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CHAPTER ONE

New York City

December 31, 2011
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SNOWFLAKES SWIRLED around my freezing, windblown face, the only part of me visible since I was trussed up like an Eskimo to brave against the cold, December night in New York City. A crowd pressed toward the elevated stage where I stood, a screaming collection of fans waiting for Dreaming in Blue and their feature act, the contestants of Fierce, to perform. It was New Year’s Eve, and excitement was in the air.

It was the first New Year’s Eve in my life where I was excited about the possibilities of the new year to come. My life had changed in so many ways. I was excited, and a little scared, to see where it would lead me.

It had been a long few months from the September finale of our show, Fierce, but they had been a blur as they rushed by, propelling us to this moment. I juggled press commitments, including a performance on Dixie’s wildly popular talk show. I was in and out of rehearsals, in meetings with prominent songwriters and I even got to perform in Washington D.C. over the Christmas holidays, where I met the President of the United States, along with the first family. I was shuffled from red carpet to red carpet in all the awards season releases of popular movies, approached by all kinds of producers and directors to participate on upcoming soundtracks.

There was even an offer for a musical or two, and more voiceover gigs than I could count.

As busy as I was, the actual winner of Fierce, Jace Riga, was even busier. We hardly saw each other unless we were booked to appear together, which meant we had to keep our burgeoning love affair under wraps in front of the camera.

I was still married, after all, even though my husband – Eddie Nix – was perfectly content to hit the Los Angeles night club scene without me. He skated by on my star power, and his pseudo-fame as my devoted husband, without ever bothering to funnel any of that devotion to his actual wife.

It was fine by me. The less time I spent with him the better. I paid the bills and made the occasional appearance at our new house in Venice to ward off the gossip-mongers, all to keep Eddie happy enough that he didn’t act on the blackmail he used to get me reluctantly down the aisle.

I had idolized Edward Anthony Nix for ten years, from the ages 8 until 18, until I figured out he was just using me for a convenient booty call. That was when I skipped out on my small Iowa hometown of Oswen and made tracks to L.A., to make my dream of being a singing superstar come true.

Thanks to a serendipitous ad and a new reality show that didn’t care about my plus-size figure, I managed to do exactly that.

Little did I know that came with the added perk of attracting the boy who never wanted the world to know he was screwing me in the back seat of his car from junior year.

Unfortunately for me, this wasn’t a fairy tale come true. He never let me forget that I wasn’t worth his devotion because I couldn’t fit into a size-6 wedding dress. He, along with my mother, proved to be great big ugly blots on my journey to stardom.

If it weren’t for Jace, who knows how far I might have gone?

Jace Riga was a man unlike any other I had ever known. He was a war vet who lost his leg in Iraq, only to come home and find that he had mentally outgrown his own set of friends. He found music during the healing process, and proved to be my biggest competition in the battle to find out who was fiercest.

But something remarkable happened. Instead of this making us enemies, it united us as lovers. He was the first man I’d ever known who treated me like I was beautiful and desirable as I was, no assembly required. He knew what it was like to be judged on a superficial basis after his fiancé dumped him when he lost his leg.

He wanted something real. He wanted someone true. And he found that, he said, in me.

Eddie managed to fuck that up, too. He blackmailed me with clandestine pictures and videos from my relationship with Jace to keep me indebted to him, so I could rejuvenate his position as hometown hero for the folks back in Oswen. The shrewd bastard knew that the producers didn’t want to mar what they were trying to do with Fierce with (another) scandal, and he knew violating the morals clause with an explicit sex tape could risk everything Jace and I had worked so hard to accomplish thus far.

I could have handled it, but I would never jeopardize Jace after all his hard work. He deserved to be a star, and I wasn’t going to let anyone ruin that for him... especially Eddie Nix.

So, I married Eddie in name only, but it was Jace’s ring I wore on my finger.

It was Jace’s love I carried in my heart.

Eddie was a minor complication that I would handle eventually.

As the crowd roared to life when the celebrity host took the stage, I knew that worrying about said complication would have to wait just a little while longer. This performance for the traditional New Year’s celebration in the Big Apple would launch Jace and I into our cross-country tour opening for Fierce judge Giovanni Carnevale and his wildly popular band, Dreaming in Blue. It was four months on the road, but the best part is I could finally ditch the ball and chain at home while I cruised the country with my truest love.

After being separated for the last three months, I was practically coming apart at the seams to be reunited with him. Our times together had been sparse with our hectic schedules, and I hungered for him more than I had ever thought was possible. I missed his touch. I burned for his kiss. Every night I slept in a lonely single bed, my arms ached to hold him close to me.

He filled me and he made me whole. All I wanted was to be with him.

That had proven to be the best dream come true, something I didn’t even know I wanted until I had it.

A stage hand signaled to me that I would be up next, so I wriggled out of my heavy coat. Underneath I wore a black pantsuit studded with rhinestones around the cleavage. It showed off my changing figure, which thanks to Maggie Fowler was much healthier than it had ever been. I reached my first milestone, losing 10% of my body weight by Thanksgiving. She still didn’t tell me the numbers on the scale, but I could add. I knew I had lost about thirty pounds. Jorge Navarro was my style consultant, as were my endless parade of “gubbies” (or gay husbands.) Thanks to my very best friend, Corey McGrath, I had learned to ditch a lot of the junk food for a greener diet. I hadn’t gone vegan yet, as I didn’t know if I could part with cheese, but I was eating in better balance than I ever had, even when I lived at home with my thin, judgmental mother.

Marianne Hemphill hadn’t done much to get in contact with me over the last few months, aside from a call on Christmas to find out when I would be coming home. I told her as long as my childhood abuser, Shane Pearcy, lived with her, it’d be never.

She informed me that was a shame, as they were now engaged to be married.

Fortunately for me my new life gave me a new family, one that was endlessly supportive in my quest to become an even better performer. I even hired the hard as nails vocal coach from Fierce, Imogene Costas, to help me. Since I could afford the best, the best is what I wanted.

It was a long way from cleaning fryers at the Oswen Burger Palace.

The crowd went wild when I hit the stage. I was still overwhelmed by their enthusiastic support. Eddie never let me forget that there were many folks who considered me a joke, being a heavy woman singing about love, sex and romance, but the detractors weren’t nearly as loud as I feared they might be. The paparazzi vultures at PING were still a thorn in my side, of course, but they were the kind of leeches that would take aim at anyone in the public eye to tear them down a peg or two.

Joining their ranks was celebrity gossip blogger Miles O’Rourke, whose catty commentary could be counted upon every time I was snapped going to and from events, or even to and from the gym or the supermarket. “What is Fierce Diva doing buying ice cream?” he’d write. “Still pining that you came in second place, honey?”

It just went to prove that the brighter light one shines, the more some folks want to cast shadows. Vanni would tell me that was their shortcomings and not mine, and just shake it off. He was also empathic that I didn’t read my own press. He’d learned through his own disastrous ups and downs as a mega-star that one could never hang their heart on public opinion, whether praise or criticism.

I glanced over to where he stood in a long trench coat, cuddling with his devoted wife Andy. It was like none of the rest of us existed when they were together. I had to smile. One day I hoped Jace and I would join their ranks.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

I turned to face the owner of that sexy, familiar voice. It was my love, Jace Riga. My first impulse was to jump into his arms, but I unfortunately had to curb it. The crowd was eagerly watching our every move, and I already knew that PING was everywhere just waiting for us to screw up. That was how Eddie got all his leverage against me in the first place.

“I was thinking about how I can’t wait for Seattle,” I told him with an impish grin. That was our first stop on the tour, and I couldn’t wait to get him alone.

Jace gave me a big smile. “I’ve been thinking about that for months,” he said as he leaned closer to me. “I think I’ve used up all the cold water in Los Angeles.”

I had to laugh. He always made me feel like the sexiest woman alive. He called me his goddess, which is what I became at the tips of his fingers and the end of his tongue. My body had been branded for him alone. Nothing else even came close to satisfying my hunger for him. “Me, too.”

Jace scoped the crowd to find Eddie in the first row, leaning close to one of the other celebrity hosts – a former model who had become a television host for one of the entertainment shows. He was clearly flirting, his eyes inhaling her face as he stared at her lips hungrily. Though Eddie and I had not consummated our marriage, or even been intimate for some time before that, I knew he had a steady diet of one-night-stands as he partied with his A-list cred as my husband. Jace’s mouth clenched into a firm line. He hated Eddie with a white-hot passion, and seeing him disrespect me, even when our marriage was not a real one, pissed him off even more.

Over the course of hundreds of shared texts, phone calls and even video chats, Jace made it clear that Eddie’s man-whore ways were the very thing keeping me tabloid fodder. Worse, Miles O’Rourke led the charge defending him, using my unforgivable double-digit dress size as reason enough for a husband to stray. I didn’t care. The more he hooked up with all the bimbos in the Hollywood party set, the less time he had to pursue me and make me feel like shit.

It was a load off, frankly.

I had other things to think about, like the stage hand who was leading me up the steps to join the musicians on stage. I had three songs to sing, one of which a song that another Fierce judge, Allison Ewing, had penned for me called, “I’m Here.” This was my signature song since the finale of our show, and it had topped the charts as a #1 hit. I was quickly toppled when Jace released his hit, “Man of Honor,” which was an amazing song about a hero who had gone to war and never returned to his love. I came in second, again, to the wonderful man to my side, but I never begrudged his successes.

He was a hero in my eyes, and most definitely a man of honor. He deserved every good thing that was happening to him, and then some.

The band fired up behind me as I approached the microphone. The freezing air cut through to the bone, but I was warmed by the love from the crowd. “Happy New Year, everybody!” I said, stoking their excitement a little more. “Here’s to 2012! Let’s make it fierce!”

They were crazed as they screamed for me. I launched into my song. It was upbeat, but that no longer intimidated me. I threw myself into the performance with all the attitude it demanded. 

It helped that Eddie thoroughly hated the tune.

“Thought you won when you walked out the door, thought you’d leave me begging for more. Thought I’d be alone night after night, thought I’d never give up the fight. Wanted to kick my love straight to the curb, now there you stand with your arm around her. I got news for you fool, I’m nowhere near done. You left me, but I’m the one who won. I’m here!” I screamed, and all the girls screamed back. “I’m here! You can’t keep me down. I’m here!” I held out the mic and they responded, “I’m here!” “And you’re the one who keeps sniffin’ around. I’m here!”

“I’m here!”

“You’re the loser and there’s the door. I’m here!”

“I’m here!”

“I don’t need you anymore!”

All the girls in the front row pumped their fists as they sang the rest of the song with me. After my performance, Jace took the stage, which I thought would make a few groupies up front swoon with glee. He sang his song first, then slowed it down a bit to a sexy downbeat as he played to the front row. “Sexy crowd,” he said with a wink. “It’s cold out here, but I think we can heat things up, what do you think?”

I could barely hear over the roar of the crowd. When the band launched into “Baby, Say My Name,” the sexy Dreaming in Blue hit, I thought some of the fangirls might literally go up in flames... especially when Vanni strutted out front for the second verse. The audience was putty in their hands. “Make it Happen,” was next, and I joined them on stage with the rest of Dreaming in Blue. After that, Vanni and I sang his latest hit, “Only Forever Will Do.”

Jace and I were able to leave the stage to the headliners at that point, and we escaped back behind a privacy curtain backstage. He pulled me into his arms the minute we disappeared out of sight. His body was hard, warm and welcoming. “God, I’ve missed you,” he growled as he bent for a kiss. I was the first one to deepen it, which made him moan deep in his throat. “I don’t think I can wait two weeks. Find a way to meet me tonight.”

“She’s busy.”

We both turned to see Eddie as he walked between the curtains. I jumped from Jace’s arms as though we’d been caught, even though Eddie was very much aware of my ongoing relationship with Jace. Eddie used the opportunity to pull me closer to him, taking me into the crook of his arm possessively. “It’s our first New Year’s Eve as husband and wife,” he said with an evil little smile. “We should ring it in the right way, eh, babe?”

I blushed as I looked away from Jace. I knew that Eddie was doing this to hurt him, and I couldn’t bear to watch.

“First and last,” Jace answered confidently, which made me glance his direction. He leaned back against a table behind him, crossing his arms in front of him. He was in no way threatened by Eddie, and he didn’t bother hiding that.

“You think so?” Eddie asked as he pulled me tighter. I could smell the alcohol on his breath. Since he’d taken to the party scene, he was drinking almost every single time I was thrust into his presence. It was as distasteful as he was. “It’s not your ring she’s wearing on her finger, is it?”

Jace just smiled. Only he and I knew that the ring that branded me as a married woman was his, and not Eddie’s. I belonged to him, no matter what Eddie had to say about it. “Things change,” was all Jace said. He glanced over at me. “See you onstage,” he said, referring to our encore to usher in the new year. He glared at Eddie as he strode past us, leaving us alone.

Eddie just laughed, keeping me in a vice grip. “Always got to make a fool of me, don’t you, Jordi?” he asked.

I wriggled away. “About like you coming onto that TV host? You’re the one who keeps popping up in every tabloid as a cheating man whore.”

He grabbed my hand and pulled me back. “Maybe if my wife would give me some every once and a while, I wouldn’t need to.”

I had to laugh. “You don’t want me, Eddie. Don’t pretend you do.”

He tried to pull me closer. “You’ve always been my favorite piece of ass. Didn’t you know that?” he crooned as he crooked his finger under my chin. “So compliant. It’s like having a very rich, very live blow-up doll. You just lay there and let me do what I want.”

I pushed him away. “Those days are over, Eddie.”

He laughed as he walked over to the table and poured himself another drink. “Oh yes. I forgot. Your hit song. ‘I’m here,’” he openly mocked. He glanced over my ample frame. “Like anyone could miss you.”

“Explain to me how you can come onto me in one breath and insult me in the next. Because I don’t get it.”

“A little piece of paper says you’re mine to do with as I choose. When you get out of control, your husband gets to put you back in your place. Sometimes you need to be insulted. Sometimes you need to be fucked. It’s not that complicated.”

“You’re an asshole,” I hissed.

He grinned. “I’m a man,” he corrected. “Don’t get mad at me. I didn’t make up the rules.”

I turned to leave but he crossed the two feet between us in a flash. He grabbed my wrist so hard I thought me might leave a bruise. “Don’t act so high and mighty, honey. You’re the one planning a four-month fuck-fest with your part-time lover while you all go on tour. Are you going to add Vanni to the dance card, too? Make a real fatty free for all and get his wife, too.”

I pushed against him. “You’re disgusting!”

“And I’m all yours,” he said as he used his other hand to grab a handful of hair. “Let’s go onstage and ring in the New Year right, eh, Mrs. Nix?”

He pulled me out of the tent and toward the stage. I stumbled behind him as I tried to keep up, trying like hell not to draw attention to us as we joined the band, Andy and Jace up on stage for the countdown to 2012.

I was shivering from anger, and a little bit of fear, as I stood there in the unforgiving circle of Eddie’s arms. He glanced down with an expression as sweet as sugar. “Cold, baby?” he asked as he drew me closer. “I’ll warm you up.”

My eyes met Jace’s. I could tell from his clenched jaw he was having a hard time not intervening. I gave a very slight shake of my head. As horrible as Eddie was, his releasing those tapes and splashing Jace and I over every sleazy tabloid and Internet site would be way worse. This just affected me, I wasn’t about to risk Jace’s career too. I could handle Eddie. I had for the last few months.

We counted down as the ball began to drop, and when the first notes of Auld Lang Syne began to play, Eddie’s mouth crushed down on mine. His whiskey-soaked tongue forced through my tightly clenched lips as he pulled me even closer.

I resisted the urge to wipe my mouth when he finally ended the kiss, as well as glaring at him for forcing such a despicable public display of physical “affection” onto me against my will. 

I couldn’t wait for January 13.
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CHAPTER TWO

Seattle, Washington

January 13, 2012
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THE FIRST STOP FOR the Fierce/Dreaming in Blue tour was Seattle. Randy Hewitt, the rocker from our competition, took the place of bassist Iain Wallis in the band, as Iain returned home to England. His touring days took a backseat to his growing family, so Vanni had long pegged Randy to fill the hole in the band. Since Randy was an accomplished musician who could play lead, rhythm or bass guitar, it was a natural fit.

It was also a boost for Randy, who had placed eighth in the competition. In his mind he was a musician, not a star. He really wanted to jam more than take center stage. Because of this, he got along well with classically trained Yael Satterlee, Dreaming in Blue’s lead guitarist, who was more about the music than the fame.

Since top three finalists of the show all got star billing with the Dreaming in Blue tour, it was the gig all of us were eyeballing as we battled to win Fierce. Dreaming in Blue was still a mega-selling band that could pack arenas, so that meant maximum exposure for any artist lucky enough to get a spot in the show. Fortunately for the tour, the top two finalists were those Vanni would have picked regardless. Jace, who had crafted his brand to be the sexy rock star despite his soft rock beginnings, was a no-brainer. Since Vanni had practically adopted me like a baby sister, I was sure to land a spot regardless of where I finished in the show. The only real surprise was Shelby Goddard. She was more a pop star than a rock star, but honestly I couldn’t have been happier that she got to go along with us. Shelby, Jace and I had formed a rather unique camaraderie as we performed together week after week. She was, in fact, one of the dearest friends I’d made throughout the process.

The only complication I could see it was the fact she was blindly in love with Jace. They had shared one kiss months ago, when Eddie had forced me into the engagement from hell, but Jace had never encouraged her romantic feelings beyond that. That didn’t stop her from harboring a crush that had not dimmed over time, which was painfully obvious when we all met for rehearsals on January 9th. She practically jumped into his arms, overjoyed to see him again.

I tried to get him to see that she was crazy about him, but Jace shrugged it off. He figured since he hadn’t encouraged her, there was really no need to worry about it.

But Shelby did see herself as one of the “three musketeers,” so it was next to impossible to wedge any real time alone with Jace while she was on tour with us. This was especially true because she believed my marriage to Eddie was a real one, and envied that I had found my “happily ever after” with a boy all the girls at home had wanted.

Worse, I knew that she and Eddie had formed a friendship over the last many months, so anything I did with Jace would be reported right back to Eddie. It was yet another complication I didn’t need, especially after the fiasco on New Year’s Eve.

Eddie had been content to leave it at the New Year’s kiss on stage, letting me return to my hotel room while he tried to worm his way into the pants of that TV host. I guess he succeeded, because he hadn’t returned by the time I checked out the next day. I returned to Los Angeles to prepare for the tour, and I hadn’t seen him much since. He went home to Iowa to visit his folks, which meant I could hang out with my friends if I had any downtime, which I really hadn’t.

Even more frustrating, neither did Jace. We were constantly being pulled in different directions. I was definitely looking forward to some quality time now that our jobs had forced us together instead of apart. I just had to find a way to get around Shelby.

I felt like a shit even thinking that way. She’d been nothing but kind to me, and being around her reminded me of hanging around my childhood best friend, Bree. Since I grew up an only child, the “sisterhood” that we had created between us was something that I treasured.

But Jace was my heart. I could no more deny him than give up breathing. I was aching every single day of rehearsals, needing to be with him again. He decided that he wanted to wait until the night of our performance. It was Friday the 13th, and it was his way of thumbing his nose at fate. Plus, it would be the only real downtime we’d have as we prepared for our first show.

“I want to savor you,” he said against my ear as we hung back stage watching Shelby practice her song. His body was hard against me, rubbing against my full hips. It was making me crazy, but we both already knew that sexual tension would make our performances sizzle. We got to do our romantic duet, and I was the one who introduced Jace’s entrance. I sang a Bonnie Tyler hit, belting out powerfully about how much I needed a hero. Nothing could have been truer. It was a bombastic tune that was made even more thrilling by the pyrotechnics and Jace’s entrance on his motorcycle. His engine would rev with the thundering of the drums until he exploded through a ring of fire, coming to a halt downstage where I waited.

He once again impressed me with his fearlessness. Despite being an amputee, he was ready to test his physical limits whenever there was an opportunity. I knew it would cement his branding as a rock star. It was so alpha male it made me a little giddy, too.

When the groupies in the audience realized he was going to soon make an appearance, their excitement nearly tore the roof down. By the time he burst through those flames and skid down front, we went from being the feature act to star billing. He did his set of songs and then introduced Dreaming in Blue the same way he had in New York. He sang, “Baby, Say My Name,” and the audience went wild. They knew that their idol, Giovanni Carnevale, was not far behind.

When Vanni ran through the middle of the aisles of the arena, shirtless and dressed in his trademark leather pants, I thought girls might actually pass out. Jace then joined us backstage and we watched the master put the screaming crowd under his control. Even though I knew he was hopelessly committed to his wife, he made each and every girl feel special in the crowd. I knew Jace would have to learn how to pull that off, but I wasn’t looking forward to it. I’d definitely need to corner Andy one day and see how she did it, sharing her man with the world without fear.

I joined Vanni for “Only Forever Will Do,” and we all joined Dreaming in Blue for the encore song, “Make it Happen.” Even though we sang these songs a lot, Vanni always threw something in there that made them feel fresh and brand new.

This tour was like a college education on how to be a super star, with a real live idol at the helm.

The after-party consisted mostly of industry professionals. Fans won backstage passes through local radio promotions, and I watched as Jace followed Vanni’s lead of being accommodating without being inappropriate. I could only imagine how things used to be when Vanni was a free man, able to romance groupies by the dozen. None of the guys in DIB seemed to care about scoring with eager groupies, even Randy – who was new to the whole process. He followed Yael and gravitated mostly to other musicians.

It was really interesting to me to see how people so uncomfortable with the spotlight could seek out a living right in the middle of one. I, too, had a love-hate relationship with the attention. Most of it was overwhelmingly positive, but it was impossible to ignore the negative. I forced through my own lingering self-esteem issues to tackle that stage, wearing clothes that didn’t fit me the same way Shelby’s outfits fit her.

She was gorgeous. It was impossible not to compare ourselves as we stood next to each other in front of the mirror, applying our makeup and doing our hair.

I’d probably never be able to share the stage with her at all if it weren’t for Jace, who would give me a wink from across the stage or pat my butt as I walked by. He’d text me sexy little messages, telling me how much he wanted me, sometimes getting so naughty I’d blush as I read them.

Shelby would just give me a giggly little nudge and say, “A message from your hubby, I presume?”

I’d think about Jace’s ring on my finger and I’d just answer with a big smile, “You know it.”

He was mine. In all the ways that counted.

And tonight, I’d be able to show him.

The after party lingered into the wee morning hours. Since it was our first night together in a long time, Shelby was reluctant to let it end. She was still flying high from her performance, which introduced her own single. It was a pop tune, but the audience had eaten it up, dancing in the aisles. I knew it’d be the next ear worm that would take over the country. Alan White, our stage manager from the show, even gave her a dance to go with it. It was sure to be a sensation.

Finally Jace extricated himself from the festivities, yawning wide and reminding everyone that we all still had one more date in Seattle before we could get any downtime traveling to our next stop. I agreed heartily, but Shelby grabbed my arm. “Oh, please don’t both of you leave! I haven’t seen you guys in forever!”

I sighed as I hung behind. I sent him a helpless look that basically said, “I’ll be there as fast as I can,” and let Shelby lead me back to the buffet table. She plowed into the French pastries full of sweet cream and colorful, flavorful fruit. “Oh my God, this is so good!” she exclaimed through her chipmunk cheeks. She thrust one my way. “Here, have one!”

I shook my head and held up my hand. “No, really. I’m full.”

“You hardly ate anything,” Shelby pouted. “Come on. One won’t kill you.” I hesitated because I hated to undo my progress, so she added, “Honestly, Jordi. If you lose any more weight you’re going to disappear. Come on.”

I glanced back at the pastry with a sigh. It did look good. And we still had one more show; I convinced myself that I could work off one pastry. I relented and took it from her hand. The bite was both sinful and heavenly. She was enormously pleased as she led us over to some seats, her arm hooked in mine.

“So, tell me everything. How’s married life? How’s Eddie?”

I shrugged. “I don’t see much of him, honestly. You know how it’s been after the show, always on the go doing interviews, meeting with Graham, doing public appearances.”

Her face fell just a tad. “I’m not as busy as you, I guess. I’m working on my album in Nashville, but I’m not doing any real promotion yet.”

“It’s just because you’re not in L.A., I bet,” I consoled. “We’re there so we get put on the list for everything. I think I’ve seen more movies in the last six weeks than I have in my entire life.” 

She shrugged. “I guess.” She took another bite of her pastry. When her eyes met mine, there was a sadness there. “I’ve missed you guys.”

“Aww,” I said as I reached for a hug. “We’ve missed you, too.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I can’t stop thinking about Jace,” she confessed. “I can’t help it, Jordi. I’m in love with him. Like, for real love. Do you think I have a chance?”

I stared into her big, hopeful blue eyes. I didn’t know what to say, so I couched my answer by saying, “Love finds us when we least expect it. You just can’t give up hope that it’ll happen the way it’s supposed to happen.”

She shook her head with a smile. “I’ll never give up,” she promised. “I want my happy ending just like you.”

The pastry in my stomach threatened to rebel. “Anything is possible,” I said with a cheerful smile I totally didn’t feel.

I indulged her for about twenty more minutes before I finally excused myself.

“I have a totally beyond brilliant idea!” She exclaimed. “We should bunk together! Like a slumber party every night!”

Oh great, I thought. How was I going to get out of this? Finally I said, “Thing is, it’s my only real ‘alone’ time. I call Eddie, it gets... intimate...”

She blushed as she giggled. “Oh, okay.” She heaved another wistful sigh. “You’re so lucky, Jordi.”

I gave her another hug. “You will be, too,” I assured her. “You’re beautiful. You’re talented. You’re successful. You’ve got it all.”

“Not yet,” she replied. “But I will. Night, Jordi.”

I still felt like a shit when I got to my hotel room. She was confiding in me her deepest wishes and I was a big lying liar who lied about everything. I was depressed as I slid the key card through the slot and let myself into the darkened hotel room.

The second the door shut, I was swept up into powerful arms and pushed back against the wall. When his mouth landed on mine, I knew who it was. And I threw my arms around him and kissed him back, my sour mood immediately evaporated. How could I be depressed when he loved me? How could I feel bad when he wanted me?

My Jace was worth everything.

His tongue danced along my lips. “You taste sweet,” he said in a deep, soft voice, and I felt my insides tighten with anticipation.

“It’s strawberry cream,” I whispered back.

“No,” he said as he lifted me up easily and wrapped my legs around his waist. “It’s you.”

I coiled my body around him like a snake as I returned eagerly to his kiss, and he carried me effortlessly through the room toward the luxurious king-sized bed. The corner room featured two walls with large windows facing the Space Needle. We didn’t even bother with the lights as we toppled onto the bed. My fingers slipped through the buttons of his shirt easily, pushing the material from his strong shoulders.

He didn’t break the kiss as his hand slipped under my shirt, sliding up my bare flesh to cup my breast through the bra. I arched my back towards his strong hand as his thumb brushed slowly over the hardened peak. “Jace,” I gasped into his mouth. I wanted to tell him how I’ve wanted him every day... dreamed about him every night... but I was lost to bliss of being in his arms. His hands were on my body, making all my senses sing.

He positioned himself between my thighs, both of us still fully clothed. I could feel him grow, even harder than I remembered. I whimpered. I never needed anyone so badly. But he was determined to take his time.

We had waited too long.

He tore my blouse from my body, tossing it somewhere out of sight as his mouth landed hot and hungry against my bared flesh. He trailed kisses along my shoulder and across my chest as his hand gently massaged my breast, making me crazier for him. He easily unclasped the bra from its hook in the front. The material fell to either side, releasing my full, heavy breasts for him. “God, Jordi,” he moaned. “You’re even more perfect than I remember.”

With that he clasped his hot mouth around my hardened nipple, his teeth holding me into place as his tongue dashed across me like quicksilver. I shuddered against him, my fingers gripping his dark hair he’d begun to grow out a little longer and spikier to fit his new rock image.

He was a rock god. And he was all mine.

I hooked my leg around his hip to draw him even closer to me, gyrating against him. He strained against his jeans as he mimicked my motion, grinding into me, making me ache for him. “Jace,” said again, a more plaintive whimper.

He released my breast to rise up for another kiss. “No, baby,” he muttered against my lips. “I want to savor you.”

I felt his finger hook into my jeans and deftly release the fastener. His eyes locked with mine as he eased the zipper down. I lifted my hips so he could peel my clothes from my body, leaving me naked and trembling under him. He parted my thighs with his large, strong hand as he positioned himself between my legs. Cool air rushed over me briefly before his tongue darted between the slippery folds to taste me.

I let out a contented groan as I parted my legs further, tilting my hips up to his hungry mouth. His fingers spread me apart as his tongue found its target, flicking over me in firm little strokes that made me tingle all the way to my toes. The tip of his finger gentle rimmed me before dipping inside teasingly in short stokes that got closer and closer to that magic little spot inside of me only he could find. Just when he did, his lips clamped around my engorged clit, making me cry out as he sucked me into his mouth. He wasn’t playing around. He wanted to make me come hard and repeatedly.

I felt the spark start deep within me as warm pleasure rushed over me in a wave. I couldn’t even speak as he lingered between my thighs, tempting one powerful orgasm after another. I thrashed under him until finally I exploded, “Jace, please!”

His incredible green eyes locked with mine as he crawled up my body. “Please, what?” he asked in a powerfully sexy low voice. 

My eyes were wide as I stared into his. “Make love to me.”

His head bent toward mine. I could taste myself on his mouth as he toyed with my lips, nipping playfully as he stared deep in my eyes. “Every day,” he said softly, “in everything I do.”

I wound my arms around his neck and pulled him down to me, kissing him deep to erase every single lonely day without him. My fingers wound through his scalp, clutching his hair. “I need to feel you inside me,” I said into his mouth. 

He rolled me over on top of him until I straddled him. I could feel him hard and strong between our bodies, and it was making me crazy. He groaned deep as I lifted up and sat atop him. His fingers trailed up my stomach to my breasts. “My goddess,” he said as he watched me writhe against him.

I kissed my way down his chiseled chest, sliding easily down his body until I trailed my tongue over his lower stomach. His jeans were unfastened and showed a teasing hint of his skin, and I was all about revealing the rest of his beautiful body. I tugged down his jeans, my mouth against the red cotton underwear barely containing his massive erection. He trembled under me, this time his hand in my hair as I got to be the one in control.

I let him spring free at last. God, he was beautiful. It made me ache just to look at him. I closed my hand around him, guiding that angry, purple head right to my parted lips. He gasped as I closed my mouth over him.

He was the only one I had ever done this for willingly, and he knew what a big deal it was that I would pleasure him in this way. The whole act had a lot of trauma associated with it from my childhood. Every time I took him into my mouth, I was battling those demons.

Only Jace was worth it.

He guided me but did not force. His fingers cupped my head as he encouraged a rhythm, but he let me decide how much I could take and how far I could go. With every gasp or moan I pulled from him, I got even hotter. I didn’t quite have his restraint. I wanted him so bad I could barely think straight. I pulled his clothes free until he was as naked as I was, then I straddled his hips.

His large hands rested on my hips as I positioned myself above him. Our eyes met and locked as I slid down slowly, taking him deep inside me. “I need you,” he finally said as he strained up to meet that first stroke.

It was all I needed to hear. I tipped my head back, my hair sliding down my bare back as I rode him, slowly at first, picking up the rhythm with each deep thrust. I loved how he felt totally buried within me. I’d grasp his body even deeper into my own, making him cry out as he tried not to lose control.

I didn’t care. I wanted him to lose control. We had waited too long. I leaned down to whisper, “I love how you feel inside me,” before teasing the rim of his ear with my warm tongue.

“Jordi,” he muttered, his eyes closed as he slammed me down against him. “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.”

“Then show me,” I demanded softly.

He curled his arm around my waist and flipped me over to my side, with him holding me from behind. “Every day,” he growled into my ear as he thrust into me. “For the rest of my life.”

I couldn’t even speak as he drove himself into me. Each powerful thrust hit that magic spot until I was nearly in tears from pleasure. He held my leg up by the knee, wedging himself even deeper. He took me with such complete abandonment, neither of us could speak. I didn’t even care that I was screaming for him. Let the neighbors complain.

With one final, primal grunt he released himself inside of me. He held himself there for long minutes afterward, twitching inside of me, before he finally fell to my side. He gathered me into his arms, my back against his chest, as we listened to our thundering heartbeats slow back down to normal again.

He kissed my back softly, before whispering into my ear, “I love you, Jordi.”

I cuddled into his arms and whispered, “Ditto. Every day... for the rest of my life.”

That night when I fell asleep, I didn’t even need to dream.

The next day, Vanni’s wife Andy flew in for the Saturday show, so she was with us all through rehearsals and the early dinner we all had to celebrate the launch of our tour. I watched as she interacted with the band comfortably, an extension of who they were. She wasn’t just his wife; she was their friend... their sister. It made me think of their older song, “Let Her Go If You Can’t Treat Her Right,” and wonder if this band of brothers had galvanized to protect her from Vanni’s notorious womanizing ways of days gone by.

Mostly, I studied how she carried herself. Though she was a larger size, her clothes were stylishly fitted and she carried herself with confidence in the way she walked and how she interacted with those around her. Even after all they had been through, and all the ways the “press” (PING in particular) had skewered her for not being the “typical” rock star girlfriend, it was as if those barbed pinged off of the impressively deceptive force field of her smile.

But then again, she had a lot to smile about. She had won the heart of her love, she wore his ring on his finger and she was the mother of his child. All the rest of it came a distant second in her life. I envied her in more ways than one, especially with the way she took Vanni’s groupies in stride.

I was sorely possessive with Jace when screaming fangirls pressed to get closer, hug tighter or – in some cases – try to grope him when the first opportunity presented itself. He treated them as well as Vanni treated his groupies, and would graciously untangle himself to keep the velvet rope between celebrity and groupie firmly established.

For Vanni, who had been stalked and his family targeted by psychotic fans, it was necessary to establish those kinds of boundaries. Jace simply had no desire to entertain their earnest flirtations. He was, as he always had been, a man of honor. Even if I hadn’t been in the picture, he’d never take advantage of their affections. Unlike Vanni, who had been a rumored sex hound, Jace didn’t feel the need to collect a jar of hearts. He was grateful for their endless appreciation of him as an artist, but it could go no further than that.

He would often turn to the rest of us as shields to keep them at arm’s length. Shelby inevitably ended up being the most convenient buffer. When she appeared, it was like tossing cold water on the screaming horde of fans who wanted to get as close to Jace as they could possibly get. Their faces would fall as they stepped back away from the intruding female, who was so pretty she was physically intimidating.
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