he slipped his free hand between their bodies and circled his fingers over her clit. She ground up into his touch and he lowered his mouth to hers again.

         She started to come, and he kissed her through her orgasm, swallowing the delicious sounds she made, his entire world narrowing to the feeling of Taylor’s body. Around him. Under him. She trembled against him, and he broke the kiss, needing to see her as he continued to stroke in and out, thanking the universe that he hadn’t come yet. A faint sheen of sweat shone on her skin in the dim light, and he pushed a lock of her silky hair away from her face, basking in her soft textures. She pressed her cheek into his palm, the light highlighting her delicate, feminine features, and something in his chest tightened.

         He wanted to keep her. He knew he couldn’t, but he wanted to.

         She pushed up onto her elbows again and bit at his bicep. “I want to ride you.” He pulled out, grateful for the chance to regain a little more control, and rolled onto his back.

         If he lived to be a hundred, he would never, ever, experience anything hotter than the sight of Taylor Ross, sex flush glowing on her skin, blond hair all disheveled, climbing onto him and lowering herself onto his cock. She bent forward and kissed him as she started to move her hips, and his hands went to her ass, helping her.

         “I love how you feel inside me,” she said, her voice slightly ragged as she moved up and down. Something about that statement made him want to gather her in his arms and keep her there, protecting her and sheltering her, giving her everything he had.

         Clearly he hadn’t been getting laid enough lately, because one good fuck and he was turning into a freaking girl.

         But this was a hell of a lot more than just a good fuck, wasn’t it? Usually, when he brought a woman home, he didn’t want her to stay the night. Didn’t want to deal with stilted, awkward morning-after conversation. Didn’t want to expose anyone to his nightmares or answer any questions about them. But Taylor? He was willing to risk it just to see her sleepy morning eyes, all unguarded and vulnerable.

         She fell forward, her breasts pressed against his chest, her hips undulating as she continued to ride him, and he felt the beat of her heart against his. She kissed his neck, biting and then soothing the skin with a sweep of her tongue. He let out a deep groan and pumped his hips up to meet her as his orgasm barreled down on him. He thrust up one last time and his hands went to her hips, stilling her and holding her tight against him as he came, emptying himself into her. All of his strength, all of his energy, flowed into her, and he was happy to let her take it.

         She lifted her head, and their eyes met in the semidark. Neither of them spoke for several seconds, their bodies still connected, their hearts beating against each other. Taylor raised a hand and wiped a bead of sweat away from his forehead, trailing her fingers through his hair and then down over his arm, tracing the edges of his tattoo.

         “Wow,” she whispered, and something flickered across her face, just for a second, but it was gone so quick he wasn’t even sure he’d seen it in the first place.

         
            *  *  *

         

         On the quiet, dark street, Ronnie sat in his car with the windows rolled down and his hand in his pants.

         He’d followed the cab from Sunset Boulevard up into the Hollywood Hills and had been surprised when it had pulled to a stop in front of a small, tidy house in Laurel Canyon. He’d expected the brute to live downtown somewhere, in a grungy loft, not in a little house in the Hills. Some kind of classic car sat parked in the driveway, but Ronnie didn’t give a shit about cars. Only motorcycles, and even that was an interest with a purpose.

         The house was dark like the street, so although the curtains weren’t drawn, Ronnie couldn’t see inside the house.

         But he could hear.

         The second-floor windows were open, and Taylor’s voice—that gorgeous, husky, unmistakable voice—flowed out into the night.

         “Oh God, so good. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. So fucking good!”

         He closed his eyes as he stroked himself, imagining he was the one pulling those noises from Taylor, he was the one making her moan, making her scream, making her writhe with pleasure.

         And someday—soon—he would be.

         He pumped his fist up and down, absorbing Taylor’s moans like the earth absorbs the sun, letting them sink into him, letting them nourish him. Her cries built to a crescendo, and he stroked himself faster. He bit his tongue hard enough to draw blood, and as he imagined having Taylor’s blood on his tongue, of owning her so completely, he spurted his release.

         He slumped down in his seat, a pleasant, heavy-limbed relaxation flowing over him. He cleaned himself up with a tissue, put his penis back into his pants, zipped up, and closed his eyes. They flew open at the sound of a deep male groan.

         The brute. Colt. That was the name Taylor had been calling out just a few moments ago. Visions of punishing Taylor for her behavior danced through his mind, and he smiled.

         And if she ever saw the brute—Colt—again, he’d punish him, too. And then Ronnie would take what was his.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Taylor’s eyes flew open, and she was relieved to see that it was still dark out. She made a point of never staying over, and hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but after the marathon sex she’d had with Colt, she hadn’t been able to keep her eyes open.

         He’d made her come six times. Six orgasms. No wonder she’d fallen asleep.

         She blinked and lifted her head from the pillow, glancing at the clock on his side of the bed, glowing red in the dark. 3:58 A.M. The soft, crimson light filtered over his face, highlighting his chiseled jaw and sculpted cheekbones. She settled back down to the pillow and inhaled deeply, her stomach swirling pleasantly. Colt’s arm, flung limply over her waist, tightened, pulling her into him. She wanted to turn around, stick her nose in his neck and inhale. He smelled so good, and it wasn’t because of his cologne, or soap or anything. It was his skin. The simple, warm, masculine smell of him.

         Over the past few hours, she’d never felt more beautiful, more worshipped, more desirable in her life. But it was time to go. He’d provided one hell of a distraction, but it was time to slink back to reality. As gingerly as possible, she started to move his hand from her hip, but his fingers flexed into her, and she knew he was awake.

         Shit.

         She rolled to face him and kissed him softly on the mouth. “Thank you so much for an awesome night, but I should go.”

         His eyes flew open and his arms came around her, pulling her against him. “No. Stay.” He rolled onto her and kissed her, his mouth hot and gentle against hers. Immediately, her legs were around his waist, and she was kissing him back. She couldn’t help it. He made her feel so damn good. He felt so damn good.

         He moved against her, his hard cock rubbing over her thigh, and she knew she should go, that she was treading a dangerous line with him. She already liked him far more than was safe, and she had enough problems on her plate without adding another broken heart to the pile. She was still dealing with the last one.

         And she knew, without a doubt, that Colt was a man who could break her heart if she let him get close enough. She wasn’t sure how she knew it, but she did. It was like a truth in a dream, an undisputed, unwavering fact. She just knew it, as surely as she knew her own name.

         He slipped a hand down between them and gently circled his fingers over her clit. She moaned and he deepened his kiss. His mouth was incredible, no matter where on her body he used it.

         Oh, hell. She was going to stay. At least until he fell asleep again. After all, this was her last chance to enjoy that beautiful, talented mouth. Because no matter what, she couldn’t see him again after tonight. No way.

         He sat up and pulled her with him, guiding her into his lap. Between hot, deep kisses he grabbed a condom from his bedside table—their fourth of the night—and rolled it on.

         He cupped her face as he kissed her, the head of his cock nudging against her clit. “I want you to stay, Taylor.” His eyes met hers, and she felt the weight of his words; she squashed down the fear they stirred in her. She couldn’t give him what he wanted, but she could give him this, right now. Without a word, she lifted her hips and eased herself down onto his cock. Colt’s head fell back against the headboard as he let out a low, deep moan, almost a growl.

         A hundred things to say flickered through her mind, but she couldn’t say any of them. Wouldn’t allow herself to say any of them. They were too open, too honest, and she’d already given him more than she should’ve tonight. More than she had to give, really.

         So this had to be good-bye.

         A dull ache took root right in the center of her chest, and as she rocked against him, his thick cock filling and stretching her, she brought her mouth to his shoulder, kissing a path across his collarbones and up his neck, wanting to memorize the taste of his skin. Wanting to imprint the scent of his skin on hers. Her core tightened, lust and need roaring through her like a fire.

         “You are so goddamn beautiful, Taylor.” His deep voice rumbled over her, and he pushed her hair off her neck, twining the strands around his strong fingers. With a sighing groan, he pressed his mouth to her neck, his arms tightening around her. “So goddamn beautiful.” He repeated the words, his voice vibrating against her skin. Taylor bit her lip and continued to move her hips despite the thickness gathering in her throat and the mild stinging in her eyes. Everything was coiling her into tight little knots: his scent, the incredible feeling of his body inside hers, his big hands moving up and down her back, the sighs and groans coming from his mouth. She wanted to capture it all so she could keep it, like a memory in a snow globe.

         His mouth blazed a trail across her breasts, and then he pushed away from the headboard, moving her onto her back and coming down on top of her. Even though she was nearly the same height as him, with his strong, muscled body surrounding her like this, she was keenly aware of how much bigger he was than her. And yet she didn’t feel threatened by the strength and size difference. No, she felt protected. Safe, and cherished. More whole than she’d felt in months.

         He picked up his rhythm, stroking hard and deep into her, and she started to unravel, pleasure snapping through her as she came again. “Colt! God, yes!” Propping his weight on one arm, he laced the fingers of his free hand with hers beside her head. Her heels dug into his ass as a tear slipped free, streaking down over her temple and into her hair. She blinked furiously, trying to prevent the rest from falling. “Colt.” She moaned out his name again, her voice cracking slightly. He buried himself to the hilt and came, his deep, growling groans making her want to crawl inside him. His forehead pressed to hers, he sighed out her name and then kissed her, his mouth hot and sweet against hers.

         Another tear fell free.

         She couldn’t do this. Mind-blowing, out-of-this-world sex or not, coming home with him had been a mistake.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Colt stirred and reached for Taylor, wanting to feel her warm body against his. Slowly opening his eyes, he rolled from his back to his side. Early-morning sunshine streamed in through his bedroom window, and he blinked against the pinkish-orange light bathing his bed.

         Taylor’s side of the bed was empty, and he pushed up onto one elbow, listening for the patter of the shower, water running in the sink, footsteps elsewhere in the house. But the house was silent, the only sounds coming from outside. Birds chirping. The distant rush of traffic. Leaves rustling. A chill worked its way over his skin, and he glanced at the open window. Even though it was April, the temperature was still dipping into the fifties at night. He hadn’t meant to leave it open. He sat all the way up and surveyed the clothes and condom wrappers littering the floor.

         Taylor’s clothes were gone. As was his Led Zeppelin T-shirt.

         “Fuck.” He’d broken his own rule, had asked her to stay, and she’d still bailed. Bailed, and stolen his favorite T-shirt, too. He rubbed his hands over his face, anger and bitter disappointment curling through him as he tried to convince himself that her disappearing act was for the best. She’d cracked something open inside him last night, something that needed to stay firmly closed. He began to climb out of bed, but then froze when it hit him.

         He hadn’t had a nightmare last night. Granted, he’d only slept a few hours, but for once, his sleep had been deep and peaceful. He hadn’t woken up, sweaty and shaking, guilt eating at him like a bad hangover.

         He climbed out of bed and pulled on a pair of sweatpants, making his way to the kitchen. He flicked on the coffeemaker and braced his hands on the counter, watching as the liquid began to drip into the coffeepot. Taking a deep breath, he hung his head.

         He’d brought Taylor home so he could spend the night fucking a gorgeous woman and forget about his baggage. But sex, for once, had failed him as a coping mechanism. And he knew it wasn’t because of the what, but the who. Yeah, they’d had (a lot of) sex, but last night had been about more than that.

         He’d asked her to stay, and he hadn’t had a nightmare, and that had to mean something. Now he just had to figure out what to do about it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Taylor flexed her fingers around the leather-wrapped steering wheel of her 1970 Corvette Stingray, the late-morning sunshine gleaming off of the pristine cherry-red paint as she drove south down North Fairfax. She squinted against the light despite the black-and-gold aviator-style sunglasses she’d shoved onto her face earlier. Her stomach dipped and swirled before knotting itself into a tiny little ball as she passed the turnoff for Sunset Boulevard, home of the Rainbow.

         Colt.

         Even the thought of his name sent a dizzying mix of lust, fear, and regret spiraling through her, which was ridiculous. It had been one night, and she didn’t even know his last name. She’d never see him again.

         That thought was supposed to be reassuring. Somehow, it wasn’t.

         All she’d wanted was a fun, hot distraction, but Colt had been more than that. It had become clear pretty quickly that he wasn’t just a gorgeous bad boy. No. He’d been smart, and funny, and easy to be with. And then there was the sex. Holy hell, but he’d been incredible. Her traitorous brain immediately conjured up the sensation of Colt’s tongue stroking into her mouth as his lips moved expertly against hers, the feeling of his hands on her body, the intense sensation of his cock inside her. Last night, her nerve endings had come to life, and it had felt as though every cell in her body had been yearning toward him, like plants following the sun.

         God. One night and he’d turned her into a fucking Hallmark cheeseball.

         No. It was for the best that she’d never see him again. They’d had a connection, yes, but she couldn’t explore it. She couldn’t afford to keep giving pieces of her heart away. Soon, she’d have nothing left for herself, and she already felt so empty.

         She stopped at a red light and drummed her fingers against the steering wheel. Jeremy had called a few hours ago, insisting they meet for lunch. She knew she couldn’t ignore him anymore, and he’d said it was important. Feeling guilty about the hell she’d put him through with her reckless behavior the past few months, she’d agreed. He’d always had her back, but she could sense that his patience was wearing thin, and she couldn’t blame him. She knew she needed to rein it in, settle down, and actually write some damn music.

         Trying to party away the pain wasn’t the best tactic. It wasn’t healthy, and it wasn’t mature, and it certainly wasn’t sustainable. But when she was chasing a high, whether it was from alcohol, or sex, or whatever, her heart didn’t hurt. She’d forget, just for a little while, that she’d stupidly given it to someone who hadn’t wanted it.

         Finally, after this last shattering of her heart, she’d woken up. Finally, she got it. “Happily ever after” wasn’t an attainable reality for messy, imperfect people like her, and she needed to stop chasing it. If she could just find the right chords, the right words, she could channel all of the hurt, the anger, the loneliness, the feeling of never being fucking enough into one hell of an album. It was as though she were trying to reach home, and she could see it, but she was stuck where she was, and didn’t know how to get there.

         She changed radio stations, landing on KROQ, and her stomach did a small somersault at the familiar chord progression of “Miss Your Misery,” one of her biggest hits, now jamming through the speakers. Even though she’d been in the music industry for ten years now, it was still a thrill to hear herself on the radio. She sang along, harmonizing with herself. Her voice reverberated in the small space of the car, and she was glad she hadn’t put the top down. It felt good to belt one out, to hear herself really sing. She needed to get back into the studio, to pick up a guitar again and experiment. For the first time in weeks, months even, she found herself wanting to play.

         As the song ended on a punchy C-minor chord, she pulled into the parking lot behind the restaurant, easing the nose of the Corvette forward into an empty space. The DJ’s voice came on the air before the final chord had faded away.

         “That was Taylor Ross, ‘Miss Your Misery,’ on K-Rock. Man, I love that song.”

         The cohost chimed in as Taylor put the car in Park and leaned back against the headrest. “Did you see that video of her on the plane? I mean, she’s great, but that girl’s a mess. And wasn’t she supposed to have a new album last year?”

         Taylor cut the ignition, silencing the radio, and the buzzing of her phone was extraloud in the now-silent car. The engine ticked, a slow, off-kilter rhythm as it began to cool down, and she fished her phone out of her purse. The text was from an unknown number.

         
            I need to see you. It’s Frank. Dad.

         

         Her vision narrowed for a second as a small wave of dizziness rocked her. She stared at the text, reading it several times, trying to believe what she was seeing. Trying to wrap her mind around the idea that somehow he’d found her. The thought sent her heart racing, and she forced herself to take a deep breath. She debated whether or not she should even reply, but in the end, her curiosity won out. Her fingers trembled slightly as she typed out her response.

         
            How the hell did you get this number?

         

         Her father replied almost instantly:

         
            I got friends, sweetheart. Can we meet up?

         

         She snorted, shaking her head and narrowing her eyes as her fingers flew across the screen, anger pushing out some of her fear. She’d let him bully her far too many times in the past, and while his text sent fear rippling through her, she also felt a surge of resentment. Resentment that he’d have the balls to contact her after everything he’d done, and resentment at the fact that even though she was angry, her hands were still shaking.

         
            Go fuck yourself.

         

         Without waiting for him to reply, she blocked the number and made a mental note to change her own ASAP. She didn’t know how her father had tracked down her number, and the idea that he even could sent a slight chill crawling over her skin.

         Given that the last time she’d seen him in person he’d broken her jaw, she wasn’t giving him shit.

         Swallowing against the tightness in her chest, she stepped out of the car, locking it behind her and making her way toward the restaurant, ignoring the handful of paparazzi on the sidewalk just outside the doors, just as she had last night at the Rainbow. They called her name, trying to get her to look their way. Whirs and clicks followed her as she kept her head down, not engaging with them. Instead, she took a deep breath, sucking warm, spring air into her lungs. In the past, she might’ve obliged them, giving them a smile and a wave, but things were different now. They weren’t interested in her because of her music, but because of the money they could make off her mistakes, and she didn’t want to add any more kindling to that fire.

         Stepping inside the safety of the restaurant, she slipped her sunglasses from her face and tucked them into her purse just as Jeremy caught her eye and waved, his immaculately tailored suit clinging to his lean frame. In his midforties, he was handsome in a very elegant, debonair kind of way. Combined with his perfectly coiffed dark brown hair and designer wingtips, his look didn’t exactly scream “rock and roll.” But what he lacked in sartorial edge, he made up for with his extensive music industry knowledge and impressive contact list. Jeremy Nichols was the guy who knew everybody, and Taylor was glad to have him in her corner. By the time she reached Jeremy’s table, he was standing and holding out her chair for her.

         “You look like shit.” His cultured British accent softened the blow of his words, but only slightly. “Did you just do a walk of shame or something?”

         She slid into her chair and leveled a look at him, not in the mood for Jeremy’s usual dry teasing. He took his own seat and smiled at her, unaware that his words had dug in a little deeper than he’d intended.

         “Three things,” she said, holding up three fingers. “First, thanks a lot. You really know how to sweet-talk a girl. Second, none of your damn business. And third, why is it called the ‘walk of shame’?” She made air quotes around the words. “I mean, really. It should be called the ‘walk of victory’.” She sat back in her seat, her arms crossed over her chest. She rubbed her thighs together under the table, remembering just how victorious she’d been with Colt last night.

         “Well. All right then.” He folded his hands on the table in front of him, his long fingers interlocking as his left eyebrow crept up in an unspoken question.

         She pressed a hand to her temple and closed her eyes, exhaling slowly through her nose as guilt ate at her. “Sorry. I’m just…” She shook her head and cleared her throat, knowing she needed to get it together. She’d tried to use sex to forget about everything last night, and it had failed. Spectacularly. Because now, she somehow felt worse. “What did you want to see me about?”

         “Ah.” He took a sip of his water and refolded his hands in front of him. “I’ve recently had a meeting with Ernie Glick.”

         “Ernie Glick as in the CEO of Pacific Records?” Her heart sunk into her stomach, joining the swirling contents there. She didn’t know what was coming, but based on the tense line of Jeremy’s shoulders, she wouldn’t like it.

         He nodded and took another sip of water. “The label is worried about…well, about you.”

         “You get booted off one plane.” She pushed her menu away, no longer hungry.

         “It’s not just the incident on the plane. It’s…they’re worried about you actually making this album and fulfilling the contract you signed.” He shrugged. “You’re a bit of a loose cannon right now, and if you don’t give them some new songs within the next week, they’re threatening to drop you.”

         She shook her head, her hair swishing around her face. “I know I’ve been a bit crazy lately, but come on, Jer. You know I’ve been trying. And this whole ‘ticking clock, we’re running out of time’ thing isn’t really helping my creative mojo.”

         “I know you’ve been trying. But they’re not willing to take any more chances on you.”

         Her mouth went dry, and she took a sip of her water, trying to brace herself for the shit that was surely about to hit the fan. “So what, then?”

         “They’re concerned about…” He paused, clearly searching for the right word. “Well, a lot of things, really. So they’re going to hire a bodyguard for you, to make sure there are no further incidents like the one on the plane. They want you focused on writing your album.”

         She shook her head again and dug her fingernails into her palm, anger radiating through her. “Let me get this straight,” she said, dropping her voice and trying unsuccessfully to unclench her jaw. “Because I’ve been less than perfect lately, the label’s going to hire a bodyguard to babysit me? To somehow save me from myself?” She sucked in a deep breath, her face hot, her fists clenched in her lap. She looked down for a second, trying to focus on her white knuckles so that she didn’t start flipping tables. “Do you have any fucking idea how insulting that is? ‘Oh, let’s save the poor, helpless, dumb woman from herself. If only she had a big strong man around keeping her in line, all of her problems would just go away.’ Fuck that. Would they do this to me if I were a guy?” She stared at Jeremy, one eyebrow arched in challenge.
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