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Chapter 1: Jamie
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The roar of the crowd is deafening as I stumble off stage, every nerve ending on fire. My heart pounds against my ribs like it's trying to escape, matching the frantic rhythm still echoing in my bones. Sweat plasters my shirt to my skin, and I can taste the metallic tang of adrenaline on my tongue.

This is it. This is what I live for. The rush, the energy, the feeling of being truly alive.

But as the noise fades and reality starts to creep back in, that familiar itch settles under my skin. The come-down is always a bitch, leaving me raw and jittery. I need something to take the edge off, to keep the high going just a little bit longer.

I spot a half-empty bottle of Jack on a nearby table and make a beeline for it. My fingers have just closed around the cool glass when a manicured hand snatches it away.

"I don't think so, Jamie," Sophia says, her voice sharp. "We've got a meeting, remember?"

I groan, running a hand through my sweat-damp hair. "Can't it wait? I just got off stage, for fuck's sake."

Sophia's perfectly plucked eyebrows rise. "No, it can't. This is important."

There's something in her tone that makes me pause. Sophia looks more stressed than usual, which is saying something. Her normally immaculate appearance is slightly disheveled, dark circles barely concealed beneath her eyes.

"Fine," I sigh, knowing when I'm beaten. "Lead the way, oh captain my captain."

She rolls her eyes but doesn't rise to the bait. Instead, she turns on her heel and strides purposefully down the hallway. I trail after her, still buzzing with excess energy. My skin feels too tight, like I might vibrate right out of it if I don't find an outlet soon.

We end up in a small dressing room, and I flop onto the worn leather couch with a dramatic sigh. "Alright, what's so damn important that it couldn't wait until–"

The words die in my throat as the door opens again. A man enters, and for a moment, all I can do is stare.

He's tall, at least a head above me, with broad shoulders that fill out his crisp black shirt in a way that should be illegal. His dark hair is cut short, military-style, with just a hint of silver at the temples. But it's his eyes that capture my attention–steel gray and utterly unreadable as they sweep over me.

"Jamie," Sophia says, her voice breaking through my daze. "This is Rafe Blackwood. Your new bodyguard."

The words hit me like a bucket of ice water. I'm on my feet in an instant, indignation rising hot in my chest. "My what?"

Sophia sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Your bodyguard, Jamie. After that stunt you pulled in Detroit–"

"That wasn't my fault!" I protest, even though we both know it's bullshit. "Those paps were asking for it."

"Regardless," Sophia presses on, "Marcus insisted. Either you accept round-the-clock protection, or the label pulls funding for the rest of the tour."

I turn to the newcomer–Rafe–fury and resentment battling with an unwelcome spark of attraction. "And I suppose you're here to keep me in line, huh? Make sure the wild child behaves?"

Rafe doesn't rise to the bait. His face remains impassive as he meets my glare. "I'm here to ensure your safety, Mr. Wilde. Nothing more, nothing less."

His voice is deep and gravelly, sending an involuntary shiver down my spine. I squash the feeling ruthlessly, channeling it into anger instead.

"Well, you can fuck right off," I snarl. "I don't need a babysitter, and I sure as hell don't want one."

I expect him to argue, to puff up with self-importance like all the other meatheads they've tried to saddle me with. Instead, Rafe just raises an eyebrow, unmoved by my outburst.

"I understand this isn't your choice," he says calmly. "But it is necessary. I'll do my best to remain unobtrusive while still doing my job."

His composure only infuriates me more. I step closer, invading his personal space, a move that usually makes people flinch back. Rafe doesn't budge an inch.

"And what if I make your job impossible?" I challenge, a reckless grin spreading across my face. "What if I'm more trouble than I'm worth?"

For a moment, I swear I see a flicker of something in those steely eyes. Amusement? Exasperation? But it's gone so quickly I might have imagined it.

"I've dealt with difficult clients before, Mr. Wilde," he says, his voice maddeningly even. "I assure you, I'm up to the task."

The way he says 'difficult' makes my blood boil. I open my mouth to retort, but Sophia cuts me off. "Enough, Jamie. This isn't up for debate. Rafe starts immediately. He'll be with you for the remainder of the tour."

The finality in her tone tells me this is a lost cause. Fine. If they want to saddle me with a watchdog, so be it. But I'll be damned if I make it easy for him.

"Whatever," I mutter, shouldering past Rafe to the door. "I need a shower."

I stomp down the hallway to my dressing room, acutely aware of Rafe's solid presence a few steps behind. The back of my neck prickles, and I resist the urge to look over my shoulder.

Once inside, I slam the door in his face, childish satisfaction coursing through me at the loud bang. I lean against it, heart racing, trying to sort through the mess of emotions roiling in my gut.

Anger, definitely. Resentment at having my freedom curtailed. But there's something else too, a low simmer of heat that I refuse to acknowledge. Unbidden, my mind conjures the image of Rafe's broad shoulders, the way his biceps strained against his shirt sleeves.

"Fuck," I mutter, shoving away from the door. This is the last thing I need right now.

I strip quickly and step into the shower, turning the water as hot as I can stand it. As I soap up, my mind wanders, replaying the encounter. The way Rafe looked at me, utterly unimpressed by my usual tactics. The low rumble of his voice, the hint of command in his tone.

My cock twitches with interest, and I groan in frustration. "Not happening," I tell myself firmly. "Absolutely fucking not."

I finish my shower in record time, pointedly ignoring my half-hard dick. When I emerge, towel slung low on my hips, Rafe is waiting outside the door. His eyes flick over me briefly before snapping back to my face, his expression as unreadable as ever.

"The bus is ready whenever you are, Mr. Wilde," he says, voice perfectly professional.

I bare my teeth in a mockery of a smile. "Great. I'll be sure to take my sweet time then."

True to my word, I dawdle as much as possible, trying on and discarding outfits, fussing with my hair until Sophia is practically apoplectic. But Rafe remains a stoic presence, seemingly unbothered by my antics.

It only makes me more determined to crack that impenetrable facade.

By the time we board the tour bus, I'm vibrating with restless energy again. The come-down from the show coupled with the frustration of dealing with Rafe has left me raw-nerved and itching for trouble.

As I flop onto one of the plush leather seats, my eyes are drawn to Rafe like a magnet. He's speaking quietly with the driver, and the stretch of his shirt across his broad back sends a jolt of heat through me.

Fuck. This is bad. This is very, very bad.

I need to get out of here, need to blow off some steam before I do something monumentally stupid. Like trying to climb my infuriatingly hot new bodyguard like a tree.

As the bus pulls into the hotel at our next city, a plan starts to form. It's reckless and probably ill-advised, but when has that ever stopped me before?

I wait until we're settled in, our suitcases brought up, until Rafe seems to relax marginally in his patrol of the suite. Then I stretch languidly, making sure my shirt rides up to expose a strip of skin.

"I think I'm gonna turn in," I announce, hiding a smirk as Rafe's eyes snap to me. "Long day, you know?"

He nods, that maddening professionalism still firmly in place. "Of course, Mr. Wilde. Sleep well."

I saunter down the hotel hallway, putting a little extra sway in my hips. Just before I disappear into my private room, I glance over my shoulder. For a split second, I catch Rafe's gaze fixed on my ass.
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