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FALL

A Rock Solid Romance







KARINA BLISS





Keep Rage together at all costs…




Powerhouse PA Dimity Graham is off her game. Her career is everything to her and she never lets anything personal mess that up.




So how can she explain getting busy between the sheets with Rage’s nice-guy drummer Seth Curran?




She’s supposed to be keeping this band out of trouble, not getting into it.




But before she can put everything back where it belongs, Seth needs her help.




Faking a relationship seemed like a good idea that night, right before they fell into bed together.




But standing on New Zealand soil, facing the people he disappointed to pursue his dream, Seth doubts he and Dimity will convince anyone they’re hot and crazy for each other.




To his surprise, Dimity is working her magic on everyone and they’re all convinced this is the real deal.




The problem is, he’s almost convinced, too.





Chapter One




The day her mother remarried in the Bahamas, Dimity Graham decided to celebrate her freedom by getting laid in Los Angeles.

No more sending money for another surgical procedure Helena was sure would convince Dimity’s father to leave the bitch he’d ditched them for, and come home.

No more obligatory visits struggling to breathe because her self-absorbed mother sucked all the oxygen from the room.

Over the past sixteen years—until Helena had given up hope and succumbed to Floyd, her besotted dentist—her mom had tried to speed Steven Graham’s repentance and return. She began with helplessness, “Honey, you know I’m hopeless with money”; moved onto guilt, “We’re losing the house because I’ve missed too many payments”; and peaked with emotional blackmail, “I’ve told our only child to decide whose side she’s on.”

At eleven years old, Dimity had chosen to support her mother because—as she’d regretfully told her father over Aegean salmon and a lollipop tree for two at Bloomingdale’s—someone had to. A diplomat with a keen sense of self-preservation, he’d accepted her decision with relief and abandoned her to Helena’s ravaging dependency.

Dimity wished she’d inherited his selfishness. Unfortunately, she’d picked up a conscience by way of a defective gene—her great-aunt had been a nun. Certainly, Dimity had been living like one lately, and that would change tonight. She was finally free to divert her mental energy into meeting her own needs—once she figured them out. Sex seemed a good start.

But work came first. Plonking her glass of champagne on the ivory escritoire that held her two laptops, she phoned her rock-star boss in New Zealand.

Zander answered with a groan. “Fuck, woman, it’s six a.m.”

“And you’re still in bed?” She didn’t cloak the disgust in her tone. On tour they regularly survived on four hours sleep.

“I’m recuperating from vocal surgery, remember? Can’t this wait until a civilized hour?”

“No. Your realtor has an offer of ten million on the New York penthouse but I think we should stall until Entertainment Tonight runs their celebrity crib feature on Thursday.” Offering an exclusive viewing to the show had been her brainchild. The publicity would increase the number of potential buyers.

“The next payment on the lawyers’ retainer is due when?” he asked. They were suing the insurers of the tour, who were claiming Zander’s vocal polyps fell under a pre-existing condition and were refusing to pay out millions of dollars of cancellation insurance. If the insurers won, he’d go bankrupt.

“Tuesday. But the proceeds from your Barbados property will cover it.” She looked around her pretty office in Zander’s French Provençal manor in Calabasas. The sale of this one would break her heart. It was the only real home she’d ever had.

“You know I trust you to make the best decision. What’s this middle-of-the-night call really about?”

Loneliness. She and Zander had worked eighteen-hour days for close to three years and she missed her mentor.

“Dimity?” The reason for Zee’s plunge into a balanced life must have grabbed the phone. “Is anything wrong?” Elizabeth Winston was an emotional divining rod, exasperating and lovable in equal measure. Ever since she’d found Dimity weeping in a utility closet during the tour she’d acted like an interfering big sister—when Dimity wasn’t acting like hers.

“I’m fine. Better than fine. Mom got re-married today and I’m finally free.” All long-term prisoners feel a little panicky stepping outside the cell.

“That’s wonder—” Elizabeth began to say before Zander’s voice came on.

“So go celebrate.”

“I fully intend to go on a sexual rampage.” Dimity wasn’t going to let a little panic stop her from embracing freedom.

“Now there’s a thought…since you woke us anyway.” The rough tenderness in his voice suggested he was looking at Elizabeth.

“Zee, no lurrrve stuff during a business call.”

“This isn’t a business call, you’re bored and restless. Here’s a challenge. Go flirt with my head of security, he’s got a crush on you…Ow, why did Doc just hit me?” Doc was his nickname for his PhD love.

“Because she knows I’m trouble,” Dimity explained patiently. “Best leave the good men out of it.” Growing up in a dysfunctional household had given her a realistic view of where she sat on the evolutionary scale when it came to sustaining healthy relationships. Idly, she wondered if Bam Bam Rubble from The Flintstones had ever grown up. Her true calling lay in this job.

“You can’t avoid that conversation with Luther forever.” Zander didn’t believe in tiptoeing around an issue when he could stomp. “You two will be working closely again when Elizabeth goes on her book tour next year.”

In Bed With A Rock God. There was no one less likely to write a tell-all memoir than a Pulitzer Prize-winning biographer, which was probably why it was the most hotly anticipated book of the year.

“I have no problem avoiding him for another five days until I fly to New Zealand,” Dimity said. This house was large enough to hide from a clan the size of the Kardashians. “But enough about me. Any update on your vocals?” The band’s future was in limbo until Zander learned whether surgery had repaired his singing voice.

“Hang on,” he said. She heard the sound of muffled conversation and tried not to read too much into it. The only drawback of her mother’s unexpected remarriage was the time it freed up to worry more about her—the band’s—future.

Zander came back on the line. “I’ll have news when I see you down under.”

Her fingers tightened on her cell. “Good news?” It had been seven weeks since Zander’s surgery and they’d hoped for a result after six. But the operation hadn’t been straightforward because he’d done more damage when he persisted in performing, against medical advice. He’d said he’d give his vocals plenty of time to heal before testing his vocals. Given the years she’d spent trying to rein in his recklessness, his sensible, conservative approach should have delighted her.

“Dimity, we make our own luck,” he reminded her.

It was one of the many things she’d learned from rock’s king of reinvention. “Damn right,” she said, grateful for the reminder. “And on that note, I’d best finish up here so I can go make some lucky bastard’s night.”

“Leave him alive.”

“I’ll consider it. Goodbye.”

“Dimity?”

About to hang up, she paused. “Yeah?”

“I miss you, too.”

“Zee, you’re embarrassing yourself,” she said coolly, but she was smiling as she cut the connection. At least there was one person she could rely on. Helena was still punishing her with coolness for not making the wedding. Dimity’s smile faded as she replaced the handset.

Zander Freedman was recognized as one of rock’s greatest vocalists, and the king of reinvention. He’d brought his mega band, Rage, back from the dead by re-populating it with musicians he’d handpicked through a smash-hit reality show, immediately followed by a sell-out world tour.

He also had a deserved reputation as the most selfish egomaniac in rock ’n’ roll. Meeting Elizabeth had changed him for the better. As long as his killer instinct was still intact, because they’d never needed it more.

To protect the livelihoods of the many people dependent on the tour’s success he’d pushed his voice to the max, even lip-syncing the national anthem in front of the President at a war vets’ fundraiser two months ago.

When the news broke, his haters had delighted in attacking him when he was literally voiceless, unable to use his considerable powers of chutzpah and charm to fight back. Combined with the lawsuit, her boss was in one of the darkest periods of his twenty-year career, the future of Rage in doubt. But, with Dimity’s help, he’d risen from the ashes before and they could do it again.

What if his singing voice never comes back?

She caught herself nervously tugging at her false eyelashes and forced herself to pick up her task list. Why worry about worst-case scenarios when she could keep things running smoothly pending his triumphant return?

The rumble of Luther’s Hummer distracted her ten minutes later, and she crossed to the window in time to catch the glow of the taillights disappearing into the six-car garage.

Ever since Zander had drunkenly let slip that his bodyguard had a thing for her a few months earlier, she’d avoided being alone with Luther. Particularly since he’d returned from New Zealand a couple of days ago, after reviewing Zander’s security there. With all other staff on leave, the two of them were rattling around the mansion by themselves. Part of her was flattered by his crush. Inspiring such an upright, honorable man to carry a torch made her feel…validated.

Ugh. She’d been contaminated by Zander and Elizabeth’s love cooties.

The motorized whine of the garage door made her draw back from the window.

You can’t avoid that conversation with Luther forever. Zander had a point. Pausing to remember where the bodyguard would be at any given time felt like a weakness. And Dimity abhorred weakness in herself. Her mother lived to dodge personal responsibility, and her daughter was never taking that path. Besides, if Zander had noticed her wimpiness, other people would, too.

To hell with it. She powered down her laptop, resolved on telling him she wasn’t in the market for a relationship. Then she’d have cleared her entire emotional in-tray and could focus on being slutty. And if she hurt his feelings…no, she wouldn’t let those qualms stop her again.

Seizing her tote, she gave her appearance the obligatory check as she passed the hand-carved baroque mirror next to the door. In the music industry, image was everything, and she had her brand down to a fine art—an uptown girl dressed in Salvatore Ferragamo cut-out pumps the exact shade and softness of her tan leather jacket.

In a nod to rock ’n’ roll she’d teamed her cream jeans with a glitzy belt, a tiger-patterned silk blouse and chunky gold jewelry. She didn’t freshen her makeup—that would make the coming conversation too important—only raked a hand through the shoulder-length hair she paid her hairdresser a fortune to differentiate from every other faux blonde in this town. She’d touch up her war paint in the taxi en route to the club.

It took four minutes to stride from her office, down the grand staircase, through the entrance hall and conservatory and along the corridor in the sprawling left wing of the house to Luther’s private apartments, plenty of time to decide on her approach. Really, she had three styles of delivering unpleasant truths—the jab, the hook, and the uppercut. Luther was man enough for the uppercut.

She had to knock twice before he opened the door—a rugby game blared excited commentary on the big-screen TV beyond him.

His dark gaze sharpened as he looked down at her. “Something up with Zander?”

“No. This is personal. Can I come in?”

Nothing changed in his expression but she sensed an immediate wariness. “Sure.” He gestured her inside. “The test is on, All Blacks versus—”

“I’m not here to watch the game.” Unlike the French Provençal opulence of the rest of the house, the furniture in his suite was both modern and sparse. A monster couch and armchair faced the TV. Between the two, a coffee table held a bowl of guacamole and nachos, a nearly empty bottle of tequila and a full shot glass. She hadn’t pegged Luther as a solitary drinker. It made him more accessible…and maybe easier to hurt? But she couldn’t chicken out now.

“Remember when Zee was drunk and said you had feelings for me and—”

“This isn’t something we should talk about right now.”

“It won’t take long.” Grabbing the remote from his hand, she hit pause to silence the overexcited commentator. “You know I think you’re a great guy—” in the dead air, her voice rang like a clarion and she softened her tone “—but you and I? It’s not going to happen.”

He looked pained. Oh God, she had hurt him. “Dimity—”

“It’s okay,” she soothed. “I’m sure it’s just a proximity thing…two attractive people working together. I don’t even mind admitting I’m tempted. But you’re the type of guy who’d want to put a ring on it, and I’m married to my career so—”

“Dimity.” Luther held her gaze, waiting until he had her full attention. “Zander was wrong.”

She looked at him blankly.

“I am in love with someone. It’s not you.”

“Oh.” For the first time in forever she felt a blush heat her cheeks, starting warm and rocketing in temperature until her face flamed. She never revealed a want without first ascertaining if she could have it. She opened her mouth, scrambling for a joke, an insult, anything to mitigate the damage, but even her survival instinct had ducked for cover.

She could only stare helplessly as her blush leaped across the few feet separating them and spread across Luther’s normally impassive face.

“Which is not to say,” he said, with the delicacy of a man tiptoeing around a land mine, “that I don’t find you attractive.”

Her whole body broke into a sweat. He should be pretending he didn’t know how humiliating this was for her, not staring into her soul with awful, insightful compassion. Kill. Me. Now.

“So, mate.” Seth’s voice made her jump. “If it’s not Dimity, then who?”

Rage’s Kiwi drummer rose from the sofa and stretched lazily. His crumpled plaid shirt rode up, revealing a lean, taut belly. Judging by the tangles in his tawny hair, the lint on his shirt and the red-gold stubble on his jaw, he’d been lost down the back of the sofa for several days. He looked at Luther. “Who’s your mystery woman?”

The bodyguard’s gaze finally shifted, and she could breathe.

“None of your business,” he growled. “Forget everything you just heard.”

Seth’s broad shoulders rose in a sigh. “I wish I could.” Astute blue eyes met hers. “Dammit, woman. I thought I was the only guy you brushed off.”

“Exactly why I’m spreading the rejection around.” He was throwing her a lifeline and she was desperate enough to take it. “I don’t want you thinking you’re special.”

“Of course not,” Luther said kindly.

Now she had to get out of here before she killed him. “I’ll let you two get back to watching your barbaric national game.”

“That’s okay, it’s finished.” Reaching over the sofa, Seth took the remote from her and absently wiped her palm-sweat dry on his jeans, before switching off the screen.

The first time she’d met Seth after the reality show auditions to repopulate the band, she’d been amazed that Zander had shortlisted him. “He’s waaaay too straight for rock ’n’ roll.”

“Wait ’til you see him perform,” Zander had said.

Behind a drum kit, Seth metamorphosed into a beast. “Like Animal off The Muppet Show,” Dimity told Seth, trying to shame him into a makeover. Working with rock stars was like taming tigers—both jobs required fearlessness and the ability to assert immediate dominance.

He’d laughed at her.

Given most people were intimidated by her take-no-prisoners approach, she’d been startled by that. Worse, he’d encouraged the other new band members to tease her, too, and over the following months the whole tour family had degenerated into the Brady Bunch. Their relationship had settled into pretend-flirting on his part and scathing put-downs on hers.

Though he remained stubbornly resistant to getting a stylist, they’d become friends—and she didn’t have many who could handle her abrasiveness.

Even desperate to make her escape, she noticed a tightness to his movements as he dropped the remote on the coffee table. “Are you okay?” In five days he was flying to New Zealand with her to visit his family. Nobody wanted to be ill facing a twelve-hour flight—or contagious. “You look awful.”

Luther cleared his throat warningly, but Seth only shrugged. “Mel got engaged.” Picking up the shot glass on the coffee table, he downed the contents.

“The screamer you picked up a few weeks ago?” She knew damn well he was talking about his ex-girlfriend Mel, and not his rebound fuck, but the reminder served its purpose. His devastated expression eased into a wry grin.

“You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?”

She’d been delivering documents to the house Seth shared with Moss, the lead guitarist, when she’d heard blood-curdling shrieks and moans. Kicking off her heels, she’d raced to the backyard, grabbing a garden rake as a weapon en route, only to see a naked woman reclining on the pool steps, half in, half out of the water. Head flung back, her bare breasts thrust skyward, she screamed her release as Seth screwed her, naked but for her thighs wrapped around his waist.

Dimity had fled, but the bright, sunlit image was still seared into her brain. Blue sky reflected in the shimmering water, droplets beading on Seth’s bare torso.

She knew he’d lifted his self-imposed celibacy after a mourning period post-breakup, but the look in his eyes—pagan, primal—had shocked her. Seth was the poster child for a nice guy. He was Tom Sawyer grown-up—friendly, mischievous, playful, a lovable scamp with muscle. Not this Viking barbarian.

“I thought someone was being murdered.” Later, she’d discovered the woman was an actress. Clearly, not a good one. Worst faked orgasm she’d ever heard.

“Well, she keeps phoning for a repeat performance.” Seth poured the dregs from the tequila bottle into his shot glass. “At least I’m irresistible to some women.”

For over a year Dimity had watched this man try to maintain a long-distance relationship with his childhood sweetheart. Then for several months she’d watched him suffer stoically after being dumped. Why the hell couldn’t Mel have delayed announcing her engagement until the wound had scabbed over?

“I’m trespassing on bro time, so I’ll go.” Dimity was lousy at expressing sympathy—painful emotions made her uncomfortable if she couldn’t provide a fix, and she wasn’t one for empty platitudes. Seth was in good hands with Luther. Embarrassment still buzzing under her skin, she forced herself to meet the bodyguard’s eyes. “I’m relieved your crush on me was only in Zander’s imagination. I wanted to clear the air because I’m heading out to a bar and will be bringing a hook-up home.”

“Perfect.” Gulping the last mouthful of tequila, Seth handed the empty shot glass to Luther. “I’m in the mood to keep drinking and since you’re the only person in the world who doesn’t feel sorry for me right now, I’m coming with you.”

She owed him for this rescue, and tough love she could do. “As long as you don’t cramp my style.”

“Jesus, Dimity,” Luther mumbled.

But Seth laughed.

“I’ll even help you make a short list.”

“I’ll drive,” said Luther.

Dimity froze. Oh yeah, I really want to spend the evening with the guy who just humiliated me.

“Forget it, we’ll catch a cab.” Seth shrugged on a leather jacket. “I won’t scare off other guys, but you sure as hell will.”

“He’s right,” she told Luther, relieved. “You’ll frighten the fish.” Before following the drummer to the door, she murmured, “Don’t worry, I’ll look out for Seth.” Luther waited until their charge had stepped into the hall.

“So…we’re okay?”

She met his gaze squarely. “Absolutely.” She went out, closed the door on him, and leaned against it. I’m never, ever exposing myself like that again.

Seth offered her his arm.

Scowling, she pushed away from the door. “You’d better not be feeling sorry for me.”

He looked pained. “I just lost the love of my life. Can we please remember the real victim here?”

“That’s all right then.” Mollified, she tucked her arm through his.

“God,” he said. “You are so what I need right now. Let’s get drunk.”





Chapter Two




As Dimity had hoped, Seth spent the drive to the bar bonding with the cab driver, which gave her the chance to repair her makeup and the hairline fracture in her composure. By the time they’d arrived she could pretend the whole emotional exposure thing had never happened.

The bouncer recognized them both, shook her hand and gave Seth a hug. “Hey, buddy, it’s been a while.”

Everyone liked Seth. He could transition from playing pool with roadies to discussing economics with financiers—he even loved kids. Dimity had even seen him kiss a dog once. There was no creature, walking or crawling, he couldn’t make a connection with.

Which made it even sadder, she thought, as he opened the door for her, that he’d been rejected by the only person he desperately wanted.

They stepped inside. The bar was called The Comfort Zone, ironic given its undercurrent of suppressed violence and the fact that its patrons—a melting pot of intellectuals, drag queens, celebs, bikers and musos—were distinguished by their willingness to push boundaries.

Stylishly under-lit, it was a place where people who felt too much could get numb, and those desensitized by excess could still find something to fear. Drugs and kinky sex weren’t sold, but they were definitely bartered.

Unsurprisingly, it was a favorite haunt of Moss, Rage’s lead guitarist, and his was the face Dimity searched for as they weaved their way through to the bar. She wouldn’t abandon Seth for a hook-up without leaving him in the hands of a caretaker. It was her job to watch over the band in Zee’s absence. They needed to be battle-ready when he returned.

Moss saw them immediately, but then he noticed most things, despite his jaded vibe. His hooded gaze even held a hint of concern as he nodded to Seth, who muttered, “Fuck, no babysitters,” and steered her in the opposite direction.

Over her shoulder, she glanced at Moss, who shrugged and returned to his conversation.

At the bar, Seth pulled out his wallet. “What will you have?”

“Champagne.”

“A bottle of Moët and a tequila shot, thanks.” He flipped the barman his credit card, then pulled out a tall barstool for Dimity. “And keep the shots coming.”

“I guess I should offer a listening ear,” she said reluctantly.

“Nothing to tell. I loved someone. I set her free.”

Dimity forgot empathy. “What kind of defeatist attitude is that?”

“Says the woman who just surrendered the field to Luther’s mysterious crush.”

“If you’ll recall,” she said tartly, watching the barman pop the cork on the champagne bottle and pour the fizzing liquid into a flute. “I went there to make it clear I wasn’t interested. I didn’t want his feelings hurt when I arrived home with another guy. Mom re-married overseas today and sex is how I intend celebrating.”

“Wow.” Seth handed her the brimming glass. “That’s not weird at all.”

She smiled. “Shut up. It’s an emancipation fuck because my last financial dependent has flown the nest.”

He moved the ice bucket holding the champagne to her side of the bar and took his seat. “I’ve never heard you talk about your mother.”

“And you won’t now.” She raised her champagne.

“Cheers.” Seth picked up his tequila. “To small talk.” Knocking back his shot, he swung to face the crowd. “So what kind of guy are we looking for?”

“No one high maintenance. I work with rock stars.” The champagne was icy-cold on her tongue. “But I’m shallow,” she added, “so looks, obviously.”

“Obviously.” He smiled. “Anything else?”

Thoughtfully, she sipped her champagne. “Someone who won’t be intimidated by a smart woman—or threatened either. I’m not interested in a pissing contest with some alphahole needing to prove balls beat ovaries. But he needs to have some intelligence.” She scanned the room for prospects. The trouble with working around charismatic, beautiful, pain-in-the-ass creatives was that other men seemed dull in comparison.

On a small stage to their left, roadies were setting up instruments. Bands at The Comfort Room performed by invitation only. The owner made his selection solely on talent, which left a lot of successful acts out in the cold. When Zander was rebuilding Rage’s profile, the band had played here twice. “And no one in the industry either,” she added. “Too often they see me as a way to Zee.”

Seth eyed her thoughtfully. “I thought you’d be spoiled for choice, now I’m surprised you ever have sex. It’s not easy being you, is it?”

She waved away his empathy. “I love my life.”

“How did you first start working for Zander?”

“I went to a party to pick him up.”

“Naturally you succeeded.”

She appreciated his certainty, but wasn’t so sure about his amusement. “I left to get my coat and when I returned Zee had experienced an epiphany. He said he was sorry, but he’d just remembered a prior appointment to save his career. And then I had an epiphany and said, ‘Let me help you with that.’” Her fangirl crush wasn’t lust; it was a burning desire to learn from the master of reinvention.

“Mutual epiphanies,” Seth nodded solemnly. “Sexy.”

“It is sexy.” She’d recognized in Zander the embodiment of her own philosophy. He was unapologetic about who he was. If he made the wrong move, he simply changed tactics. There was no time to mourn lost opportunities or sink into self-pity. He was exactly what she wanted to be—indomitable. “Know what my favorite thing to do is?”

“You’ve just told me it’s not sex.” Seth lifted his empty glass to attract the attention of the bartender. “Torturing baby rock stars?”

“I machinate.”

“As do we all.”

She rolled her eyes. “Scheme, plot, intrigue, devise, strategize, maneuver, conspire. Win. It’s my thing.” She paused while the barman refilled Seth’s shot glass. “As Zee’s girlfriend I would have lasted two minutes. As his right-hand woman we’re coming up for our third anniversary.”

“Maybe three minutes,” Seth said. “Let’s give Zander some credit.”

She giggled. And she never giggled.

Seth looked as surprised as she felt, then he grinned. “One of those minutes would be arguing about who got to be on top.”

“Stop!” She smothered another giggle. “He’s like my older brother now and the idea’s gross.” She sipped her champagne. “But for the record, I’d be on top.”

“Is that right?” His gaze flicked over her, and for an instant she glimpsed the marauder he’d been at the pool before he returned to scanning the crowd. “How about that guy?” He pointed to a blond in leathers. “He’s been checking you out since we got here. Worth putting on your short list?”

“What short list?” Moss asked as he joined them. Dimity explained and a speculative gleam lit his green eyes.

“I suppose I can sacrifice myself for the cause.” He draped an arm around her shoulder.

She shrugged it off. “Thanks, but I know where you’ve been. Plus, you’re even more dysfunctional than I am.” The lead guitarist came from poverty and was embracing hedonism with death-wish fervor.

“You’d probably kill me after sex anyway,” he said lazily. “Like a female grasshopper.”

“You’re thinking of a praying mantis,” said Seth.

“And I don’t need to kill my lovers. They die of happiness, their lives fulfilled.”

“Tell me the drugs you’re on,” said Moss. “I want some.” He glanced at his bandmate’s shot glass. “Or are we drowning our sorrows?”

“Drowning,” Seth said. He drank the contents, grimaced and gave his empty glass to Moss. “Thanks.”

With his roomie around to keep an eye on him, Dimity excused herself and went to the bathroom. When she returned, Moss had disappeared and a skimpily-clad woman had taken her seat and clamped a hand on Seth’s knee.

For a moment, Dimity hesitated—maybe he wanted this—but then she saw the strain behind his smile. Normally Houdini-like in his ability to escape over-zealous advances, tonight he emanated a little-boy-lost vibe that would be blood in the water to any man-eater. As she drew nearer, she heard him say, “Sorry, Tania, but I’m with a friend tonight.”

“I’m the friend,” Dimity said pleasantly, “and you’re in my seat.”

The woman didn’t even glance at her. “So that means you’re free to take my number.”

Deftly, he loosened her grip on his knee. “Your offer is flattering, but—”

“Let’s cut this short, Tania,” Dimity cut in. “He’s too nice to tell you you’re wasting your time. More importantly, you’re wasting my time. And you’re still in my seat.” The brunette finally looked at her.

“What bug got up your ass?”

“Good point.” Opened her purse, Dimity pulled out a packet of wet wipes. “You’re wearing a G-string, if you’re wearing panties at all.” Removing one, she waited expectantly.

Seth choked. “What my friend—”

“Don’t bother.” The brunette slid off the stool. “Bitch.”

“Thank you for noticing.” As Dimity reclaimed her stool, she said to Seth, “Where the hell is Moss? I left him as your wing man.”

“Yeah, we figured. He said, ‘Buddy, you okay?’ I said, ‘Mate, I’m fine. Buy me a drink and fuck off.’ And he did.” He pinned her with a hard stare. “Start feeling sorry for me, and I’ll have to ditch you.”

* * *

Seth held Dimity’s gaze, making sure she’d received his message loud and clear. I will not tolerate a babysitter.

A good mate? Yes. A drinking buddy? Absolutely. Mama Bear? No way.

She was the first to look away, redirecting her stunning—and cunning—Bahama-blue gaze to the tow-haired guy he’d pointed out earlier as a likely hook-up. “He won’t do,” she said calmly. “I want honest muscle, not a steroid-abusing pretty boy.” Circling one manicured fingertip around the rim of her champagne glass, she smiled at Seth. “You know, there is a major benefit to being single that you haven’t considered.”

He didn’t return her smile, which he recognized as strategic. “What’s that?”

“You’re eligible for my list.”

“Yeah?” He compressed his lips, but she must have seen the twitch of amusement because her shoulders relaxed. Damn her, she could always disarm him with humor. If there wasn’t pity lurking in her offer somewhere, he would have been flattered. Hell, if he wasn’t such a heartbroken mess, he might even have taken her on. She could wither the toughest guys’ balls with one cold stare, but his ego wasn’t built on machismo. And he enjoyed making guerrilla attacks on her misplaced belief that he was harmless.

“Being a nice guy works against you.” She sat back and crossed her long legs. “But on the plus side, you’re still in love with your ex, which makes you emotionally unavailable. According to my shrink, that’s my type.”

Seth blinked, unable to imagine her ever giving anyone access to her private thoughts, which he imagined alphabetized and locked away. “You see a psychiatrist?”

“Of course, I live in California now.” She put her empty glass on the bar and he reached for the champagne bottle to refill it. “She told me I had abandonment issues. Oh, please. I’ve been paying Mom to abandon me for years and she simply wouldn’t go.” She brightened. “Until now.”

Normally, he’d have followed up such an intriguing comment, but he needed to concentrate on keeping a steady hand as he refilled the narrow-necked flute. Maybe he should pull back on the shots.

“I could give you my therapist’s number,” she added.

“No.” The liquor fizzed up, then subsided without spilling over the rim—a small win on a shit day. “I’m a Kiwi bloke. We suffer stoically, and die of heart disease brought on by repressed feelings.” Replacing the bottle in the ice bucket, he passed her the flute. “And as much as I appreciate your offer, I’m not interested in being a pity fuck.” He tried and failed to keep bitterness out of his voice.

“Pity only gets you added to the list. You still have to earn my sexual favors.”

Even heartbroken, he had to laugh, which he suspected was her goal. He’d always thought Dimity kind. Never by word—the woman was a verbal wrecking ball—but by deed she was one of the kindest people he knew, always looking out for members of the Rage family. But you had to earn her loyalty. He still wasn’t sure when his own membership had been approved. That was the thing with Dimity. You only discovered how much she liked you when you were in serious trouble.

And he was—gutted, heartbroken, lost, angry…hurting. But that was his problem to solve, not hers. She wouldn’t go man-hunting if he didn’t at least pretend to be okay, and he had no intention of ruining her plans. So he got with the program.

“At the risk of jeopardizing my nice guy status, you’re a little too skinny for my tastes.”

“That’s okay, you’re too ginga for mine.”

“In your press releases you call my hair auburn,” he reminded her.

She widened her eyes. “Do I?”

“You are so full of shit,” he said affectionately. “Do you believe half the things you say?”

“I don’t have to—I just have to make other people believe them. But I can take constructive criticism.” She batted her fake eyelashes. “Tell me again I’m too skinny.”

Chuckling, he shook his head. “I’m not encouraging female self-loathing.” She had to know how beautiful she was.

“It’s our industry, Seth. Every woman hungry, every man beautified.”

“What?” he taunted. “You think because I’m having a weak moment, I’m suggestible?” She never gave up hope of talking him into a makeover. He deliberately repeated the phrase that drove her crazy. “I’ve told you before, I’m happy as I am.”

She gave an exasperated snort. “No one’s happy as they are, and tonight you’re the most miserable bastard on the planet. Spit it out, what went wrong with Mel? Was it the long distance thing?”

He hesitated, reluctant to open that can of worms. “No. Mel’s been traveling to overseas comps for years.”

“Comps?”

“Competitions. She’s a swimmer.”

“How good?”

“One bronze and a silver in the last Paralympics.” The ache in his chest became a gnaw, and he fed it with a shot of fiery tequila.

“That explains why you’re in such great shape, you’ve got a lot to live up to.”

He appreciated that she didn’t ask what made Mel eligible, but identified what made her extraordinary—her accomplishments.

Cunning returned to her expression. “Now if you just let someone style your—” The rest of her sentence was drowned out by a burst of music.

“Saved by the band,” Seth mouthed, grateful for the distraction. Thinking about Mel being extraordinary without him made him want to curl up into a ball and howl. He’d tried so hard to keep their long-distance relationship alive over the past fifteen months; tried so hard to have it all.

Clearly, he hadn’t tried hard enough.

With an effort, he refocused on the stage. Suck it up. You accepted the risks when you chose your career over her. He recognized the band, an emerging indie rock group called The Box Cutters who’d featured in a music festival Rage had headlined last summer.

It was always interesting to see who Jack—the bar owner—was promoting, particularly when Seth might be starting from scratch again, if Zander’s voice didn’t recover and they were forced to start a new band. He’d had weeks to reconcile himself to the possibility, and still the idea hit him like a gut-punch, forcing all the air out of him.

But he wasn’t going to consider worst-case scenarios in his career tonight, not when he was already dealing with Armageddon in his love life. As the musicians hit their stride he closed his eyes and let the belting melodies pulse through him, tapping out the drum beat on his thighs. Yes, soothe me, move me, remind me why I risked it all.

When the first song finished, Dimity leaned closer. His senses heightened, he caught the faintest scent of summer, berries, and flowers, so at odds with her ice queen persona. “Are you missing performing?” she called over the applause.

“Moss, Jared, and I jam every day.” Jared was Rage’s bass player and a brilliant songwriter, the only one of them married with kids. “But I miss that magical connection you get with an audience.” Understatement. He’d changed his whole life for it, pawned his whole future. And now it was time to pay up. Maybe he did need another drink.

She nodded and sat back, excusing herself a couple of minutes through the third number. He watched her walk away. No sway to the hips for this warrior-princess, yet every free man she passed—and a few with dates—did a double take. She was too hung up about what she ate, but no diet could destroy her apple-cheeked ass, which was truly a wonder. Small pleasures. With a sigh, he signaled the bartender and ordered another shot.

Not only would he have to watch Mel being happy with some other guy when he returned to New Zealand for a couple of weeks, he’d have to confront his dad, who hadn’t spoken more than a few words to him since he’d left to join the reality show.

With the band in hiatus through Zander’s recovery, Seth finally had time to remedy that, face to face.

Unfortunately, the scandal also made it highly likely that Frank saw Seth’s peace-making trip as his son crawling home with his tail between his legs to admit what a foolish, silly boy he’d been to ever leave his comfortable life.

And tonight, mourning Mel’s engagement to another guy, he couldn’t think of one damn thing that proved his father wrong.





Chapter Three




Dimity hunted Moss and found him sitting in a booth with a bunch of admirers.

“A word?” she said, and received glares from the two women hanging off him. “Down, girls. I’m not here to take your boner.”

Moss stood and grinned at her. He was high on something—his dilated pupils suggested coke. “Too late to change your mind, snow queen, I’ve made other arrangements.”

“Forget about that. If I arrange for you to jam with the band, will their instruments work for you?”

“Jesus, Dimity, take the night off.”

“Seth needs this,” she said.

He was silent a moment, then turned toward the stage, his gaze assessing. “Yeah, we could make do. Assuming they’re prepared to share. I’ll talk to them at the end of the set.”

“No Rage numbers…we’re still too controversial. Maybe one of Jared’s?” The bass player had penned some original compositions, which had proved popular through the last tour leg. “Kayla’s Song,” written for his wife, was a bona fide chart-topper.

“This is a nice thing you’re doing,” Moss said.

She wasn’t comfortable with warmth, didn’t know what to do with it, so she deflected. “And good publicity.”

He shook his head. “Are you ever off duty?”

“Never.”

She slipped away to have a word with the manager. Zander hadn’t told anyone about his lip-syncing, including her—which still made Dimity sore—and when the story broke, had played up his role as Machiavellian mentor to protect his younger band members from fallout.

His band had responded by announcing their support. It could have gone horribly wrong. But still enamored of the guys from the audition reality show that had plucked them from obscurity, the public had read their loyalty as adorable naivety.

Zander might be a pariah, but the other guys in Rage could do no wrong. Particularly Seth.

Manager Antonio immediately saw the benefit and made a quick call to the owner, who backed his decision. Business taken care of, Antonio kissed Dimity on both cheeks. “I’ve been thinking about you, bella.” His dark eyes caressed her. “Have you been thinking about me?”

She looked at him blankly, then the penny dropped. Antonio was the last guy she’d sex with. “Every damn day,” she purred.

He stroked her arm, and she remembered he was competent. “Later?” he suggested.

The buzz of organizing an impromptu gig had eased her restlessness and she needed to keep an eye on Seth. “Unfortunately, tonight I’m working.” She kissed him with enough heat to keep him interested. “Another time?”

“I look forward to it.”

The bartender had given Seth another drink. And he needed to stay in the ballpark of sober for the performance. She picked up the shot glass and sculled it. Ugh. She hated tequila.

“I’m guessing my services are no longer required,” he commented, and when she looked at him watery-eyed, added, “Antonio?”

“I took a rain check.” She glanced over to Moss, who gave her the thumbs up. “It’s more fun getting drunk with you.”

“Okay, then. Order us another round.” He left for the bathroom and as he returned the band stopped playing mid-song. “We’ve got some talent in the house tonight. Reality stars and Rage musicians Seth Curran and Moss McFadden. Get your asses up here, guys, and jam with us.”

A whoop went up from the crowd. If only she could bottle that goodwill and spray it on Zander. On stage, the bassist handed Moss a spare guitar and the drummer relinquished his place to a delighted Seth. Dimity made a mental note to send the band a thank-you gift. Around her, phones were being pulled out to capture the action. Guerrilla marketing via social media. Perfect.

Seth unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off. Underneath he wore a loose-fitting gray tank, the arm holes cut low to reveal pecs and ribs. He had a body like a dancer’s—graceful, loose-limbed, and honed to muscle. Cells flashed as women in the crowd snapped photos.

If you think that’s good, ladies, come to a Rage concert.

Midway through a ninety-minute gig, he invariably stripped off the shirt and played bare-chested. Like the Hulk, no clothing could contain him when he was in the throes of metamorphosis. And that was his fascination for her, professionally.

The two Rage bandmates conferred, then Moss plucked the first chord of a power number, his mouth curving in a feral grin that promised the crowd a wild ride. The lead guitarist was sexy and dangerous off-stage and sexy and dangerous on it, his charisma all about I’m-broken-fix-me-if-you-dare brooding.

Seth was the enigma, the curiosity, the surprise.

He was good-looking but accessibly so, with an open face. Parents would instinctively trust him to bring their little girl home safe from the prom, with her virginity still intact. Put him behind a drum kit and he became mesmerizing, insanely compelling. Savage. There was the moment of change now, Seth’s grin sharpening and his nice-guy veneer falling away as his energy crystallized and his whole body exploded into performance.

She always made sure his publicity shots were taken at live shows when his hair and skin glowed the same copper-gold as the cymbals and his magnetism was on display—arms stretching, muscles bunching, and his hands on the drumsticks moving in a blur of speed. Tearing her gaze away, Dimity scanned the crowd. Yes, they were captivated, their attention darting between Moss’s original-sin genius and Seth’s bright kinetic-ism.

One song led to another, and at the end of the set they were mobbed as they left the stage, the normally cool crowd demanding selfies and autographs. Dimity sat back on her bar stool and sipped her champagne, enjoying a private moment of achievement. It wasn’t sex she’d needed, it was this. Reassurance that Rage could rise again. That her will and determination could make it happen. That we make our own luck.

Moss escaped quickly to his groupies but Seth continued to chat patiently with the public. After Zee, he got the most fan mail of all the band members, an approachable everyman with universal appeal. Female fans either wanted to marry him or corrupt him, but until Mel had dumped him, he’d never looked at another woman with anything other than friendship. In these turbulent times, he gave the band what it desperately needed—credibility.

When he rejoined her, he was still glowing, his dark-red hair dampened from his exertions. He’d shrugged on his shirt, but left it unbuttoned.

For no reason at all, Dimity moistened her lips.

“Thank you,” he said, accepting a glass of water from her. “I needed that.” Moss must have told him it was her idea. “How about we find you what you need?”

“Me?” Maybe it was the heat radiating off him, or the time lapse since she’d last seen him perform, but his sex appeal was off the charts tonight. For his sake, she hoped someone posted footage on YouTube, and his idiot ex saw what she’d given up. “Oh, the pick-up. No, still happy to get drunk with you instead. What time is it?”

He glanced at his cell. “Eleven forty-five p.m. Huh, I missed a message.” His expression darkened. “Mel. Eight hours ago. Hoping I’m okay.”

“What a stupid question.”

“Of course we still care about each other. We started dating when we were sixteen.”

“Next you’ll be telling me you’ll hang out when you’re home.”

“Our families have been friends a long time,” he said, defensive. “And it’s not like I’m the innocent party here. I knew when I left how hard the separation would be on her.”

“Oh boy.” Never mind that it was equally hard on him. The calls he’d made at ungodly hours, because God forbid Mel forgo her beauty sleep by getting up outside her time zone; the air tickets he’d offered to send.

She’d heard him one night in LA trying to talk Mel into meeting him in Hawaii for a long weekend. “Five hours’ flight for me, nine for you…isn’t any time together worth jetlag?”

When he’d mentioned later that they’d decided jetlag would “affect her training too much,” Dimity felt a stab of anger on his behalf. You mean, Mel had decided. Some people needed protecting and Seth was one of those—a kind, decent guy who wore his heart on his sleeve. “Pass your cell.”

“Why?”

“We’re sending Mel a selfie of you and me to show her just how okay you are.”

“It’s early morning in New Zealand.”

“Even better.”

She went to take his phone, and he resisted. “I’ve never played games with Mel and I’m not going to start now.”

“Don’t think of it as playing games, think of it as helping her to respect boundaries.”

“Fine.” He handed it over. “But I approve anything before you send it.”

“Agreed.” Pinning a sex-kittenish smile on her face, she flung his arm around her shoulders and leaned in close. “Raise your glass and say machin-ate.”

Seth laughed and she pressed the shutter, then tapped a message to go with it.
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