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This series of books is my most personal. Jordi’s journey isn’t that much different from my own, except for I was much, much older when I learned many of the lessons she had to experience within these pages. In many ways, writing this book was my own “Fierce” journey, as I worked through all of these private struggles on a very public stage. I wrestled a lot of demons along the way, with varying degrees of success. In the end, I learned more from Jordi than I could have ever hoped to teach her.  

I could never have made it through any of it without my own colorful cast of amazing people. I found the quiet strength and supportive arms of Jace in my husband, Steven. I could confide anything fearlessly with my best friend, Jeff, who – like Corey – never let me half-ass my dreams. I had cheerleaders like Iris and Maggie in my own group of supportive friends Marie and Shirley, who have always helped elevate me from a life of mediocrity to grab for those stars I often thought were out of reach. Like Diego, who you will meet in this book, my own sons keep me honest and never let me get away with anything.  

And to my own personal Griffin: thank you for all you’ve taught me in both the noise and the silence. I didn’t for a very long time, but I get it now. You are my master class in so many areas of my life without even meaning to be. Thanks for teaching me how to help others without losing myself in the process. 

Special thanks to Thessa Mari-Laj, a beta reader who has helped me craft some ah-may-zing scenes for my book, (including the last chapter of Mogul.) She challenged me to up my game when it came to Eddie’s ultimate payback, and I can truly say it wouldn’t have been Epic without her! 

Most of all, thanks to all the fans who took a chance to read this series. I know it wasn’t easy. But I hope, in the end, it was worth it.  

This book is dedicated to any girl who believes she has to change to be worthy.  

Know this and only this: YOU ARE ENOUGH. 

Dream big. Live large. Be fierce! 
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Los Angeles, California

May 23, 2012

––––––––
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“TELL ME ABOUT SHANE.” 

I bit at my fingernail, tearing off metallic polish in the process. This must be what shame tastes like, I thought with a perverse inward chuckle as I stared at the middle-aged man who issued the uncomfortable request. 

We sat in a non-threatening room decorated in muted, comforting hues, with affirmations on the wall and children’s books scattered across a table in the corner. It was a safe space, so there was no way he could ever understand how dangerous this simple directive was for me. This wasn’t just asking some random fact about my past; one I could emotionlessly dictate and analyze like some piece of arbitrary data. This was asking me to open a door I had slammed shut and bolted, packing nearly a hundred extra pounds of fat in front of it so that I would never – ever – have to face it. 

It evoked a name that, whenever it was spoken, rendered me that same terrified six-year-old, lying in a darkened room, naked from the waist down, whose innocence was repeatedly shattered with only the sliver of moonlight to bear witness. Worse, every time I spoke about this devil, he appeared. He didn’t even have to be in the same zip code and I could still feel his sweaty, warm hands on my skin, and see that hungry look in his eyes that threatened to chew me up and swallow me whole. 

“Don’t be scared, now. Big girls don’t get scared. Show Uncle Shane how much you love him.” 

Wisps of long-buried memories floated to the surface, so real it was if his breath was still warm and moist in my ear. Most days I could fake that it happened to someone else entirely, but not now – not when someone looked me in the eye and asked me what happened nearly fourteen years ago. 

This wasn’t just a question. It was a lasso that yanked me back in time until I was at my most helpless and vulnerable. 

And since the question was a threat to my personal comfort, anyone who posed it became a threat by default. Up until this point, Dr. Challis had been perfect. His gray-haired, milquetoast demeanor wasn’t threatening in the least, even with the way his studious blue eyes watched everything behind dark, horn-rimmed glasses. This grandfatherly man was as gentle as Mr. Rogers and as benign as a teddy bear. From the moment we met I knew I was in the hands of a consummate professional. So, at my very first appointment three weeks before, I had laid it all bare on the questionnaire, listing everything that I thought a therapist could help me fix. 

I knew eventually I would have to tell this man, this kind and unsuspecting stranger, my deepest and darkest secret. His eyes would watch every emotion cross my face as I said, out loud, what that pig did to me, hoping my skin wouldn’t crawl right off my bones in the process. Even though logically I knew that what Shane had done was not my fault, I still harbored the shame of these horrible sexual experiences. It had damned me in some way, sullied me... made me lesser than. These sick and perverted actions still involved my body, and parts of me that I shared with no other person aside from my love, Jace Riga. 

There had been a reason for that. 

I couldn’t trust just anyone with what little good remained. 

In fact, I could barely mull over what had been done to me in the safest spot of all – between my own two ears. I couldn’t imagine reporting it to another person in a clinical setting, as if that would make the whole thing an easier load to carry. 

We talked about the binge eating, and that had been hard enough. We talked about the abuses I suffered at the hands of Eddie, which had been more difficult still. Now he wanted me to tell him, in vivid detail, what Shane had done to me... to my body... to my spirit. 

Though I had fooled myself into thinking otherwise, I simply couldn’t do it. 

I shook my head. “I’m not ready to talk about Shane.” Maybe not ever, I added to myself. “It’s over. It’s in the past.” 

And that’s where I, for one, wanted to keep it. 

Being face to face with the asshole just scant weeks before had been enough, thank you very much. 

“I think the very fact that it scares you is reason enough to talk about it,” he reasoned. “Especially if it’s still driving self-destructive impulses.” 

Self-destructive impulses? What self-destructive impulses? Just because I could eat a whole cheesecake in one sitting, loaded with strawberry sauce and whip cream, to bury those memories with the cunning use of fat and sugar, was simply a coincidence. 

The fact that I wasn’t stuffing my face to dull the ugly feelings I was experiencing indicated to me I was on the right track. 

“Then let’s talk about Jace,” Dr. Challis said, switching tactics. 

“Jace is wonderful,” I said at once. “He’s almost done with his first album. He’s planning another tour by the end of the year.” 

“Will you go with him?” 

I paused. “I want to.” 

He was quick to pounce on my hesitation. “But...?” 

I shrugged. “I’m still getting over the last tour,” was all I could say. 

“Let’s talk about that,” he said. “What was that tour like for you?” 

“Considering I was married to Eddie the whole time, pretending to the world that I was someone I’m not, it was a chore. And it backfired anyway, because people are determined to hate someone like me,” I said, thinking of the paparazzi group PING and the blogging king of pop culture, Miles O’Rourke, both of whom had had a field day over the drama that surrounded the struggling tour. 

“What does that mean, „someone like you?” 

I shrugged again. “You know. Not like Shelby. I’m not thin. I’m not beautiful. I’m an easy target. The butt of the joke.” 

“Is that what you want to be?” 

“Of course not,” I snapped. 

“Then why let it be your identifier?” he challenged. 

“I didn’t label myself. These were the labels given to me.” 

He eased back against his chair. “Let’s say I had an open bottle of poison so toxic that if it merely touched your skin, it could kill you. If I tried to hand this to you, would you take it?” 

“Of course not,” I repeated. 

“Then why accept the same poison from these other people?” 

I sighed. He just didn’t get it. 

He sat up and leaned forward, his elbows propped on his knees. “When people look at you, they don’t see you. They see a reflection of themselves, through their own prisms, for their own purposes. For some, this is a good thing. For Alicia,” he reminded me of the teenager I had honored at the Fierce finale, “you are a role model of everything she can become. For critics, you’re a reminder of what they can’t or won’t become. The labels people throw at you has less to do with you and more to do with their own limitations.” 

“The only way they win is if I accept them,” I repeated dutifully, thinking of Vanni Carnevale and his well-meaning advice. “Yeah, I know that in my head. And if the critics weren’t so loud, I could possibly convince my heart, too.” 

“You’re a bright light,” he pointed out. “The brightest lights always attract the most bugs.” 

I had to laugh. Dr. Challis was a good man with good humor. It was one of the reasons I decided to stay with him rather than insist upon a female therapist, like I originally wanted. I knew one day I’d have to dig deep and deal with the Shane stuff. I just wanted it to be on my timetable. 

Today was not that day. Tomorrow didn’t look good either. 

But as long as Dr. Challis didn’t push the subject, we’d be golden. 

“Have you found anything new about your birth mother?” 

I shook my head. “I’ve hit another dead end. Ancestry records only go so far with limited data, and since Daddy had no living relatives by the time I was born, it’s nearly impossible to track down information without going back to my moth... I mean, Marianne. God knows I don’t want to owe anything more to that bastard, Shane.” The minute the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. I didn’t want to have to explain why I wouldn’t want to see either of these two people again in my life, even if it meant I couldn’t fill the holes in my family tree. 

I’d do it alone or I wouldn’t do it at all. And that was just the way of it. I had hired a private investigator and I had taken DNA tests. Time, and science, would have to take it from there. 

Thankfully he let the topic drop our remaining twenty minutes together. Instead, we talked about the possibility of my going on the road again with Jace, and more importantly – how I felt his skyrocketing popularity since the tour, even with the scandal of shacking up with a married woman. 

He suddenly became the most eligible man in music, despite having a significant other. I guess for many fans, I was a far less threatening obstacle than Shelby had been. 

Best of all, I was proof he liked fat chicks. This was good news for every “average” groupie daydreaming about getting her chance with a rock star. It suddenly vaulted Jace back into their league. And I knew this because I had scoped the Internet thoroughly since the tour, to ensure that his reputation hadn’t been tarnished by his affiliation with me. 

Instead, his groupies zeroed in on Project Lay Jace. They figured if he was stuck with me, anything lower than a size 18/20 was an improvement. 

They were, in fact, quite vocal about it. 

Since Jace never read his own press, he was blissfully ignorant of it all. I inhaled it like it was covered in whipped cream. 

It was all I really could gobble up, since I was back under Maggie’s wing. There were no opportunities to fill my self-loathing with cookies or soda, so I masochistically read anything and everything on Jace and me in cyberspace. 

To say it was self-defeating was a bit of an understatement. There was a lot of commentary on Jace and me, casting me as the villain in the scenario. Where he became more desirable, I ended up shouldering much of the blame for my failed marriage, Shelby’s heart attack and the troubles we had had on the tour. He was a hero for hooking up with the likes of me, so clearly tainted and undesirable, where I was a man-eating homewrecker of a home that I never wanted in the first place. So, my sales stagnated where Jace’s skyrocketed. Thanks to my fairy godmother, Iris Kimble, I still had a lucrative clothing endorsement with the plus-sized store Tempestuous, so my celebrity still had value. She even landed me a voiceover gig for an animated feature to be filmed in late summer. But I knew it was going to be an uphill climb. I was going to have to work my ass off to ensure I could make a name for myself as an artist outside of Fierce. 

Every time I thought I had “made it” I ended up having to start over, essentially, from scratch. 

This made turning down my usual vices for comfort even more difficult. As I drove from Dr. Challis’s office on Wilshire toward the studios in Hollywood, I passed every single one of my favorite drive-thru temptations with great effort. 

“Tell me about Shane.” 

Can I order a double-double with an extra-large order of fries and a chocolate milkshake first? Therapy with food service – now that was a million-dollar idea. 

Just thinking about Shane left me feeling dirty. I could feel his hand in my hair as he pushed my head toward his lap. I could feel the calloused fingers as they slid up my bare leg, under my nightgown. My skin crawled so much it was as if he was right next to me in the car. I could feel those eyes on me, watching me, daring me to fight him. 

I shook my head from such thoughts as I pulled into the studio parking lot. I had other things to do. That life was not mine anymore. 

That Jordi Hemphill was no longer. Someone new and powerful had taken her place. 

Right? 

I slung my handbag over one of the chairs as I entered the control room. I had nearly finished my album, there was only one track left to record and it featured one of Graham’s other top-selling artists, Griffin Slade, as the accompanying musician. 

Griffin was known to the world as an accomplished guitarist as well as a philanthropist and an activist, and likewise had the reputation of being one of the nicest guys in show business. He was a perfectionist who drove everyone as hard as he drove himself, but in the end, no one had anything really negative to say about the man – even the litany of women who littered his past. 

He was one horny humanitarian. He had been linked with every starlet from his home country of Australia to the streets of Hollywood and the Great White Way. Every event that he went to, every red carpet he graced, he was linked arm in arm with someone whose name invariably ended up on a Hot 100 list somewhere. 

They were almost always as famous as he was. On rare occasions he would date an unknown who 

happened to win the Griffin Slade lottery for the night, but otherwise his world had been filled with those who understood the complexities of the celebrity life. 

He hand-picked women who were equally invested in the fame game; nobody more famous than he was, mind you... just those who were famous enough. 

But all of them, every single one, had the model good looks to be on his arm. Whereas Andy Foster Carnevale and I had bucked the system and snagged our rock stars by fitting outside the norm, only the finest, grade A celebutantes were good enough for Griffin. 

One such starlet sat in the control room; one slender leg tucked under the other as she spun in one of the chairs, watching Griffin through the glass as he played his guitar for the opening solo. 

She sipped on a tall, iced coffee with a ton of whip cream on top. I used to serve those drinks, and drink those drinks, way back when I was in complete denial how many calories were in the damn thing. Thanks to Maggie, I knew exactly how many calories were in them now. I had long since given up drinking away more than a quarter of my daily calorie limit on a coffee milkshake. 

Where this particular starlet put her extra calories was a mystery and a cruel hoax played by the universe. I gained weight just looking at the damn thing. 

I watched Griffin as his nimble fingers caressed the strings. His dark hair was spiked and tinged blond at the tips, which made him appear even younger than his 35 years. He was lost in his own world, much like Yael or Randy would be when they played. He felt each note in his soul as he made love to the music. It was so intimate I almost had to look away and did so the very second his brown eyes opened to find me staring at him. 

He indicated I should join him in the studio, and I was quick to comply. 

One simply didn’t keep Griffin Slade waiting. 

He had a smile for me as I closed the soundproof door. “How’s it going?” 

Even his speaking voice was melodic, and that Australian accent made it even more so. His eyes were also quite piercing as they looked into mine. It was so direct I looked away. I was still too raw from my afternoon with Dr. Challis, and some folks just made one feel naked. 

Sadly, Griffin Slade was one of those people. 

“Fine,” I said automatically. “Ready to do this thing?” 

He flashed a flawless smile my direction. “Just waiting on you, love.” 

The kinder he was, the more nervous I got, though I couldn’t quite figure out why. He was exotic and important, but he was still just a man. I was almost as famous as he was, certainly as infamous, so why did I feel like some nervous little backup singer all of a sudden? 

I had sung with Vanni Carnevale, who was ten times more famous than Griffin, and a hundred times more potent. Griffin was just some bloke in faded jeans and an old concert T-shirt who happened to play the guitar well. 

Somehow or another, I had left my own sense of value at the door. Again.

No more therapy on workdays, I promised myself. 

“Tell me about Shane,” I heard Dr. Challis repeat in my ear. 

They set up the background music as I put on my headphones to drown out the nagging, upsetting voices in my head. Instead, I glanced down at the sheet music. It was a song that Jace and Vanni had helped me write, called “I’m Not Sorry.” 

“I’m not sorry that I want you, I know down deep you want me too. Let the world spin off its axis, I don’t care. Open your heart and you’ll find me there. I’m not sorry for all these things that I do, I know I was made to do them all for you.” 

When I wrote the song, it was my own little “fuck you” to anyone left who had boo to say about my being with Jace. I wasn’t sorry I was with him, and anyone expecting an apology was in for a long wait. 

But Vanni and Jace wanted me to stretch outside my comfort level and make it more suggestive than I had ever intended. Now it was a sex anthem of how to seduce the person of your dreams. The minute I opened my mouth I felt like a complete fraud. Here I was asserting my own sexual desirability in front of a group full of beautiful strangers who were way more fuckable than I could ever hope to be. 

It was especially uncomfortable after all those long-buried feelings of Shane were nearly pulled to the surface. The images I saw in my mind’s eye were not ones of a loving, consensual relationship I was fortunate enough to share with Jace. Instead, I was embarrassed and even shamed by the brazen words, and more than once lost my place in the song. 

Griffin stopped me after the third slip. “What’s up?” he asked as he grabbed the cigarette that he had tucked behind one ear. He had a sleeve full of tattoos, along with letters on every finger. LIVE TRUE, they read. 

It made me feel like an even bigger fraud. I just shook my head. “It’s nothing. Just not feeling well today, I guess.” 

He nodded but I knew he didn’t buy it, which made it even more uncomfortable. He went for a smoke break as I tried to pull my shit together, but the damage was seemingly done. With all the feelings stirred up in therapy, I was a basket case. Worse, I couldn’t change the song mid-stream like I had grown used to doing. I had to muscle through it, no matter what. 

After his ten-minute hiatus, Griffin was back in the booth. He studied me openly as I struggled through the lyrics. I felt naked as I stood before him, even more so than I felt that afternoon at Dr. Challis’s.  

And Jace wanted me to tour? How the hell was I going to sing this song live? 

Fortunately for me, Jace popped in to see how I was doing that afternoon. He conferred with some of the techs before he finally entered the studio. The minute I got lost in those amazing green eyes; I was on another planet. It was just the shot of confidence I needed. Not only did I deliver the song, but I was also able to do so with a sultry, softer, womanly voice. It was no longer an inappropriate, unsettling song for a stranger. It was the seduction for my lover, the only person on the planet who knew me on every intimate level there was. 

Jace Riga was the security blanket I wrapped around my soul. 

The take was so flawless we were able to leave shortly after. It was almost a relief to watch Griffin put his arm around his lovely companion and lead her from the studio. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I was off kilter the entire time we worked together. He was perfectly polite and helpful, but I got the distinct impression that he was counting the minutes he could be done with me and out the door with his morsel of the day. 

I guess I couldn’t blame him. He had other priorities, evident by the look in his eyes when she snuggled under his arm as they headed for the door. 

It made the sexy song I had tried to sing even more ridiculous. Had it not been for Jace arriving when he did, we might have been there all night. I walked right into Jace’s arms with a grateful smile. “You saved the whole day today, you know that?” 

He grinned as he bent for a kiss. “Then I guess we’re even. Because you save every day for me,” he whispered against my lips. “Let’s go home.” 

Home. That had become such a wonderful word the minute I moved into Jace’s new house in Hollywood. Thanks to the sell-out tour, the subsequent DVD and LP release, his endorsements (minus T&L) and some hot selling single tracks, Jace was able to afford the three-bedroom, multi-level home tucked high in the hills he’d grown to love since we spent time in the Fierce mansion the year before. 

The narrow roads wound around the darkening hills that led us to our expensive love shack, which had wraparound balconies for the upper two levels of the house. The second floor featured a dramatic living room with a dark purple accent wall opposite two huge windows overlooking the city. The balcony stretched from one in to the other, with glass panels so you didn’t miss one square inch of the view. 

Upstairs were the bedrooms, including the master I shared with Jace. The whole room was decorated in stark black and white, with an ornate headboard on the bed to match. It, too, had a private terrace along with a monstrous bathroom and decadent spa tub built for sharing. 

The whole place made me feel like a rock star from the moment he first carried me over the threshold, ten days after we got back from our tour. We landed with a thud in the foyer and christened the spot where we landed almost immediately. 

We’d even hosted a dinner party to celebrate our homecoming and our Fierce successes, inviting most of the people who made our journey possible. There was Vanni, Andy and Renata, Graham and Maggie, my gubby Corey McGrath, producer Shannon and her husband Jake, along with some of our more local contestants like Lavender Snow and Pepper. Imogene and Alan, along with his long-time lover, Geoff, joined Jorge and his exotic love Dominique, rounding out our Fierce family reunion. With the second season in high gear, it was really our only opportunity to hang with this family we’d grown to love, while they were still completely ours to claim. 

I kind of felt lonely without them all, especially Vanni. He’d been my older brother on the tour, with sage advice and a comforting hug whenever I needed them. 

Now he was off to find another me, and another Jace. 

It kind of made me sad, and I would have missed him if I had the time to think about it. Thankfully, I didn’t. Just finishing up my album was time-consuming enough, not to mention all the other crap I had piled onto my plate. 

In our world one was only as valuable as the last hit, so there was never any real time to rest on one’s laurels. We were all just Sisyphus, rolling that boulder up the same old hill. 

I flipped on the bright lights for our spacious kitchen. It was late, but we needed to eat. Normally I would have stopped at a fast-food restaurant on the way home, but Maggie’s current challenge was to make everything from scratch. This meant eating more “real” foods than the processed junk that was easy to prepare but loaded with all sorts of preservatives that impeded my progress. 

She tried to make me see this was a matter of perspective, that it was just as easy to make honest, real food as it was to toss something in a microwave for five minutes. 

I grilled some salmon and steamed some veggies in the same amount of time it would have taken me to bake a frozen pizza. We ate at the table, another Maggie directive (tables are for food, don’t associate everyday tasks with eating) and then retired to the living room to watch some TV. 

I lay against Jace’s chest as we reclined on the white sofa. He toyed with my hair as we watched something that passed for entertainment. It was really just a placeholder until Fierce premiered on Memorial Day, when we could join the fun on the other end of the spectrum – as fans this time around, rather than contestants. 

“How’d it go with Dr. Challis?” he asked softly. 

I stiffened against him. It had taken all night, but I finally got rid of those residual icky feelings the mere mention of Shane’s name created in me. “Fine,” I lied, mostly because I wanted to get off the topic as soon as possible. 

“I thought maybe that was what was bothering you at the studio,” he said. 

I shrugged. “I don’t think Griffin likes me.” 

Jace laughed. “Griffin likes everyone. Why wouldn’t he like you?” 

“Just a feeling I get,” I said. “Like he’s putting up with me. I know he was kind of press-ganged into working with me, since we’re both on Graham’s label. But I’m not the kind of female celebrity he tends to court, for business or pleasure. He parades all these perfect little bodies around on his arm week after week, year after year, and here I am singing this perfectly ridiculous song on top of it all. It’s a joke.” 

“Hey,” he said as he tugged my hair. “I happen to like that song. I hear that the guy who wrote it is a genius.” 

I laughed. “And humble, too.” 

He tipped my head back. “Sing it to me,” he said softly. 

I fell headlong into those green eyes. It was home, no matter where we lived. It was safe, no matter how many bogeymen rattled their chains outside my doorway. I inched around so that I could lie against his lithe body. “I see it in your eyes, a hunger you disguise, a need inside, it burns like fire, and I just want to fan the flames,” I sang softly as I crept up his body like a tigress, straddling him where he sat. “Your love is like my drug, we fit like a glove, and I won’t stop till you scream my name.” 

“I’m not sorry that I want you,” he joined in as his hands disappeared up my shirt. I shuddered as he tossed it into a corner, capturing my swaying breast in either hand. “I know down deep you want me too. Let the world spin off its axis, I don’t care. Open your heart and you’ll find me there.” 

I slipped my hand between our bodies, touching him where he reached for me, feeling how hard he was for me and knowing that it was worth every single moment I endured to get here. “I’m not sorry for all these things that I do, I know I was made to do them just for you.” I eased down his zipper as I kissed my way down his body. 

As I loved him, gently, thoroughly and as raw as anyone could, I hoped to exorcise those demons in my memory once and for all. 

In that way Shane would never win. I could never let him win. 

But even that night, as we lay in bed together, snuggled tight and safe and warm, all I could think about were the ghosts that lingered in the edges of the darkness. Dr. Challis had opened a door I was determined to keep shut. It couldn’t close fast enough, in my opinion, especially since I had an appointment the following morning to meet with Eddie Nix and discuss the details of our pending divorce. 

I knew from experience that he would give me my freedom, but it would come at a cost... whether physical, mental or financial. 

Knowing Eddie, it would probably be a combination of all three. 

I had no way of knowing just how much until I sat across from him and his lawyer that perfect May morning. He wanted half of everything I had made while we were legally married, and felt ongoing monthly support was appropriate given my status as the higher earning spouse. 

“I’m going back to school,” he told the lawyers. “I suspended my education to be here for Jordi while she pursued her career,” he repeated the same old line, which made him sound saintlier than the gold-digging leech that he was. “Since our marriage has ended, I decided to resume my studies. I’ve been accepted at Tennessee State University.” 

My eyes met his. What sick game was he playing now? His look defied me to challenge him on the matter, so I let it drop for the moment. His blackmail was not a part of our legal negotiations, nor was the blackmail I now had against him that detailed his whole dirty plan right from the onset. 

We had seemingly made the silent pact to live and let live. I should have known better... like Eddie could have ever walked away from the chance to win. If anything, he’d just change the game and tip all the odds in his favor. 

I pounced on him in the parking garage. “What are you up to?” I demanded as he stepped through the elevator on his way to the car I had purchased for him. 

He grinned. His plan to get me alone had proven successful, and he didn’t even hide gloating about it. 

“You’re so quick to divorce me, what do you care? Don’t tell me you miss me already.” 

“I don’t care about you,” I told him coolly as I crossed both arms in front of my chest. “I care about the people you plan to railroad next.” 

“Oh, you mean the people you already railroaded?” he asked as he tried to touch the bridge of my nose with his finger. I slapped him away and he laughed right in my face. “You’re such a hypocrite, Jordi. Emphasis on hippo,” he added as his eyes scanned over my ample frame. “You gave up the right to know who I was screwing when you left me for that cripple. Now, it’s every girl for herself.” 

He turned away but I grabbed his arm. “Don’t go after Shelby,” I told him. 

He glared down at my hand on his arm, before giving me an icy look of contempt. “Don’t act like you care,” he challenged. “If you gave a damn about Shelby at all you’d show her those security tapes, but you know the minute you do I’ll leak your little X-rated fuckfest for the whole world to see.” He stepped closer, even when I dropped my arm and moved back a step. “Think about it, Jordi. Everyone could see every last disgusting thing you do. Imagine good ol’ Shane whacking off to you sucking Jace’s dick.” 

His words hit like a dagger to the gut. Of course, he would know my darkest secret. Marianne had given him access to my diaries, the only safe place to put any of the things I never wanted to share. All my dreams, and all my nightmares.

I closed my eyes to erase the disturbing thought that he immediately and gleefully planted in my head. “That’s right. And you know it would happen, too. You can see it, can’t you? You always could. That’s why you’ll screw over every single person you know to keep your secret safe. The simple truth is you like being a dirty little whore on your knees with a nice fat cock in your mouth.” 

My hand laid a sickening crack across his arrogant cheek. “You’re disgusting,” I gritted between clenched teeth. 

He never lost that damnable smile. “But I’m right. And you know it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a plane to catch.” He looked rather pleased with himself as he added, “Guess that means you have some checks to write.” 

He spun on his heel and left me flabbergasted in the underground parking garage. 

When I let myself into the house a half-hour later, Jace was not there to soothe my wounds. Instead, there was an email from my private investigator. 

He’d found the woman he suspected was my birth mother, and she was living in Las Vegas, Nevada. 

In an afternoon I went from having no mother at all, to a mother who was just a car ride away. With just five more monosyllabic words, he changed everything I might have had planned for my immediate future. 

Everything else in my crazy, chaotic life came second to a simple sentence. 

“She wants to meet you.” 

I knew I had some decisions to make. And I had to figure it out fast. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Los Angeles, California

May 25, 2012

––––––––

[image: ]


THE NOTES ON THE PAGE in front of me scrambled together, just like all the noise inside my brain. I hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything other than the email I received the day before. Ever since Shane Pearcy dropped the bombshell about my true parentage, I had been in a tailspin wondering about my true roots. Pinpointing the one person alive that could give that information to me, after all the months of uncertainty, was both exciting and terrifying. It shoved everything else that was happening in my chaotic life – with Eddie and therapy and Griffin Slade sitting across from me in the studio – way at the bottom of my priority list. 

I sighed with exasperation as I blew another line, completely lost in the music. Griffin stopped playing and signaled to the control booth that we’d have to start over... again. I avoided his eyes as I sipped from my water bottle. If he was frustrated, it was his own damn fault. He was the one who insisted we come back in to tweak the track. I was perfectly happy with the work we turned in two days before. 

Well, maybe not perfectly happy... but satisfied enough not to go back into the studio with Griffin. I still believed that he was indulging me out of obligation to Graham, rather than any real interest in working with me. He barely spoke a word to me, and likely wouldn’t even need me around had it not been my song. 

He even used his manager to contact me regarding the new recording session. 

We were not friends, and he certainly didn’t treat me as an equal or colleague. I barely registered on his radar as a woman. I knew this because he was saving all his sultry, smoky glances for the new celebutante sitting on the other side of the glass. This time he chose a lanky redhead, whose freckles were so perfectly spaced across the bridge of her nose I half-expected them to be painted on. The color of her perfect amber eyes matched the knit cap she wore. Her long, coltish legs crossed one over the other as she sat in the chair, and Griffin was definitely a fan as his eyes traveled over her figure every time that he glanced her direction. 

No wonder he grew impatient with me. I was the fat slob who couldn’t get her act together enough to sing one four-minute song so he could get the hell out of the studio and ravage the fiery vixen who waited just six feet away. 

At least that’s what I felt like every time he wouldn’t speak to me or look my general direction despite the fact that we were working together. Instead, he saved all his charm for the girl on the other side of the glass. 

“I’m sorry,” I muttered as I turned the sheet music back to the start. 

“No worries, love,” he murmured as he did likewise, but he didn’t even look me in the eye. 

The music cued up in my headset and I took a deep breath to center myself. I focused Jace in my mind’s eye so I could muster up the seductive quality to sing the song. Instead of a cold, impersonal studio with an even colder and more impersonal colleague, I was on my sofa cuddled with Jace in the privacy of our home. I closed my eyes and relived our most tender, intimate moments. “I see it in your eyes, a hunger you disguise, a need inside, it burns like fire, and I just want to fan the flames,” I began in a sultry confident voice that zapped into a squeak the minute my eyes opened and I realized that Griffin was staring at me. 

I thought about the perfect redhead sitting just across the way, flashing her long legs for his benefit. I would never have that power, so I couldn’t even fathom what it would be like. All I had was my voice – which apparently failed me whenever there was a real-life guy anywhere in the vicinity. 

I was no siren, no matter what Vanni or Jace said. 

And nowhere was this clearer than in the eyes of Griffin Slade. They darkened as they scanned my face, and I couldn’t help but think how ridiculous I looked to someone like him. He had dated the most beautiful women in the world, many of whom he shared a recording studio with beforehand. 

And then there was me.  

Which one of these things was not like the other? Which one of these things just didn’t belong? 

I issued the kill signal as I tore off my headphones. 

“Is there a problem?” Griffin wanted to know in his Aussie drawl. 

Yeah, me, I thought. Or – more to the point – you. “I don’t know why this is so hard for me to nail.” 

“You’re putting too much pressure on yourself,” he said as he shifted to face me. “This song isn’t the end-all, be-all. It’s just a track. It’s just a song. Let’s try something else,” he said as he began to strum the guitar in a familiar riff. It was a song I had sung countless times, both on Fierce and the subsequent tour. His eyes never left my face as he played the intro, expecting me to jump in on cue. 

And of course, I did. 

Unlike my song, which was overtly sexual, the song he had chosen was more of an anthem. I was able to pull it off just like I had all those times before. When I was done, he launched into an INXS song that had a slower, more seductive groove. It changed the vibe from an anthem to a love song, but I kept the pacing as he sang backup and guided me along with his eyes and his soft voice. Without missing a beat, he segued right into my song, but instead of feeling self-conscious I was able to get through the lyrics. 

He was right. It was just a song. I laid each word like a brick in a wall, going from lyric to lyric until he finally played the outro guitar solo. He gave me a smile when we were done, which I tentatively returned. 

“That was good,” he said. “But I still don’t believe you.” 

My brow furrowed. “What?” 

“The reason you stumble in that song is because it’s not coming from you. You don’t believe the lyric, so it’s a hard sell. Someone else told you to do it, so you sing it – but you don’t believe it.” 

I didn’t know what to say. He was exactly right, and I found his shrewd perception of me unsettling. “I’m sorry,” I offered again. 

He shrugged as he slid off the stool. “No need to apologize to me,” he said as he packed away his guitar. 

“It’s your song, too,” I offered, thinking about the changes he’d made to the tune. 

He wore a lopsided grin as he passed me on the way out the door. “I’m just the guy sitting on a stool,” he remarked. “You’re the one who has to bring it home.” 

Later, after Griffin had left with his redheaded companion, I sat with the producers and listened to the take. I agreed, like they pointed out, that it was flat. We’d need to keep working on it, which meant my collaboration with Griffin was far from over. 

Joy. 

I was still in a funk that night when Jace came home. I was puttering around in the kitchen, tackling a new vegetarian recipe, and singing my song softly to myself to make it as old hat as reciting the pledge of allegiance every morning before class. 

Jace walked up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, and pulled me against his hard body. “I don’t know what I want to sink my teeth into first,” he growled against my ear. 

I giggled. If anyone could jumpstart my mood, it was Jace Riga. I turned into his embrace. “If you’re a good boy, maybe you can have both at once,” I said in a lower, sultry voice. I offered him my forefinger, which was covered in a sweet teriyaki sauce. His mouth was hot as it surrounded my finger, and his tongue slid around to capture every last drop of the sauce. Our eyes locked and held before he finally abandoned my finger for a taste of my lips. 

“Delicious,” he murmured against my mouth. It was a deep kiss full of love and promise, and it was all mine. 

How’d I get so lucky? 

It made the lackluster day beforehand forgettable. As long as I could end up in his arms, it was worth every single disappointing moment. 

He helped me finish dinner, and we retired onto the balcony to eat. He lit the candles in several lanterns scattered around on several tables, which helped illuminate the cozy space in the fading light of day. We watched the sun disappear into the ocean as lights twinkled across the L.A. basin, a familiar sight to both of us as we had both grown to love our patio space. It was the only place on earth we could unwind and find peace when the rest of our lives were chaotic and busy. We decorated it together and it featured wicker furniture and hanging swings and healthy plants for a bit of greenery. We were both big fans of candles, so it was not uncommon to find a dozen flickering lights around the patio as night fell. 

It centered me and made me realize what was important, especially after our plates were emptied and he gathered my feet into his lap for a massage. “How was the recording session today?” 

I shrugged. “It fell flat. Going to have to call Griffin back in to do it again.” 

His sharp green eyes missed nothing. “You make it sound like it’s a big deal.” 

I sighed. “For Griffin it probably is.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

Another shrug. “Let’s just say after the time we spent together today, I’m probably not on his list of favorite people.” 

“What happened?” 

“I blew it. It’s different when I’m not singing to you. I can’t sell this song to just anyone. It’s not who I am.” 

Jace chuckled. “Baby, trust me. That song is all Jordi. You just have to muster up the confidence to sing it. After all you’ve been through, I think it’s time you realize how powerful you are. As a performer and as a woman.” 

I shook off the praise, as usual. “We’ll see how strong I am after I decide what to do about my birth mom.” 
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