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			Dedicated to the memory of Kurt Cobain whose talent and ingenuity inspired a generation of musicians, stirred the hearts and souls of innumerable fans, and convinced me that “a mosquito, my libido” are magnificent lyrics.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jessica was the happiest woman on the planet. Life could not have been more perfect. She snuck up behind Sed, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed his ear. “Hey, baby, guess what?”

			“What?” he said absently.

			She peeked around his shoulder to find him scowling at a stack of invoices.

			“I got in!”

			His scowl deepened in confusion. “You got in? Got in what?”

			She pulled the acceptance letter from her back pocket and snapped it open in front of him. This would wipe the scowl from his gorgeous face.

			While he read, she gazed at her recently acquired engagement ring. After all her hard work in school, her dreams were finally becoming a reality. Having a hunky rising-star rock vocalist as her fiancé was the frosting on her Pop Tart.

			“Law school?” His deep voice rumbled through his back against her chest.

			“Yeah. Isn’t it great? I’m so excited. We have to go out and celebrate.” She kissed his temple and squeezed him. “I’ll go put on a skirt. We’ll go sightseeing. I want you to make love to me on a crowded street. Maybe Rodeo Drive. Or Hollywood Boulevard. What do you think?”

			“I can’t afford to put you through law school, Jess. I can’t even afford to fix the transmission in the fuckin’ tour bus.” He tossed her acceptance letter on his stack of invoices.

			“Don’t worry.” She pulled out a second letter. Her financial aid award letter. “Scholarships, grants, waivers. I only have to come up with $3,000 a semester.”

			Sed shoved his chair away from the table and went to open the banged-up refrigerator. Finding it empty, he closed it again. “I don’t have $3,000, Jessica.”

			He didn’t get it. This was her dream. He was encouraged to pursue his. Why wasn’t she? Even though Sed’s band, Sinners, would probably never make it as big as their front man envisioned, she believed in him. Was it so much to ask that he believed in her, too?

			“I don’t expect you to pay for it, Sed. I’ll find a way. I just want you to be happy for me. Congratulate me. Something. This is the most important thing that’s ever happened to me.”

			He leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. For a second, she was struck by how attractive he was. Those broad shoulders, bulging muscles, narrow hips. Black hair, blue eyes. A face that belonged in movies. And then he opened his mouth. “I’m the most important thing that’s ever happened to you. And you aren’t going.”

			“What do you mean I’m not going?”

			“You’re not going to law school. You’ll be far too busy keeping me entertained in the bedroom. When that gets boring, you’ll pop out five or six kids and take care of them while I tour with the band and make us all rich and famous.”

			That was his big scheme for her life? Was he fucking kidding her? “I’ve dreamt of being a lawyer since I was a little girl, Sedric. I am going to law school. And you’re not telling me how to live my life.”

			“If you want to be my wife, you’re not going. I forbid it.”

			She stared at him in disbelief. “You did not just say that.”

			“Yeah, I did.”

			“Then I don’t want to be your wife.”

			He scoffed, looking amused. “You don’t mean that.”

			That cocksure attitude of his—the one that had attracted her to him in the first place—made her grit her teeth. She yanked the ring off her finger and flung it at him. It hit him in the chest and he caught it against his body with his hand.

			“There! Go hock that cheap piece of shit, fix your precious tour bus, and make yourself famous with your stupid band, you asshole.”

			He stared at her in disbelief.

			“We’re through, Sed.”

			His blue eyes widened. “You’re breaking up with me?” For the first time in their four months together, Jessica saw a dent in his armor of self-assurance. “No one has ever broken up with me. Ever.”

			Fuckin’ A, he totally missed the point. “What did you expect? That I’d be happy as your little toy?”

			His cocky grin returned. “Well, aren’t you? You never complain in the bedroom.”

			She had no complaints in the bedroom. Their bodies were made for each other. Their sexual appetites perfectly in sync. It was everything else that didn’t work between them. “I’m leaving, Sed.”

			She hesitated. This was his last chance to make things right between them. All he had to do was admit he was wrong to try to control her life. Wrong to think of her as an object instead of a person. A person he supposedly loved enough to be his wife.

			She waited. Wanting him. God, she always wanted him. As overbearing and arrogant as he was, she wanted him. She did not, however, need him.

			“I don’t think you will.” He chuckled. “You’re not strong enough to leave me.”

			Jessica snatched her acceptance letter off the table and proved him wrong.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Jessica’s confident smile faded as the grade on her final paper burned its ugly red image onto her retina.

			F.

			An F?

			She gulped air.

			An F! Failure. Failurino. Failurocity. Failtacular. Failpendous. Epic… fail.

			The note scrawled beneath Jessica’s inconceivable grade read, Perhaps next time you will consider completing your paper as assigned, Ms. Chase.

			“Check it out,” the guy seated next to her said. He leaned way into her personal space and tapped his paper with the back of his fingertips. “The Ice Queen gave me an A minus. What did you get, Wonder Brain? The Pulitzer prize for best final paper evah?”

			Jessica hurriedly stuffed her failing (failing?) paper into her leather folio. “They don’t give Pulitzers for that.”

			“Duh. That was a joke. So, are you tired of rejecting me yet?”

			She climbed from her chair, her knees shaky. An F? How? How? There had to be some mistake.

			She headed toward the podium at the front of the room where Dr. Ellington stood. Ellington always looked perfectly put together. Her sleek blonde hair, cut in an ear-length bob, swayed slightly as she placed papers into her briefcase. Her trim navy blue skirt suit was worth more than Jessica’s car. Ellington might have been considered pretty if she didn’t look so shrewd. And intimidating.

			Jessica gripped her portfolio tighter.

			Someone grabbed Jessica’s arm. She turned to find the guy with the A minus looking down at her hopefully. Handsome and neat in his blue Polo shirt and Dockers, he raked a hand through his sandy brown hair. “Join me for coffee?”

			“No, thank you.”

			“A movie? Dinner?”

			“No, uhh…” Her eyebrows drew together. “What’s your name again?”

			His pretty-boy face fell. “Doug. I’ve sat next to you for four months and you don’t remember my name?”

			Well, lots of guys sat next to her. She couldn’t be expected to remember their names when she had zero interest in them.

			“Sorry. Doug. I can’t talk right now. I need to speak to Dr. Ellington about something important.”

			“I’ll wait for you.”

			“Not interested.”

			“Of course not. You’re never interested in anyone. You only date assholes, am I right?”

			Her ex-fiancé’s image flittered through her mind’s eye. Sedric Lionheart definitely qualified as an asshole. But they’d split two years ago, so she no longer dated assholes. Or anyone, for that matter. “What kind of question is that?”

			“Nice, smart, and beautiful.” He ticked his words off on three fingers. “The recipe for a woman who only dates assholes.”

			Jessica’s eyes narrowed. “Then why do I keep turning you down?”

			Doug winced and covered his heart with one hand. “Ouch. The beauty has claws.” He chuckled. “I’ll meet you outside.”

			“Seriously, Doug, don’t bother.”

			“I’ll wait.”

			She shook his hand off her arm and continued to the podium. When Jessica stopped in front of Dr. Ellington, the woman smiled like a snake in bronze lipstick.

			“Do you have a moment, professor? I’d like to talk to you about my grade.”

			“Nothing to talk about, Chase.”

			“I don’t understand how you could have…” Jessica swallowed and forced the next word out. “…failed me. My paper is good.” She straightened her spine, grasping for self-confidence she didn’t feel. “Excellent.”

			Ellington shrugged. “Maybe, but as I clearly indicated, you didn’t follow directions.”

			That wasn’t true. Exactly. “I dissected the assigned case. Reviewed all the court documents. The associated literature. Tackled the defense’s position and the plaintiff’s. Evaluated the verdict and the effects the case had on future cases.”

			“You also determined that the defense took the wrong position and proceeded to rebuild the case in some egotistical attempt to prove you could win.”

			Egotistical? Jessica opened her mouth. Closed it again. Took a gasping breath. “But the defense lost because they approached the case from the wrong standpoint. If they’d have followed my strategy—”

			“Ms. Chase, you are a second year law student. Do you really think you can win a case that professional lawyers couldn’t?”

			“Yes, actually, I do. If you’d take another look—”

			Dr. Ellington lifted a hand to silence her. “The grade stands, Chase. You need a serious attitude adjustment.” She smiled coldly. “Have a nice summer.”

			Jessica caught her arm. “Wait. I’ll rewrite it. Take out every reference to my alternate strategy.”

			“You should have done it right the first time.” Ellington brushed her hand aside. “Your pack of male admirers is waiting for you.” She nodded toward the door. “Maybe they can help you with your little problem.”

			Jessica glanced over her shoulder at the six or seven guys watching her from the doorway. What did they have to do with anything? She covered her forehead with one hand, fighting tears.

			“Oh, don’t cry, pretty little Jessica.” Ellington gave her a pitying pout. “You wouldn’t want to make my day now, would you?” She scraped her briefcase off the podium and turned. She stopped abruptly so she didn’t careen into the Dean of Students, Dr. Taylor, who had just entered the door behind her.

			Taylor kind of looked like Perry Mason, except, well, old. “Can I see you in my office for a few minutes?”

			Ellington stiffened, lowered her head, and nodded.

			Taylor then turned his attention to Jessica. “You look upset, Jessica. Everything okay?”

			No, everything was decidedly not okay. She glanced at Dr. Ellington, somehow feeling it was wrong to complain about the woman’s grading practices to her boss. Maybe Jessica had deserved to fail. She hadn’t followed the assignment’s directions. Instead, she’d tried to impress her professor with her brilliant strategy. She’d obviously failed at that.

			“Everything’s fine,” Jessica croaked.

			“If you’d like to discuss something with me in private, my door is always open.”

			Kind of him to offer, she thought. She glanced up at him to find him staring at her chest. He licked his lips as his eyes drifted up her throat and then back to her breasts. “Yes, my door is always open for you, Jessica Chase.”

			Ellington grabbed his arm. “Let’s go have that meeting now.”

			Dr. Taylor grinned. “Oh yes, our meeting.” He touched Jessica’s cheek. “Have a nice summer.”

			Before Jessica could flinch away from his touch, he turned and strode toward the door with Ellington on his heels.

			Jessica shuffled out of the building, the chattering of her following classmates background noise. She’d probably have to retake Ellington’s class next year. As a third-year student. The ultimate humiliation for the head of the class. Or she had been at the top of the class. Now? She was probably at the bottom.

			As she stepped out of the building, she gazed up at Southern California’s hazy blue sky. The sun shone in complete contrast to the storm clouding her perspective.

			“Jess!” Her roommate, Beth, also a law student, grabbed her in an enthusiastic hug. “Last day of classes. Ready to go celebrate?”

			Jessica’s one female friend. The only person she had ever allowed herself to depend on. If it hadn’t been for Beth’s support, she’d probably still be crying herself to sleep over Sed every night. Jessica clung to Beth, fighting tears. Beth tugged her away and looked down at her, cupping her cheek gently.

			“Oh no, something’s wrong. We need chocolate ice cream. Stat!”

			Later, with a carton of chocolate ice cream between them on Jessica’s bed, Beth responded to the situation with appropriate best friend angst. “I read that paper. That was an A paper. An A plus paper. Ellington has it out for you or something. You should go to Dr. Taylor. Tell him what happened. Maybe he can help.”

			Jessica shoveled another spoon of ice cream into her mouth, feeling marginally better with each gulp. “That guy is sleazy. All he does is stare at my breasts.”

			“Everyone stares at your breasts, Jess.”

			“I’m also the only student he knows by name.”

			“You really don’t get it, do you?”

			“Get what?”

			“You’re gorgeous. You have guys falling all over themselves to be with you, yet you turn them all down. And how long has it been since you’ve had sex?”

			“You know I haven’t since—”

			“You dumped that stupid prick you were engaged to.”

			Jessica nodded. She didn’t understand why Sed still plagued her.

			“Are you ever going to get over him?”

			“I am over him.” She hated his fucking guts. Mostly because she missed him so much.

			“Whatever, sweetie. Just who do you think wiped your tears every night for six months?”

			“But I don’t cry over him anymore.”

			Beth gave her a pitying look. “I know. I’m sorry I brought him up.” She slurped ice cream from her spoon. “Did you find a job yet?”

			“No.” Which worried her. All the paying positions she’d tried to line up for the summer had fallen through. She could have her choice of unpaid internships, but she needed money and the job market sucked. “I’ve got to make at least $8,000 extra this summer. One of my scholarships was only renewable for two years. I have to replace that money somehow.”

			“Just take out some loans.”

			“I refuse to be in debt. You’ve seen my mother’s situation. I’ll never follow her path to financial ruin. Required to have a man to take care of me. No self-respect.” Jessica shoveled several spoonfuls of ice cream into her mouth at the thought of her mother.

			“I don’t think it’s quite the same, Jess. You’re paying for an education. What was she paying for?”

			Jessica rolled her eyes. “Breast implants. Nose job. Tanning. Body wraps. Lingerie. Things to land herself a rich husband.”

			Beth chuckled. “Yet she married four losers.”

			“Five, if you count the current loser.”

			“See, no comparison. Just take out a loan and spend the summer on the beach.”

			Jessica smiled. “You’re a bad influence, Beth.”

			“The only way you’ll make that kind of cash in three months is illegally.” Beth got a reflective look on her face. “Or…”

			“Why don’t I like the sound of that ‘or’?”

			“My cousin, Aggie, works at a strip club called Paradise Found in Las Vegas.”

			“A strip club? What does that have to do with me?”

			“She makes a fortune, Jessica. With your looks and that body, you’ll have men throwing money at you by the handful.”

			“No way in hell, Beth.”

			“Why not? You were a natural when we took that pole dancing fitness class. The instructor said you should go pro. And I know you had fun. You liked it.”

			Pole dancing was fun and she had liked it. Loved it, actually.

			“Don’t you think exotic dancing will hurt my chances for respectable employment as a defense attorney?”

			“Nope. Not really. Just use a stage name. No one will know.”

			“Uh, duh, Beth, employment history is searchable under your social security number.”

			“No one is going to care if you worked in a club while you were in college. Stop making excuses. Admit it. It’s a good idea.”

			“It’s not gonna happen. Just drop it.”

			“So I guess that means you’re staying with your mother and stepfather this summer.” Beth snorted with amusement. “That should be fun. How’s Ed?”

			As a rule, Jessica tried not to think of her stepfather, Ed. The way he always stared at her with his protruding eyes. Accidentally touched her and rubbed up against her. Picked the bathroom door lock to catch her in the shower. Watched her sleep. Used her toothbrush “by mistake.” One time she’d caught him jacking off in her closet with her panties wrapped around his pathetic cock. Jessica shuddered. Ed was a good enough reason to avoid going home, but her mother’s inevitable “blame Jessica for my darling hubby’s weakness” position was too much to bear.

			Jessica covered her churning stomach with one hand.

			There was nothing wrong with exotic dancing, really. Perfectly legal. Great money. Potentially empowering. Maybe it was time for her physical gifts to give her something besides anxiety.

			“Paradise Found, huh? Do you have Aggie’s number?”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			In the dimly lit bedroom of Sinners’ tour bus, Sed gazed down at the bombshell blonde. She pressed her unnaturally firm breast into his arm, a coy smile on her hot pink lips.

			“But Sed, the show’s sold out.” She pouted and placed a presumptuous hand on his belly. “Don’t you have some extra tickets?” When he didn’t respond, her hand drifted toward the low waistband of his jeans.

			These chicks were all the same.

			“I might.” Sed rubbed his jaw. He needed to shave before they headed to the club for his lead guitarist’s bachelor party. He had a few minutes, though.

			“Can I have them?”

			“Depends. What will you give me in return?”

			Her hand gripped his waistband and she jerked him toward her. “I’ll suck you off.”

			They never offered to do his laundry.

			Sed fished several condoms out of his pocket and examined them. “I’ve got cherry or piña colada flavored.”

			“A condom?” She wrinkled her too-perfect-to-be-God-given nose at him. As hot as she was, with her bleached hair, bronze tan, and long pink fingernails, she radiated fake.

			“I don’t know where your mouth’s been.”

			She shrugged and grabbed a condom out of his hand. “Whatever.”

			She opened the fly of his pants and freed his half-hard dick from its confines. By the time she unrolled the condom over his cock, he was rock hard.

			“I wasn’t expecting you to be so big,” she said in awe.

			“Afraid you can’t take it?” he said, grinning crookedly.

			“No, I think I want you to fuck me.”

			“You think?”

			She grabbed the base of his shaft and encircled its head with her bright pink lips. Overly plump lips. What did they call that shit they injected into them? Collagen?

			At times like these, he missed Jessica. Jessica had been real.

			The blonde on her knees drew Sed into the warm recess of her mouth, sucking gently. He closed his eyes, picturing Jessica’s face while Fake-n-bake sucked him. He placed a hand on the top of her head, finding her hair sticky with hair spray. He didn’t even know this chick’s name. She’d accosted him outside the tour bus only ten minutes ago, when he’d been backing Myrna’s ’57 Thunderbird off the trailer. Myrna was a sweetheart for letting them borrow her car to take her man to a strip club. Any other bride-to-be would have told them to walk.

			The blonde pulled back, allowing Sed’s cock to spring free of her mouth. The fact that he could think indicated she couldn’t keep his interest. Few women did. He opened his eyes to find her staring up at him.

			“Okay, now I know I want you to fuck me,” she said.

			Sed checked the time on the clock radio beside the queen-sized bed. “I don’t have time. The guys are gonna want to leave in half an hour.”

			“I don’t care if you hurry.”

			She climbed to her feet and peeled her tank top over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Didn’t need to. Her tits were firmer than the cantaloupes they resembled. He cupped them in his hands and squeezed. They looked good, but should be softer and yield to the palms of his hands. He pushed them together and released them, watching them settle back into place with minimal movement.

			“Like I said, I only have half an hour,” he said.

			“I don’t need foreplay.”

			He honestly didn’t think he could get off with this chick. It could take hours.

			“Hold on.” He opened the bedroom door. “Eric!” he called to the band’s drummer.

			Eric stuck his head out of the bathroom. His hair was already fashioned into spikes along the center, short on one side, long on the other. The lock of hair that trailed down the side of his neck was currently dyed crimson red. Half of Eric’s lean face was covered with shaving cream; the other half, clean-shaven. He was practically ready to go, which meant Sed needed to hurry. The guys would be waiting for him and he wanted Brian’s last night as a bachelor to be memorable.

			“What?” Eric asked.

			“Are there any more groupies around? This chick wants me to fuck her.”

			“Dude, we’re leaving soon. Just tell her no.”

			“You don’t want to watch us?”

			“No time.” Eric tapped his watch with the handle of his razor. “Come on. We have to hurry.”

			The blonde leaned against Sed’s back, her arm wrapping around his waist. Her hand encircled his dick.

			He should just tell her no, like Eric said, but he had this hard-on to contend with now. No sense in jacking off when he had warm and willing flesh at his disposal. “Thanks, Eric. For nothing.”

			Eric shrugged and disappeared into the bathroom. Sed stepped back into the bedroom and closed the door. A compromise. He turned to look at the blonde and found she’d become naked.

			“I’ll fuck you for like fifteen minutes,” he said, “but then you’ll have to suck me off with some enthusiasm.”

			“You can’t come in fifteen minutes?”

			“With one chick? No.” Unless it was Jessica. He’d never had a problem finding satisfaction before he’d met her, but since she left him…

			“All right. If you don’t come in fifteen minutes, I’ll suck you off. With enthusiasm,” she said, finger quoting “enthusiasm.”

			He kicked off his pants and wrapped his hands around her narrow waist. “Are you wet?”

			She grinned at him. “Fuck yeah, I’m wet.”

			He lifted her off the floor by her waist. “Then slide it in.”

			She wrapped her long legs around his waist and reached between them to guide his cock into her body. His hands moved to her ass. He tilted her hips and drove himself deeper. She gasped, her head falling back. “Ah, Sed.”

			He stepped closer to the bed. “Lean back.”

			She clung to his shoulders and leaned away from him.

			“Farther,” he instructed.

			“I’ll fall.”

			“That’s the idea.”

			She slowly leaned back, obviously not trusting him. As she lost her balance, she tumbled back on the bed, landing on her shoulders, her back bent. He followed her as she fell and drove his cock deep.

			“Oh God,” she cried. “Sed! Yes, ram me hard.”

			At least she was a screamer.

			He sandwiched her pelvis between his hands, holding her steady as he thrust down into her and ground his hips. He pulled back and growled as he thrust into her again. Typically, chicks loved it when he growled. He did it when he sang onstage, so it reminded them who was fucking them. This one was no exception.

			“Yes, Sed! Yes! Oh God, your voice is so sexy.” She played with her nipples, stroking and plucking at them as she gasped in delight.

			Sed used his hands to encourage her to rotate her hips, while he continued to thrust hard and grind deep. She screamed when an orgasm gripped her. Her body quaked and strained against his as her spasmodically clenching pussy sucked greedily at his dick. He grabbed her around the waist and slid her farther up the bed, so that her crotch rested even with the end of the mattress. She relaxed, apparently thinking he was finished with her. Her fifteen minutes were far from over.

			He turned her onto her side and straddled one of her legs at the edge of the bed. Taking her from the side, he thrust into her, rotating his hips to stimulate her clit.

			“Ah, Sed, you’re an absolute god.”

			He found her to be boring, actually. He glanced at the clock, wondering if she’d notice if he cut her time short. Maybe if he closed his eyes and thought of someone else…

			No good. Jessica actually moved, participated, knew how to please him. She was the one who’d gotten him addicted to sex in the first place. This girl (whatever her name was) didn’t even try to satisfy him.

			When she screamed with a second orgasm, he turned her flat on her back and slid her further up the mattress. Why should he work so hard to please her when she was just lying there taking it?

			He settled between her thighs, his thrusts easy and even. Missionary position brought them face-to-face, but it was easier on his body. She looked up into his eyes. Hers were brown and glazed with pleasure. Jessica’s were jade green, surrounded with thick lashes.

			Fake-n-bake lifted her head to kiss him, but Sed pressed his forehead into her shoulder to prevent their lips from meeting. He hadn’t kissed a woman in almost two years. He certainly didn’t want to get personal with this chick.

			She ran her hands up his back and he shuddered, gasping softly. She’d discovered his most sensitive erogenous zone, but either she didn’t notice his reaction or didn’t care. She clung to his shoulders, vocalizing her pleasure in the back of her throat.

			After a few minutes, he said, “I think it’s time for you to suck me. I’ve got to leave soon.”

			She sighed. “All right. Can you take off the condom though?”

			“No.” He pulled out and rolled next to her.

			“I’m afraid I’ll suck it down my throat.”

			He chuckled. “I don’t think that will be a problem.” He sighed when she sucked him deep. She wasn’t too bad at this. A bit timid. “Suck it hard,” he said. “Harder. Yeah, that’s it.”

			He usually fought orgasm for as long as he could, but in this case, he concentrated on coming as quickly as possible. When he let go, it was far from satisfying, but at least it was over.

			She grinned up at him. “How was that?”

			“Tolerable.” He climbed from the bed and removed the condom, tying a knot in the open end and tossing it in the wastebasket.

			“You’re an asshole.”

			He found his pants and put them on. “Yeah. So. Is that a problem?”

			She laughed. “Not for me. Can I have my tickets?”

			“I’ll see if Jake has one.” Jake, one of their long-time roadies, usually distributed tickets and backstage passes to women he thought might interest the band. He had an eye for good pussy.

			“One?” she said, pouting annoyingly.

			“Yeah, one.”

			“What about my boyfriend?”

			Sed lifted an eyebrow at her. “Do you really think he’s gonna want to come to my show if he knows how you got his ticket?”

			“Of course. He’s a huge fan of yours. He’ll be excited to put his junk where yours has been.” She scrunched her hair with both hands, eyeing herself in the mirror over the dresser. “Two?”

			Sed tugged a black T-shirt over his head and rubbed a hand over the soft stubble of his short hair. “Uhhhhh… No. You’re lucky to get one.”

			When he left the room, she was getting dressed and scowling.

			Eric accosted Sed in the corridor. “Everyone is waiting for you.”

			“Just let me shave. And tell Jake to give that girl a ticket for tomorrow night’s show so she’ll get lost.”

			“I don’t think he has any left. We’re opening for Exodus End. Not the headliner.”

			“Then ask Dare for one. He’ll share.” Dare was Exodus End’s lead guitarist. He was also the older brother of Sed’s rhythm guitarist, Trey. Sed and Dare went way back. Sorta. “Come on, man. I’d do it myself, but I need to shave. You’re ready.”

			Eric sighed loudly and turned to exit the tour bus, muttering something under his breath about a fucking errand boy.

			Sed hurried through his shave. He’d nearly finished when Myrna, soon-to-be Mrs. Brian Sinclair, came to stand in the doorway. She leaned against the doorframe and watched him carefully draw the razor up under his chin. She wore a trim tweed skirt, purple camisole, and two-inch heels. Strands of auburn hair had come loose from the knot at the base of her neck to curl against her lovely heart-shaped face. Now here was a classy and beautiful woman. Someone Sed could respect. He totally understood why Brian had to tumble her into bed every couple of hours. She had an untouchable quality that heightened a man’s sense of challenge. Too bad she only had eyes for his lead guitarist. Sed’s every attempt to seduce her had met with failure.

			“Promise me you’ll bring him home safe, Sed,” Myrna said.

			He grinned at her. “I promise. He might be too drunk to walk, but he’ll be safe.”

			Brian appeared in the doorway next to Myrna. He wrapped an arm around her waist and nuzzled her neck. “I think I’d rather skip the bachelor party,” he murmured. “Celebrate the end of bachelorhood in the bedroom with you.”

			Sed rolled his eyes. “You can’t have a bachelor party with your fiancée, you dumbass.”

			The couple in the doorway stared into each other’s eyes as if they were the only two people on Earth. Sed didn’t know whether to be jealous or repulsed.

			“I love you,” Brian murmured.

			Myrna touched Brian’s jaw. “I love you.”

			“You sure?”

			“One hundred percent.”

			Brian smiled like a lunatic and kissed her. “I love you.”

			“I love you,” she whispered, her fingers stealing into his shoulder-length black hair. Only inches separated their mouths as they continued to lose themselves to their closeness, completely in tune with one another.

			“Knock it off, you two,” Sed demanded. “You’re giving me diabetes.”

			“Tomorrow I get to call you Mrs. Sinclair,” Brian said to Myrna, ignoring Sed.

			“What do I get to call you?”

			“My Personal Sex God.”

			She chuckled. “That’s a given.”

			Trey, Brian’s best friend and the band’s rhythm guitarist, wriggled between the couple’s bodies. “Isn’t there some sort of rule against the bride and groom seeing each other before the wedding?” He covered Myrna’s eyes with one hand and Brian’s with the other. “No peeking.”

			Brian punched him in the ribs.

			Trey clutched his midsection with both arms. “Did you see that, Myrna?”

			Myrna brushed Trey’s hair from his face and kissed him on the forehead. “Poor baby.”

			Trey hugged Myrna’s waist and rested his head on her shoulder. “Hold me.” He gazed up at her with one emerald green eye. His over-long black bangs concealed the other. Everyone knew his innocent looks were entirely fabricated, but Myrna didn’t seem to care. She wrapped an arm around him and rubbed his back.

			“Get off her,” Brian insisted, shoving Trey into the corridor.

			“We going?” Jace, bassist and token platinum blond of the group, asked. He maintained a growth of dark beard stubble to toughen up his look, but it was his cold, chocolate-brown eyes that prevented most people from fixating on how fucking adorable he was.

			“Just waiting on Sed,” Trey said. “Where’d Eric go?”

			“He’s hunting Jake,” Sed told him.

			Brian had Myrna pinned to his body now, kissing her like he was trying to permanently meld his mouth to hers. Slowly inching her conservative skirt up her thighs, he rubbed her ass and ground his pelvis against hers. They were already enjoying themselves more than Sed had not ten minutes ago. Didn’t seem fair.

			“Trey, do something about your friend,” Sed insisted.

			Trey grabbed Brian by the top of the ear and pulled him viciously from Myrna’s embrace. “Save it for the honeymoon, stud.”

			Brian leaned over to ease the pull on his ear. “Ow, ow, ow, ow. Okay!”

			Fake-n-bake wandered out of the bedroom, fully dressed now. “Are you guys going out? Can I come with?”

			“No,” the four band mates said in unison.

			Eric stomped up the front bus stairs. “Here,” he said, thrusting a ticket at the blonde girl. “Enjoy.” He squeezed his lithe form between his band mates to stare at Sed, who was wiping the last traces of shaving cream onto a towel. “Don’t ask me to be your errand boy again, Lionheart.”

			Sed chuckled. “You know you’ll do what I ask, Eric. No one else indulges your bizarre fetishes.”

			Eric glanced behind him at the other guys. “Yeah, well, maybe I’m tired of watching you get laid.”

			Trey and Brian burst out laughing. “Yeah right, Eric,” Trey said. “You ready, Sed?”

			“Let’s go.”

			Brian kissed Myrna good-bye. “You can come with us.”

			“To a strip club?” Her eyebrows shot up in question. “No, thanks. I can get some work done on my band groupie project while you’re gone. You have a good time with the guys.”

			He backed up a step. “I love you.”

			“I love you too. Now go!”

			He turned reluctantly and shuffled after the other guys.

			“Don’t worry, Myrna. I’ll keep an eye on him,” Sed assured her.

			“Thanks. And could you do me another favor?”

			“Anything.”

			Myrna tilted her head pointedly at Fake-n-bake, who was watching this all transpire as if it were on Pay-Per-View.

			Sed took the blonde by one elbow and directed her toward the front of the bus. “Come on, time for you to leave.”

			There was a loud thunk on the side of the bus. “I love you, Myrna!” Brian called from outside.

			Sed shook his head. “God, I can’t believe he acts like that when he’s sober.”

			Myrna chuckled. “Stay safe. Which club are you going to? In case I need to find you.”

			He released the blonde’s elbow and stepped close to Myrna, using his height and breadth to its greatest advantage. “Are you being a nag or a drag, Professor Sex?”

			She stood her ground, lifting an eyebrow of annoyance at him. “Which club, Sed?”

			He chuckled. He loved a chick he couldn’t intimidate. “Paradise Found.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Sed held open the chrome-plated swinging door for Brian and slapped him on the back as he passed. Brian winced, though Sed couldn’t tell if it was from being knocked around or because he’d caught his first glimpse of topless women. Even the cocktail waitresses treated them to full frontal nudity. Very nice.

			“Sed, honestly. This bachelor party is unnecessary.” Brian paused on the threshold and raked a hand through his black hair. Tonight, he wore it like he did onstage—lightly gelled and sticking out at odd angles. Thank God he’d gone without his guyliner. “I’d rather just go back to the tour bus and spend the evening with Myrna.”

			Sed rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Dude, after tomorrow, you’re going to be saddled with her for life. For life. She a great chick and all, but that’s a very long time. Enjoy your last night as a bachelor. Trey, do something about this guy.” Sed looked behind Brian. Trey had been there a moment ago.

			No Trey now, just their bassist, Jace.

			“Where’d Trey go? What’s a bachelor party without the best man?”

			Jace jerked his bleached-blond head toward the bar three doors down.

			Sed glanced at the sign over the door and rubbed a hand over his face. “A gay bar? When is he gonna decide if he likes dick or pussy?”

			“I think the problem is he likes both,” Eric said.

			“A lot,” Brian added.

			“Equally,” Jace said.

			“Don’t worry,” Eric said. “It shouldn’t take him long to pick up some tail.”

			Sed sighed. He worried about the members of his band. Brian was the most normal of the batch and he was acting like a total wuss now that he was getting married. “Well, Brian, it’s your call.”

			“Fine, we’ll stay. If you promise not to buy me a lap dance.”

			“Dude, Myrna won’t find out. Who’s gonna tell her?”

			“I’m sure Myrna would be cool with it. I’m just not interested.”

			Eric grabbed Brian by the arm and urged him further into the club. “You need to loosen up, Mr. Stuffy von Stickinthemud.”

			Sed followed them to the bar. He ordered a whiskey on the rocks and scanned the various stages, looking for the stripper he found most attractive. Two blondes on the center stage worked the pole together, caressing and kissing each other whenever their dancing brought their bodies together. “That is hot,” Sed said. They’d make a nice Sed sandwich. He wondered if he could convince them to work his pole together. He downed his whiskey and thumped his glass of ice on the bar for a refill.

			“That is hotter.” Jace nodded at the leather-clad, black-haired woman brandishing a whip on the left-hand stage. His entire body jerked with excitement every time her whip cracked.

			Brian took his beer and headed for the stage on the far right side of the room. The most sedate of the three stages featured a strawberry blonde in white silk, lace, and feathers. A wide, silk scarf concealed her eyes and accentuated her femininity. Though she couldn’t possibly see where she was going, she had her moves down perfectly and had no problem maintaining her mesmerizing, sensual dance without falling off the stage. Ah, well, it figured Brian would go for the sweet meat. Not that Sed minded, he had a soft spot for strawberry blondes. Jessica’s hair had been strawb… Christ, why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? The bitch had left him two frickin’ years ago.

			All the tables near the stage were full. Brian scanned the room for an empty seat, but Eric took his arm and directed him to a table in front of the stage. Six college-aged men looked well settled there, but Sed knew Eric wouldn’t take no for an answer one way or another. Sipping his whiskey, Sed followed his friends.

			“Hey, dudes, my buddy is getting married tomorrow,” Eric said to the young guys. “How about you all get lost so we can sit here?”

			One of the clean-cut guys said, “I feel for your friend, really, but we were here first.”

			Sed had to give the kid credit. Sed and his band mates didn’t look like guys you should fuck with. Tattoos. Piercings. Chains. Jet black hair, with the exception of Jace and his bleached spikes. Denim and leather. They’d probably fit in better at a biker bar.

			Tall and muscular, Sed was the largest and most intimidating of the group. He moved to stand beside Eric as back-up. He’d rather have these guys frightened into giving Eric his way. Sed didn’t want to fight them, but he knew it wouldn’t take much to move Eric to blows.

			“I think you should reconsider.” Sed glared down at the guys around the table.

			Eric flexed his long fingers and cracked his knuckles.

			“Christ, Eric, don’t get us all arrested again.” Brian massaged his forehead as if in great distress. “I mean you can only have so many deadly assault charges on your record before they keep you in the slammer for good. You know?”

			Wide-eyed, the college-aged guys grabbed their drinks and moved to a table near the back of the room.

			Sed smiled at Brian. “Smooth, Master Sinclair.”

			Brian shrugged and sat at the table. He took a sip of his beer. Sed sat to Brian’s right. Eric to his left. Jace had vanished somewhere. Probably blowing a couple thousand bucks on the dominatrix on the other side of the room. Sed tossed his whiskey down his throat and signaled a cocktail waitress for another refill. Brian sipped his beer and glanced up at the dancer crawling across the stage toward them. He choked.

			“Fuck me,” Eric said, his eyes on the stripper as well. “Isn’t that…”

			Sed glanced at the beautiful woman, now lying at the front of the stage with her hair dangling over the edge, her backed arched and her perfect, naked breasts jutting into the air.

			“Jessica.”

			Sed jumped to his feet. He shrugged off his leather jacket and tossed it over her body. Her naked body. Jessica. His Jessica was naked. Naked. In front of all these men.

			When he pulled her off the stage, she gasped in surprise. He cocooned her against his chest, protecting her from lustful gazes.

			A wall of bouncers surrounded them immediately. “No touching the dancers,” one of the mountains of flesh said.

			Jessica struggled in Sed’s arms, but he wasn’t about to let her go. Wasn’t about to let these men gawk at her body.

			“Sed.” Brian grabbed his upper arm. “Let her go.”

			Jessica gasped. “Sed?” She rubbed her face against his shoulder to push the silk scarf from her eyes. It fell down around her nose and mouth. Her eyes widened. Those jade-green eyes. The ones that haunted him day and night. How was it possible that she’d become even more beautiful since he’d last seen her?

			He lowered his head to kiss her, his heart swelling so full he thought it might suffocate him. It didn’t matter that the scarf separated their mouths. He remembered the taste of her lips all too well.

			A thick forearm wrapped around Sed’s throat from behind, jerking his head back. He planted his boots firmly on the floor to prevent himself from tipping backward.

			With her shoulder, Jessica nudged the scarf down to her neck. God, her lips. So full and inviting. He needed to kiss her again. Never stop kissing her.

			“Put me down, Sed.”

			Her soft voice—just as he remembered it. The way she said his name squeezed his insides. So long since he’d heard it. Too long. He bit his lip. He didn’t know if the bouncer’s grip or his heart trying to force its way out of his mouth caused the greater ache in his throat.

			“Let go of his throat, you fucking cretin,” Eric bellowed. “He’s a professional singer.”

			“I don’t give a shit who—”

			Eric punched the bouncer holding Sed and his grip loosened. It tightened further a moment later. Sed winced. Several bouncers grabbed Eric and forcefully escorted him away from the front of the stage.

			“Get your fucking hands off me,” Eric protested.

			“Go quietly or we’ll call the cops.” Even with the throbbing music playing through the club, Sed heard several fists connect with flesh.

			“Motherfuckers!” Was that Jace? More fists connected with flesh. The door slammed shut.

			Jessica squirmed in Sed’s arms. He had no doubt that if her hands were free she’d be slapping the shit out of him.

			Brian sighed loudly beside him. “Well, I guess I’ve got to kick some ass now. Can’t let my boys down.” He moved out of Sed’s peripheral vision toward the exit.

			The door opened again. “What the fuck is going on?” Trey yelled into the club.

			“Bellaway,” Jessica shouted to the guy behind Sed. “I know this guy. I’m fine. Seriously, don’t injure his throat.” She looked into Sed’s eyes. “Put me down, Sed. Now.”

			Sed tried to shake his head, but couldn’t move his neck.

			After a long moment, the arm around Sed’s throat loosened.

			The bouncer stepped away.

			Sed swallowed. His throat burned, but he refused to release Jessica. Refused.

			“What are you doing here?” he asked her angrily, except his usual baritone growl came out raspy.

			“Put me down, Sed.” Her nostrils flared in that way that always turned him on. There was nothing on Earth sexier than this woman when she was pissed off. Lucky for him, she had one hell of a temper.

			“Answer my question and I’ll put you down.”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Her eyebrows arched as she gazed up at him. “I’m dancing.”

			“I thought you were going to law school. Wasn’t that your excuse for walking out on me?”

			“That isn’t why I left and you know it. Besides, law school isn’t free. I’ve got to make money somehow. Now put me down. I answered your question.”

			“If you needed money, you should have asked.” He set her on her feet and reached for his wallet. He pulled out a wad of cash and held it out to her. “Here. There’s a couple thousand bucks here. I can get you more. Whatever you need.”

			“I don’t want your money, Sed.”

			“Why, because I’m just giving it to you? Fine. What do you charge for an hour of your time? A couple hundred? I’ll buy you for the night. Or the week.”

			Smack! She slapped him so hard he tasted blood. He winced, tonguing the cut on the inside of his cheek.

			“I fucking hate you,” she spat, her eyes narrowed dangerously. She stalked off, dropping his coat on the floor. Her perfect bare ass was the last thing he saw as she stormed out of his life. Again.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Jessica burst into the dressing room backstage, startling several of the girls who worked the next set. She plopped down on the stool in front of her mirror, pulled the silk scarf from her neck and lowered her face into her hands.

			Of all the strip clubs in the world, Sed had to show up in hers.

			Don’t let him get to you. You’re over him. Remember?

			Someone dropped a robe around her shoulders. She glanced up at Beth’s cousin, Agatha, the black-haired dominatrix who worked the south stage.

			“You okay, kitten?”

			Jessica nodded and wiped at a stray tear with the back of her hand. “Yeah, I just didn’t expect to see a man from my past. That’s all.”

			“That guy who pulled you offstage?”

			“Yeah. I was engaged to him once.”

			“He told me to give you this.” Aggie dropped a fat stack of cash onto Jessica’s dressing table.

			“Oh my God, that ass! Do you see why I couldn’t marry him?” She looked up at Aggie, beseeching her for understanding.

			“Uh no, actually, I don’t. The guy is hotter than Phoenix in July. Absolutely gorgeous. That big, hard body. And that sweet, handsome face that completely contrasts with his ‘who gives a shit what you think’ aura. Growl.” She bared her teeth, ruby red lips curling.

			Aggie’s ever-expressive face made Jessica smile. Just a little.

			“You got all that from talking to him for twenty seconds?”

			“Hey, you work in this business for very long and you get to know men. If he’s carrying around that kind of cash, I’m guessing your eye candy is rich, too. Booyah!” Aggie thrust a fist in the air.

			“No. No, booyah. He’s not only rich, he’s famous, which means his ego is larger than Alaska.”

			Aggie’s brows drew together. “Famous?”

			“Lead singer of Sinners. The band.”

			“I think I’ve heard of them. Rock music?”

			“Hard rock. And you missed his most notorious ‘quality.’” She finger quoted. “He has an insatiable appetite for sex. You can’t get him out of bed long enough to have a decent conversation with him.”

			Aggie laughed, blue eyes twinkling. “I’m liking him more and more, doll.”

			“You’re welcome to him.”

			Aggie’s eyes wandered toward the ceiling as her expression turned thoughtful. “I don’t think he’d be fun to dominate. I would probably just tick him off.”

			“I’m sure.”

			Jessica’s gaze moved to the dressing table and the thousands of dollars sitting on its surface, mocking her. It would take her weeks to earn that kind of money, and Sed just tossed it around like it was a pittance. To him, it was. The bastard. Flaunting his wealth. Thinking it made him superior.

			Jessica shook her head in annoyance, jumped to her feet, and scooped the money off the dressing table. Sliding her arms into the robe sleeves, she rushed out of the dressing room. She ran through the club with her robe flapping behind her and burst through the front doors, looking for signs of Sedric Lionheart. Apparently, he was long gone.

			“Damn that man,” she muttered under her breath.

			She’d just have to hunt him down and shove his unwanted money in his face. He always did this. Treated her like she couldn’t take care of herself. Like she needed Mr. Ego Trip to look after her. He’d never learn. Stupid asshole.

			Someone needed to teach the guy a lesson.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 6

			Sed entered the tour bus first, his bruised and bloodied band mates behind him. Myrna sat at the small square dining table working at her laptop computer. She glanced up and her pretty hazel eyes widened in surprise.

			Sed massaged his scalp. Fuck, what a night. Topped off with telling Myrna he’d broken his promise and failed to keep Brian safe.

			“What are you guys doing back so early?” Myrna asked. “I thought you’d be out until dawn.”

			Sed blew out his cheeks as he tried to think of the right words. “I have to apologize to you, Myrna.”

			Her brow furrowed and she glanced behind Sed to Eric. Her eyes widened. “Oh my God, Eric. What happened?”

			She jumped from the bench seat and pushed Sed aside. Easing Eric onto the cream-colored leather couch, she inspected the bleeding gash over his left eye. She turned, hurriedly wet a dish towel in the small stainless steel sink, and moved to dab at the blood running down the side of Eric’s strong jaw. Eric winced, but smiled with pleasure as she fussed over him.

			“Were you in an accident? Wait…” She looked at Sed. “Why are you apologizing to me, Sed? You didn’t wreck my car, did you?”

			He opened his mouth to explain, but she lifted a hand to stop him.

			“You know what? It doesn’t matter. It’s just a car. At least you’re all right. Where’s Brian?” She glanced at Trey, who was searching the freezer for ice. And then Jace, who was trying to realign his jaw by shifting it back and forth with his horribly swollen and bloodied hand. “Where’s Brian?” she repeated, a panicked edge to her voice.

			“Brian’s safe. We weren’t in an accident, Myrna.” Sed cleared his throat. It hurt to talk. How in the hell was he going to sing tomorrow?

			“Then what happened?” She headed for the bus exit, anxiety marring her lovely face. “Brian?”

			Brian stepped around the corner wearing Sed’s mirrored sunglasses. “Hey, sweetheart. How was your evening? Did you get a lot of work done?”

			Sed chuckled and shook his head. He’d wondered why Brian had wanted to borrow his shades. Like Myrna wouldn’t notice his two black eyes at the altar tomorrow.

			Myrna flew into Brian’s arms. He winced in pain, but she had her face pressed against his neck, so didn’t see his expression. “You scared me,” she said. “I thought you were hurt.”

			Brian wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. “I’m okay.”

			Sed glanced at Trey, who was now holding a towel full of ice to the back of his head. “You need to call your brother.” They were opening for his brother’s band the next evening. Or they were supposed to. They weren’t fit to perform now.

			“I’ve had enough ass whippings for one day, thank you very much,” Trey said. “You call him.”

			Myrna removed Brian’s sunglasses and looked up at him. He avoided her gaze. “You’ve been fighting?”

			“Wait, wait. I can explain.”

			She shoved him hard in the shoulder. “Am I marrying a seventh grader? I can’t believe this.”

			She spun on her heel and stalked toward the bedroom at the back of the bus.

			“Myrna.” Brian started after her.

			“Do not talk to me.” She pushed Sed aside. “You were supposed to make sure he got home safely,” she spat at Sed.

			“Myrna,” Sed said, but she brushed past him and entered the bedroom. The slam of the door echoed through the entire bus.

			Brian rushed down the hallway and knocked. “Myrna? Sweetheart…”

			“You should let her cool down,” Sed advised.

			“Go away!” she yelled from inside the bedroom.

			There was a thunk as something hit the other side of the door.

			Brian opened it, sidestepped an airborne high-heeled shoe, and closed himself in the room with the angry tigress. There was a whole lot of high-pitched yelling for several minutes, and Brian’s lower pitched voice, calm and consoling. The rest of the band sat quietly nursing their injuries.

			“What are we going to do about the concert tomorrow?” Eric asked. “Can you sing, Sed?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know. My throat is bothering me. I can call Dare if you want, Trey.”

			“They won’t have time to find a replacement to open for them. We might as well wait until morning and see how we feel,” Trey said. “God, my head hurts. Do we have any aspirin?”

			One of the bouncers had whacked Trey in the back of the head with an aluminum bat. By the time Sed had entered the fray, it had been over. He hadn’t even gotten to throw a punch.

			“Do you need to see a doctor? You blacked out for a couple of minutes.”

			“My head’s harder than a bat. I don’t think it’s even bleeding.” Trey fingered the goose egg on the back of his head and examined his fingertips for signs of blood. “I do need an aspirin though.”

			Sed retrieved a bottle from the tiny bathroom near the bedroom. The sound of Myrna calling Brian’s name in ecstasy had already replaced the angry yelling.

			Sed grinned and nodded toward the thin bedroom door as he handed a bottle of aspirin to Trey. “I guess they made up.”

			Trey chuckled. “Who can stay mad at Brian?” He swallowed several pills and passed the bottle to Eric.

			“I’m glad they made up,” Eric said, holding the dish towel to the gash above his eyebrow. “I’d have felt terrible if she called off the wedding.”

			“You should feel terrible,” Jace said, his voice quiet, his brown-eyed gaze focused downward. “You started the whole thing.”

			“Well, I didn’t ask for your help, little man, now did I?” Eric said.

			Jace pursed his lips and nodded slightly. He left the bus without a word. Outside his Harley roared to life and the motorcycle’s rumble faded into the distance.

			“Why do you always torment him, Eric?” Sed asked.

			Eric shrugged.

			“He didn’t hesitate to jump into your fight when you were outnumbered.”

			Eric rubbed a hand over his pursed lips and then squeezed his cleft chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Yeah, I know. It’s just… He’s not Jon, you know?”

			Thank God for small favors. Sed knew that Eric and their previous bassist, Jon, had been close friends, but the guy had been bad news. They were much better off with Jace in the band.

			Trey licked at the blood at the corner of his mouth. “Did you see the way Jace fought? I’ve never seen him fight before. I was like, holy shit. He pounded the crap out of three bouncers all by himself. I’m pretty sure little man could kick your ass if he wanted to, Eric.”

			“Shut up, Trey.” Eric scowled.

			Trey shrugged and glanced up at Sed, who stood leaning against the back of the booth. “So what are you going to do about Jessica?”

			Sed’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of her name. “Nothing. Obviously.”

			“Obviously?” Trey turned over his towel of ice, pressed it to the back of his head, and winced. “You pulled her offstage at a strip club. There’s no obviously about that.”

			“I was just… surprised. I don’t give a shit what she does with her life.”

			“Uh-huh.” Trey sounded almost as convinced as Sed felt.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 7

			Jessica’s heart sank. “Fired? You can’t fire me over this. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

			Roy, the club owner, cleared his throat, refusing to look at her. He reminded Jessica of a bloated Elvis, minus The King’s good looks. Men should not wear white spandex or sequins—separately or in combination. Especially not hairy, overweight men. “Have you seen the condition of my bouncers? Your friends—”

			“They aren’t my friends.”

			“Then why are you protecting them?”

			Jessica shook her head, her eyes wide with feigned innocence. “I’m not.”

			“By the time the cops got here last night, they were long gone. If you’re not protecting them, tell me their names and where to find them, so I can press charges.”

			“I don’t know them.”

			“I don’t believe you.” He considered her for a long moment. “Clear out your dressing table, Feather. I don’t want to see you in my club again.”

			“But I need this job.” She’d only been working for three weeks. She didn’t have enough saved up for school yet. Not by a long shot. “It’s just for the summer.”

			“Sorry, babe. I don’t need your kind of trouble. You’re beautiful and sexy, but I’ve got a long line of applicants who want your job and they don’t bring their thugs into my club.”

			“They’re not thugs.”

			“I thought you didn’t know them.”

			“I don’t.”

			He slid an envelope across his desk toward her. “Your pay.”

			She snatched the envelope off the desk and stormed from Roy’s office.

			Sed never ceased to fuck up her life.

			Jessica burst into the dressing room and tossed all of her crap into a bag. She almost ran into Aggie on her way out. The black-haired beauty grabbed her by both arms to steady her.

			“Hey, kitten, what’s the rush?”

			“Roy just fired me.” She needed to get out of the place. Her throat ached with unshed tears and she didn’t want anyone to know how upset she was. It was just a stupid job. Just another failure.

			“What? How could he fire you? You’re already a local favorite.”

			“This is all Sed’s fault,” she said. “When I see him, I’m going to rip him a new asshole.”

			“I think he’s already got a corner on the asshole market, sugar.”

			Jessica tried not to smile. Failed at that, too.

			“You said he was in the band Sinners, right?” Aggie asked.

			“Yeah, so?”

			“So they’re opening for Exodus End tonight at Mandalay Bay.”

			“How do you know that?”

			Aggie shrugged. “I saw a flyer tacked up somewhere.”

			“Perfect,” Jessica said, starting to feel marginally better. “Now I can tell him where he can stuff his money. Better yet, I can show him where he can stuff his money.”

			“If you happen to run into that blond guy who was with them last night… the fine-looking one with the tight little ass… and the hard bod… and that face… and those…” Aggie’s hands clenched and she shuddered in undisguised delight.

			Blond? Jessica’s brow furrowed. “Do you mean Jace Seymour?”

			“Jace.” Aggie smiled, her ruby red lips parting to reveal a perfect set of teeth. “Tell him I still owe him a dance. He paid, but ran off to fight bouncers before I could treat him to my special brand of pain.”

			Jessica chuckled. “Soft spot for him, Aggie? It’s not like you to worry about pocketing some easy cash.”

			Aggie winked. “Maybe.”

			“I’ll try to remember to give him your message when I go kick Sed’s ass.” Her hands clenched into fists. Sedric Lionheart would regret getting her fired. Oh yes, he would.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 8

			Sed took a long draw from his beer and gazed down at the picture in the palm of his hand. Jessica had given it to him a couple of years ago. He remembered that smile. Doubted she’d ever share it with him again. She fuckin’ hated his guts. So why was he sitting in the dark, staring at her picture, and drinking by himself again? Tradition, he supposed.

			He set her picture beside his beer can and opened the journal he used to write songs. He couldn’t concentrate well enough to write actual lyrics, but words kept popping into his head. He pictured them, but mostly he felt them. He scrawled words on separate lines with blank spaces between so he could add phrases later.

			Eyes of jade. A heart betrayed.

			Anguish. Languish.

			Pain. Insane.

			Heart of stone. Alone.

			Alone.

			He took a ragged breath.

			Alone.

			The song would come later. He didn’t want to forget the feelings, though. He closed the journal, stuck it back in its hiding place under the bench seat cushion and picked up Jessica’s picture, fingering its worn edges.

			The bedroom door at the back of the tour bus opened, and then the bathroom door slid shut. Sed tossed the picture on the table and took another sip of his beer. A few minutes later, a gentle hand touched his shoulder.

			“Are you out here by yourself again?” Myrna asked.

			Sed glanced up at her. “I couldn’t sleep.”

			“Can I sit?”

			When he shrugged, she slid into the bench across the table from him.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t take better care of Brian last night,” he said.

			“He told me what happened and I don’t blame you. He’s the idiot who got involved.” Myrna picked up Jessica’s picture and examined it. “She’s stunning, Sed. Is this Jessica?”

			She glanced up at him and he nodded.

			“How are you doing?” she asked.

			She handed the picture to him and he slid it into his pocket with the crummy engagement ring Jessica had flung at him one devastating afternoon two years before.

			“Me?” He shrugged. “By the time I got out there, everyone was fleeing the scene. I didn’t even get to throw a punch. I just grabbed Trey off the sidewalk, stuffed him in the car with Brian, and we took off.”

			“I meant how are you doing after seeing Jessica?”

			His heart stuttered every time her name was mentioned. This time was no exception. He shrugged. “It’s no big deal. She still hates me. I still hate her.”

			Myrna ducked her head, but not before he saw her knowing grin. “I see. So you aren’t going to go back to see her?”

			“Why would I?”

			Myrna shrugged. “Because you’re a glutton for punishment. And… you still love her.”

			“No, I—”

			“Has she always been an exotic dancer?”

			“What?”

			“Well, I assumed since you went ballistic when you saw her stripping—”

			“I didn’t go ballistic. I lost my cool.” He pinched his thumb and forefinger together. “A little.”

			“Uh huh. But you reacted. So was it because you didn’t expect to see her, or because you didn’t expect to see her dancing nude for strangers?”

			Sed chuckled. Dr. Myrna Evans, human sexuality professor, always tried to get in everyone’s psychology. “That’s the last place on Earth I’d ever expect to see Jessica. She’s the independent feminist type. The way you are, I guess you’d say. So yeah, I was stunned. That’s why I pulled her off the stage. Not because I actually cared that she was shaking her tits at dozens of sleazy jackasses.”

			His beer can crinkled in his fist.

			“There’s nothing wrong with having these feelings, Sed.”

			“You sound like a shrink.”

			She cringed. “I thought it might help to talk about it.”

			“No, it doesn’t help. I was finally over her and then… this.”

			“You’re over her?” She laughed at him. “I don’t think so, Sed. Who do you think you’re talking to here?”

			A busybody who is too smart for her own good. But he couldn’t say that aloud so he changed the subject. “You’re still marrying Brian tomorrow, aren’t you?”

			Her brow furrowed. “Of course, why wouldn’t I?”

			“You were pissed when you found out he’d been fighting.”

			“Just because you’re mad at someone doesn’t mean you stop loving them.”

			Sed nodded. “I guess.” He reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Myr, I’m glad Brian found you. You’re exactly what he needs, but if he ever mistreats you, he’ll be answering to me.”

			“And me!” Eric called from his bunk.

			“No fucking privacy around here,” Sed grumbled.

			“If you want to have one last legal affair before you’re permanently saddled with Master Sinclair, there’s room in my bunk,” Eric called.

			“Do you want me to hit him for you, Myr?” Sed stood up from the table.

			“I got it,” Trey said. He leaned off the top bunk and there was a loud thunk in the bunk beneath.

			“Ow!” Eric yelled.

			Myrna climbed from the bench and gave Sed a warm hug. “Good night, Sed.”

			He hugged her back. It felt wonderful to hold a woman without any sexual expectations.

			She released him and returned to the bedroom.

			Myrna was a good woman. Sed envied Brian.

			It used to be the other way around.

			Back before Jessica hated him.

			Maybe he should go see her.

			Nah. She’d probably kick him in the nuts.
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