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      A fiery, passionate MM romance novel from #1 New York Times Bestselling author Lauren Blakely...

      

      Ever hear the story about the bodyguard who falls for the rock star?

      

      Yeah, it never ends well.

      

      Each day I remind myself that it's my job to protect Stone. And nowhere in the job description does it say I should lust after the charismatic, charming man.

      

      Especially since we're opposites.

      

      But every night I spend with him the dangerous, off-limits attraction grows more intense.

      

      Until one night in a limo when we combust.

      

      One time only will have to be enough. One scorching, forbidden night.

      

      Because the mistakes from the past are chasing me. And if I give in again, I'll lose everything.

      

      But sometimes you grab hold of the desire. And other times, the desire takes hold of you.

      

      No matter the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is for my family.

        For those before me who didn’t feel safe to love freely—the world is becoming different.

        For my Aunt, who came out before I was born and who taught me so much by example about living truthfully.

        And for my husband who, like me, also believes love is love.

        Because it is.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Time Only

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Lauren Blakely

      

      

      

      
        
        Want to be the first to learn of sales, new releases, preorders and special freebies? Sign up for my VIP mailing list here!
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      Stone

      

      Some men are just hot.

      The kind of hot that’s hard to look away from. The kind that stops you in your tracks.

      That makes your mouth water.

      That’s so damn hard to resist.

      Like, say, off the top of my head, the man next to me when my concerts end. The man waiting to walk me offstage. The man by my side nearly every day.

      I swear someone is trying to test me by putting him next to me.

      Oh, wait.

      That’d be me, since I hired him.

      So it’s a damn good thing I’m the king of resistance. I can stay strong in the face of plenty of life’s temptations, and I frequently do.

      When a man is hands-off, you keep your damn hands off him.

      Case closed.

      Eyes though? That’s a whole other story.

      It’s too damn hard not to check the man out or steal furtive glances at him. Or maybe not-so-furtive glances.

      Fine, fine. Some of my stares are shameless.

      But I’m not the only one enjoying the view.

      The whole freaking internet is.

      Hell, I’ve seen the pics the paps snap of us. Shots of him walking next to me on the streets of Manhattan, Paris, London, and Madrid. Images of the guy standing by a limo as I step out of it. Cell phone shots of us in airports, heading past security.

      Because that’s how it goes when your bodyguard is a stone-cold fucking fox.

      But like I said, he’s off-limits.

      Because of the job.

      And also because of, ya know, the fact that I don’t think he’s into that. Into dudes.

      So I keep things fun.

      Light. Breezy.

      We shoot the shit. I give him a hard time because it’s fun AF to wind him up. But I never cross the line, even in my fantasies, since what’s the point? The world is full of beautiful men and women, and I don’t need to salivate over someone who’s not rolling the bedroom dice the same way I am.

      Until the night I discover I’m wrong.

      And I learn he’s so into all the things I’m down for.

      Every. Last. One.

      That’s when I have to learn a whole new meaning of the word “resist.”

      Only, I’m not so sure I can.
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      Jackson

      

      Nobody would ever accuse me of being laid-back.

      The word “chill” has never been applied to yours truly.

      But that’s okay. There’s not really a thriving job market for an easygoing, laid-back, relaxed . . . bodyguard.

      “Easygoing” is the opposite of the job qualification.

      Words that people use to describe me would be more like “intense,” “focused,” and “dedicated.”

      That’s what clients want.

      They don’t want someone who’s all “water off a duck’s back,” and “no big deal.”

      Everything in my line of work has the potential to be a big deal, and my job is to be vigilant.

      That’s why I’ve learned not to sweat the small stuff.

      Shit that would irk me years ago doesn’t even register as a blip on my radar anymore.

      I don’t get worked up about everyday annoyances like slow Wi-Fi, stalled traffic, people canceling on you, or people not canceling when you want them to.

      Life’s little irritations aren’t worth obsessing over.

      But . . . there’s one thing that’s driving me crazy.

      One thing I desperately want to let go of.

      It’s like a fever.

      Give me the pill, the antidote, the IV solution stat.

      Hell, give me the goddamn vaccine, and I’ll inject it myself right now.

      Because there’s one inconvenience I simply can’t shake, and it’s this—being unfairly, ridiculously, insanely attracted to the guy who signs my paychecks.

      That’s the problem I want to solve. That’s the riddle I must unravel. Because, dammit, I need to find a way to extinguish this irresistible pull toward my boss. The tall, tatted, tempting man who pays my bills. The guy with the sexy-as-sin stubble, the athletic build, and the magnetic smile.

      I would like to find any way out of this desire that doesn’t involve pinning him up against the wall, kissing the breath out of him, and having my way with him.

      Anything.

      The golden rule of my profession is this—never ever fall for your client.

      I never have. And I never plan to.

      Because any kind of physical connection between us, any foray into this unexplored terrain of dangerous lust, could push me to my breaking point.

      And then, it happens.

      One night in a hotel when he fans the flames of my jealousy. Then push comes to shove.

      And I have to decide if I’m going to let go of the attraction.

      Or if the attraction is going to take hold of me.
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      I like to indulge. I could say it comes with the territory. As a rock star, excess is a daily item on the menu, and it’s one I love to order du jour.

      It’s a course I’m quite fond of.

      And my indulgences are highly specific.

      I don’t eat meat. I don’t do drugs. And I have zero interest in fast cars.

      But I do like one particular thing more than anything else. Or, really, one particular . . . everything.

      Bodies.

      Flesh.

      Skin.

      Beauty.

      And what comes with them.

      Sex.

      Sex is my jam. It’s my oxygen. It’s life. Sex is my all-time preference, with music being the only thing that’s even in close contention.

      My appetite is voracious for both. I’m up for any genre of song. I’m down for any position, and any person, in the bedroom.

      I’m an omnivore. There’s an open-door policy at Casa de Stone.

      Men, women, men and women, women and women, men and men—all combos are good in my book.

      And I aim to make it good for everyone involved.

      Like tonight.

      This most epic night starts with a killer show at The Extravagant hotel in Las Vegas. One where I play my heart out on my Strat and where I sing like it’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.

      It’s a dope concert. The crowd is magnetic. There’s all sorts of magic in the audience.

      And it only gets better with the after-party.

      The kind in a penthouse suite as orgasms abound.

      There are orgasms for everyone. We hand them out like Oprah tossing out keys to cars.

      A good time is indeed had by all.

      And a necessary one, since my longtime BFF asked me to do him the solid of playing second banana in a trio with his woman.

      Ivy wanted this three’s-a-charm combo. It’s her fantasy—to be serviced by two men at the same damn time. Honestly, it’s a fantasy for a lot of women, and it’s one I’ve been damn lucky to dabble in and deliver on a few times over the years.

      At tonight’s fiesta of fucking, no swords cross, and that’s fine by me because I’m there to please her.

      That’s what my friend’s woman wants—to be lavished with cocks and tongues all over her beautiful body. We give that to her, and I know she’s falling deeper in love with my buddy for being man enough to serve up all her dirty fantasies on a silver platter of sex and love.

      Everyone leaves the suite happy.

      Now here I am, the clock ticking close to midnight, stretched out in a swank booth at a plush The Great Gatsby–era speakeasy on the main floor of this luxury hotel smack dab in the middle of Sin City.

      With my hot-as-hell bodyguard by my side and the two lovers across from us. Callum and Ivy are googly-eyed and lovey-dovey. They can’t take their eyes off each other.

      It’s nauseatingly wonderful, and I love it.

      I nudge Jackson with my elbow. “I’m a wizard. I am motherfucking magic,” I say, pleased as punch and proud of my work here tonight. I’m a dirty cupid, firing arrows of true love dipped in fiery sex.

      “Yes, I’m sure it was your wand that did it,” Jackson retorts in that deadpan tone of his. He is a master of the deadpan.

      I wiggle my brows. “My wand knows all sorts of spells. I mean, just look at them,” I say under my breath as Ivy tangles her fingers in her bodyguard’s hair, tugging Callum closer for a smooch.

      “Hard to look elsewhere when they’re literally across from us.”

      “C’mon. Even you, Mr. I Don’t Blink, can’t resist the sight of true love. I bet it’s melting your cold black heart.”

      He shoots me a chilling stare. We’re talking freezer-burn levels. “Do you want me to blink?”

      He makes a fair point.

      “Maybe not,” I admit.

      “Good. That’s what I thought.”

      “But I dare you to admit your heart is turning into a puddle in that steel-encased chest of yours,” I say, goading him.

      The tiniest laugh escapes from his lips, but the stoic man shakes his head in denial. Still, I catch the sliver of amusement in the slight lift of his lips.

      I’m grinning too, since my peeps are on their path to happily ever after, and they sure look like they need to be alone. Maybe they need permission too—the reminder that the double-dick party is over and that it’s more than okay for them to be by themselves.

      I clear my throat. Loudly. Dramatically. Ivy and Callum look at me, a little chagrined. “Yoo-hoo. Your suite is upstairs. Time to get your pretty asses out of here.” I wave toward the exit, shooing them. “Be on your merry way, lovebirds.”

      Ivy gives me an are you sure look. “You don’t mind?”

      “I am all good, Ivy. One hundred percent. Go do your thing,” I say, clapping Jackson on the shoulder to show just how good I am without them. “I’m going to grab a nightcap with J-man. If he’ll have one.”

      My gaze drifts to the man next to me. Jackson Pearce.

      Even his last name is smoking hot. He sounds like an action man. Like he has a TV adventure series. But then, everything about him is surface-of-Mercury temperature.

      Figures he’d be straight.

      So many of the hottest ones are. But I’ll never lament that when I was born with the good fortune to be able to consider all the offerings at any table.

      Callum rises, patting me on the back. “Thanks again, man.”

      I slice a hand through the air. “Say nothing of it. That’s what friends are for.”

      “I owe you,” Callum adds, serious and intense.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I register that Jackson’s jaw ticks. Like he’s the slightest bit peeved.

      Which is weird.

      Why would he be ticked by Callum’s words?

      But then, my bodyguard has no patience for my antics some nights.

      Most nights.

      No biggie. That only makes me want to give J-man more antics.

      Especially since I’m not in the mood whatsoever for this night to end. Sure, I’m ready to say sayonara to my buds, but bedtime doesn’t interest me. Talking, chilling, chatting—that absolutely does, since I’m still buzzing from the high of the concert.

      After Ivy and Callum leave, Jackson shifts to a chair across from me, probably so he can get a better view of the exit now that the others are gone.

      “Just you and me, J-man. Should we get some Ben and Jerry’s and have a gabfest? Or play Would You Rather?”

      He snorts, rolling his eyes. “You don’t like Ben and Jerry’s.”

      “Figures that’s what you’d home in on. Trying to catch me on a technicality. But I do like ice cream in general.”

      “Everyone likes ice cream in general,” he counters.

      “Do you? I’ve never seen you eat it.”

      “Is that important to you when it comes to your security detail? That you have visual proof of me licking an ice cream cone?”

      I linger on that image for a few seconds, though I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t. But in my defense, he planted it in my head.

      The tempter that he is.

      I’m picturing Jackson’s tongue licking a mint chip cone, and that’s so not fair.

      “Yes. I would like proof very much,” I say, then return to the immediate issue—what comes next. “So, the way I see it is this—we could go out for cones or have another drink. After all, we had an epic show tonight. We need to celebrate.”

      He cocks his head, arches a brow, and, after a second, asks, “Isn’t that what you’ve been doing? Celebrating?”

      An edge slices his voice, reminding me of his jaw ticking a few moments ago, but I don’t let either deter me. “Why stop, then?” I stretch my arms out wide across the back of the booth.

      He’s stoic, as he often is. Then, after a few seconds, Jackson nods, neat and crisp. “I’m on the job, but I’ll take a seltzer water.”

      “Let’s get this man a seltzer, then.” I call the server over and order another bubbly water for my favorite bodyguard, then a Macallan for me.

      “Glad to see you’re not trying to slip away,” I tease when the server takes off.

      Jackson barely cracks a grin. “I believe the job entails me not slipping away.”

      I slam my hand to my chest, like I’m mortally wounded. “You’re only here for the job?”

      He raises a brow, his expression amused. “Did you think I was here for the bubbly water?”

      “The company, man. The goddamn company. Moi.”

      He smirks. “And the company pays well, so thank you for not hiring volunteer bodyguards.”

      I reach out an arm and smack him on the shoulder.

      The rock-hard shoulder.

      That’s my guy.

      He’s a solid mass of man.

      Those pics on the Web that show a big-ass dude looking out for Radcliffe or Gaga or whoever? The kind of guy who, when you discover his picture on the internet, you share it all over your Facebook page, your Instagram, your Twitter?

      Jackson is that kind of guy.

      When his pics show up, comments flood the page.

      Peeps weigh in saying if he were protecting them, they’d arrange for trouble so he’d have to wrap his arms around them.

      Understandably.

      He’s got short dark-blond hair, close-cropped. Piercing hazel eyes that see into your soul. Thick, strong, muscular legs. A flat-as-a-board stomach. The man was a Marine and tops six foot four, maybe five. There’s no one else you’d want protecting you.

      And the uniform? It’s pure porn. Blue slacks. A tight button-down that stretches across his chest, the sleeves rolled up and showing off the veins in his forearms. He’s everything you could want in a protector.

      He’s a triple-take dude.

      No, wait. That’s wrong. He’s a perma-take. You can’t stop looking at him.

      And yet . . .

      I won’t get caught up in what I can’t have. I might like everything, but I respect the hell out of boundaries.

      I like women who like men and I like men who like men, but I do not ever try to turn a guy who’s straight. What would be the point? The way I see it, there’s a whole wide world out there teeming with men and women who like to play, who like to have fun, same as I do.

      Fun should never come with shame. Or regret. Or doubt.

      When I’m with Jackson, I focus on having a good time with my employee. Though “employee” feels like such a weird term for the person who’s by my side all day long.

      The person I do almost everything with.

      When the waiter brings the next round, Jackson thanks him then lasers in on me. “So, what’s on your mind tonight, boss? You going to give me a hard time about whether the Beatles are better than the Stones, if mustard is harder to live without than ketchup, or whether California is a cooler state than New York?”

      Out of habit, I answer, “Stones, mustard, Cali.”

      But then I tilt my head, latching onto something in his voice.

      A note.

      A sound.

      Almost like he doesn’t want to leave this scene either.

      Almost like he wants to stay, for reasons I can’t quite figure out.

      But I want to. Oh hell, do I want to.
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      Just to be clear, this is all I’ll allow.

      Surface talk.

      Nothing deeper.

      Nothing more.

      These random debates we engage in keep my mind off the white-hot lust that’s camped out in my chest.

      Shooting the breeze in a bar won’t get under my skin.

      Well, no more than anything with him does.

      No more than any talk.

      Any moment.

      Any night with my client, the sexy-as-sin rock star who I hate being attracted to.

      The guy with the long, lean body.

      With the ink painted all over his toned arms, his trim chest, his tight abs.

      Yes, I’ve seen him with his shirt off.

      The whole world has.

      It’s his thing. He rips off his T-shirt at the end of the occasional show and tosses it into the audience.

      I’ve seen those damn shirts go up for sale on eBay for a few thousand, sometimes more. I’ve told him he should donate them to charity. He says they’re for the fans, and he wants the fans to be happy.

      It’s yet another topic we don’t see eye to eye on.

      We disagree on nearly everything.

      That helps my keep-my-hands-off-him cause.

      So, when he tosses the Beatles versus Stones, mustard versus ketchup, and California versus New York questions back at me, I deliberately pick the opposites.

      “Beatles, ketchup, New York,” I say, and I take a drink of the seltzer.

      He huffs, as if mortally wounded by my different tastes. “The next thing I know you’re going to tell me you prefer Santana’s cover of ‘Black Magic Woman’ to the Fleetwood Mac classic,” Stone says.

      I give him my most serious stare. “Everyone does. That’s up there on the list of cover songs that are better than the original. Like the Fugees ‘Killing Me Softly’ is better than Roberta Flack’s, Jeff Buckley’s ‘Hallelujah’ beats Cohen’s, and Hendrix’s ‘All Along the Watchtower’ absolutely surpasses Dylan’s.”

      He curses. “Dammit.”

      I grin. “I’m right. And you know it.”

      His eyes narrow—those intense green eyes that are so gorgeous, that I hate that I love looking at. “You’re right,” he grumbles. “The Fugees killed it with that tune. Buckley rendered all other cover songs impotent. And yes, Hendrix’s version is better, but Santana’s? Don’t make me play you both.”

      I wag a finger. “Don’t make me prove you wrong, man. Maybe you want to try another music debate.”

      “I’m always game for a musical debate.”

      “Hit me up, then,” I say. I’m a glutton for punishment.

      “Fine, how’s this?” Stone sets his empty glass on the table at Speakeasy and pierces me with those eyes. “You can’t possibly count Imagine Dragons as alt.”

      I shrug with a smirk. “I can, and I do.”

      He stabs the table with his finger. “That’s sacrilege, man. That’s what my teenage sister listens to.”

      I laugh. Like he thinks I don’t know that’s a big fat lie. “Stone, come on. What do you take me for? You don’t have a teenage sister.”

      “Exactly. That’s my point.” He leans back in the booth, stretching his long legs in front of him.

      I narrow my brows. “You invented a sister to make a point? That makes zero sense.”

      “That’s who listens to Imagine Dragons. Teenage girls. I’m not saying they aren’t a cool band. I’m not saying their music isn’t dope. But my point is they’re not alt rock, even if they started on college stations. Teens love them. Alt rock is not for teens. Ergo . . .”

      That’s my opening, my way to needle him, since needling Stone is how I handle the gallons of lust I feel for him. I nod like I’m absorbing his point. “What you’re saying is you don’t like music that teenagers enjoy. You’re saying that if a teenager likes it, it’s not quality music,” I say, having fun winding him up.

      It takes my mind off this absolutely inconvenient attraction.

      His voice rises, full of conversational fury. “That’s not what I said at all, and you know it. You’re just twisting my words to suit yourself.”

      I crack up. “You think that’s what I’m doing? I’m twisting everything the great Stone Zenith says to win my argument?”

      “Maybe you are. Does it suit your agenda?” He finishes that question edging up on the last word like it means something else.

      Maybe it does. That’s the crux of my problem.

      Determined to overcome this weakness, I focus on the subject of music, only music. “Seems you’re the one twisting logic to support your argument that teens don’t have musical taste. Did you know I have a sixteen-year-old sister?”

      I wait for his answer. I’m confident he doesn’t know this detail about me, because I don’t share shit with him and my life is not lived on the internet. I’m not the open book he is. The book of me is closed, and there is no social media to scroll through.

      For reasons. For necessary reasons—namely self-preservation.

      He huffs. “No. Thanks a lot for trusting me with your innermost secrets about your siblings.”

      I laugh. “Thanks for never asking.”

      “Would you have answered if I had?”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you ask and find out?”

      He takes a deep breath, like he’s settling himself. “Jackson Pearce, do you have a sixteen-year-old sister? And while we are doing the family tree thing, do you have any other siblings?”

      I grin. “I have a twenty-six-year-old sister named Caroline who’s a high school algebra teacher. She’s also good at chess, and she and her boyfriend do competitive couples kayaking together. Bethany is my sixteen-year-old sister, and she likes all kinds of music. She likes Imagine Dragons and Nirvana, the Beatles and Alanis Morissette, show tunes and Greyson Chance. She also likes Beethoven. Her taste is wide and varied and eclectic. Also, Imagine Dragons’ ‘Radioactive’ was first released on alt radio before major labels picked it up.”

      That musical debate mic drop leaves Stone speechless for a minute. He drags a hand through his shoulder-length hair, lingering through the strands, making me think for the briefest of seconds what it would feel like to run my hands through those dark-brown locks.

      How it would be to tighten a fist around it. Tug it. Yank his head back.

      I tell myself to settle down. What I really ought to be telling myself is to walk away. I should not sit here at this bar with him. I should not have a conversation with him where we’re simply talking.

      Talking leads to feelings.

      I have to stop believing this kind of talking is okay if it’s surface level.

      None of these feelings for him are okay.

      Especially not tonight.

      Especially knowing he was in the suite with Ivy and Callum, her bodyguard. That’s what’s driving me crazy—the thought of what he might have been doing in there with everyone.

      But maybe especially with Callum. Especially with another guy.

      My muscles tense all over at the reminder, like someone turned the crank inside me.

      Stone sets his elbows on the table. “But why do I have to ask? Why don’t you ever share?”

      His question pierces me, as if he can poke through the protective layer I wear when I’m around him. The one to keep him away because I can’t stand how I feel.

      I pick up my glass, drain the rest of the drink, and set it down. Then I sidestep the messy truth. I don’t share, because I don’t want to let him in. It’s easier to make him think he’s keeping me out.

      I give a casual shrug. “Because you don’t really talk about anything besides yourself.”

      Stone points at me, incensed. “That’s not true. You know that’s a bald-faced lie. We talk all the time. We talk as we walk. I don’t walk ten feet in front of you. I walk next to you all the time, brother,” he says, his words piling on top of each other. The man is worked up, and it’s kind of hot, kind of sexy.

      Wait. Better revise that to all hot, all sexy.

      “Yeah, you do?” I ask, just to keep him going, to hear him talk, because I’m a masochist.

      “I walk next to you every day and we discuss restaurants, clubs, the cities we go to . . . We talk about shit all the time.”

      He’s not wrong. But tonight is different. The late hour possesses its own kind of energy, and so does this place, this bar, this conversation. It all feels dangerously close to not work. It feels too personal. And I’m simmering with my own latent jealousy, an emotion that’s starting to make its way to the front burner. Nighttime tempts you to cross lines you shouldn’t cross. So, once more, I deflect. “And yet I know you have a little brother and you didn’t know I had any sisters.”

      He slams a palm against the table. “That does not count. None of that counts. You do not get to say that about me, because the world knows about Zane. The world knows I have a little brother. Hell, he joined me on a concert tour a few years ago, doing the lights. Everyone knows everything about me. I am all over the internet. And you? You’re nowhere. You exist in this bubble of no one knowing anything about you.”

      I lean across the table, closer to him, in his space. Maybe a sick part of me likes doling out crumbs. Maybe that part likes it because it gives me some semblance of control over this desire. “Fine. So, since we supposedly talk, do you have any idea where I grew up?”

      He pauses, like he’s cycling through options on a multiple-choice question.

      I laugh. “I guess that’s a no.”

      “Just tell me, man—where did you grow up? Don’t play these little information games.”

      But games are a necessity with him. “I bet you’d like to know.”

      “Oh, so that’s how we’re doing it? You giveth, then you taketh away.”

      And I crack up. The man makes me crazy. He makes me laugh, and he makes me feel sometimes like this isn’t a job. Hell, he makes me feel that way often.

      I toss him a bone. “I’m from Maine.”

      The grin that crosses Stone’s face is epic. “Jackson Pearce is from Maine. It’s all coming together. I’m picturing you at a lake house. Some gorgeous view. Your dad was a lobster fisherman. Am I right? Tell me I’m right. I know I’m right.”

      I stare straight at him. “My dad’s a firefighter.”

      “That tracks.”

      I look at my watch.

      My shift ends soon.

      I need to cut this conversation off—it’s too much fun.

      This can’t last all night. His friends went back to their suite, and that’s my reminder that he has places to be. That this attraction I feel for him is going nowhere. Time to put it not just on the back burner, but in the ice chest.

      “Don’t you need to return to your private party?” I bite out.

      “No,” he says, all casual. “I’m done there.”

      I seethe inside, black tar roiling through my veins. I try, I try so damn hard not to picture him at his private party, not to see what he might have been doing a few hours ago.

      “Where do you want to go, then?” I ask, aiming to keep my tone even.

      But failing miserably.

      I can hear the jealousy in it.

      All I can do is hope he doesn’t pick up on it.
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      Where do I want to go?

      That is the question.

      I drag my hand through my hair and listen for the siren call of midnight seduction. This is Vegas after all. I could do anything, go anywhere—I have the world at my feet.

      But I’m having far too much fun with my bodyguard.

      And that’s a problem.

      The longer I spend with him like this, all casual and chill, the more my little head is going to try to occupy the big head and plant all kinds of inappropriate thoughts upstairs.

      Thoughts that make me wonder why he said, Don’t you need to return to your private party? as if it bugged the shit out of him.

      Do I want to read into that?

      Hell yeah.

      Will I?

      No way.

      And that means I should go someplace else. I should get far away from him. Because I don’t tango with people who aren’t interested in me.

      I run through the options. “Maybe I want to go to Rapture because I heard that club is dope,” I say, gesturing in the general direction of this hotel’s sweetest nightclub.

      “That’s a possibility,” he says, with the same enthusiasm one would muster for a dental exam.

      Ah, this is easier. Riling him up. So much simpler than deconstructing whether he meant anything at all by how he said one little thing. I throw out another option, as if I’m serious. “Or maybe I’ll go to a diner. Someplace on the Strip. Get a burger and fries, maybe even a milkshake.”

      He scoffs. “You’re a health guru. You eat kale salad and carrots. You’re a vegetarian, man. And everyone knows that.”

      I give him a grin. “Ah, you do pay attention.”

      His eyes lock with mine. “We’ve established that all I do is pay attention. That’s my job.”

      “And you, my man, are tops at it.” I heave a sigh, stretching out my neck. That gives me an idea. “I hear great things about the spa at this hotel. I’m pretty sure it’s open late. What do you think, J-man? What are the chances that I could slip in there and get a massage tonight?”

      His jaw is set hard, but his tone stays deadpan. “I’m sure they’d make an exception for you.”

      I wiggle my brows, messing with him some more. “You want to go with me? Hey, how about we do that? Just like a couple of bros. We’ll get massages. Get our nails done.”

      Jackson shakes his head. “Things that will never happen.”

      “I don’t know. I could use a massage to work out the kinks.”

      “Yeah, work out the kinks. That’s what you did tonight,” Jackson mutters.

      I latch onto the way he said kinks. That last word seemed to rankle him. I sit up straighter, deconstructing once more. Replaying his words, how he talks. There’s something in his tone. It’s got a hint of . . . jealousy?

      Is that it? Is that what I hear in Jackson’s voice?

      Suddenly, I’m holding a few key puzzle pieces—first, the “Don’t you need to return to your private party?” one, and now the “That’s what you did tonight” piece.

      And they might fit together, if I can turn them just so.

      But I’m not sure, so I keep up the razzing. “You know, I think I am ready to get reacquainted with thousand-thread-count sheets and my big-ass bed overlooking the Strip.”

      “Let’s get you back, then.” And his tone now is calm, centered. It’s the one I’m used to. He likes my answer, as if he’s glad I’m choosing shut-eye over partying.

      We leave Speakeasy, traveling through the casino. Along the way, some fans spot me and shout their hellos. I say hi back as Jackson stays right by my side, but mostly we avoid the spotlight.

      Once we’re inside the elevator, we’re quiet.

      That’s unlike me, but my brain is buzzing.

      It’s turning over all those words he said.

      What they might mean.

      They’re a song I can’t stop hearing, a chorus that won’t quit playing.

      It’s a drumbeat inside me, loud, insistent.

      I can’t ignore it.

      I have to face it.

      Have to know where it’s coming from.

      When we reach the top floor, I stop a few feet outside my room. I swivel around, meet his eyes, and cut to the chase. “Why did you ask it like that—if I was going back to my private party?”

      He swallows a little roughly. His gaze flickers with a hint of irritation, but he erases it quickly. Then he answers me in a toneless voice. “Because that’s where you were.”

      “Yeah, that’s where I was, but . . .” There’s something else to his words.

      I flash back on the last hour at Speakeasy, the way we talked, the things he said. Was there something in his eyes all along? Was he looking at me in a way that I damn well understand?

      My skin sizzles at the possibility. My dick twitches in my jeans.

      I don’t want to let myself think anything this tantalizing, this tempting.

      But you don’t feel jealous unless you want something you can’t have.

      Was Jackson jealous of Callum? Over me?

      My skin tingles from that possibility.

      That alluring, enticing possibility.

      Curiosity grips me, wraps its arms around me. My gaze stays locked on his. “Let me ask again, Jackson. Why did you say it the way you did? Like it bothered you?”

      There’s a challenge to my words. Some desperation in my tone. I feel wildly desperate right now.

      I’m dying to know if I’m reading him right.

      If I’ve been wrong about him all along.

      He shrugs, his gorgeous face giving nothing away. “No reason. Just a normal question.”

      But see, I’m the dog with a rope toy, the kid with a lollipop. I can’t let this go, because my Spidey senses are tingling. Straight guys don’t ask questions like that with a hint of jealousy in them. Straight guys ask with a wink and a nudge, like it’s bro banter.

      Jackson’s question didn’t sound like locker-room talk. Nor did it sound like a professional interest in my agenda.

      I’ve got a feeling, a tantalizing feeling, that his question was born of envy. It was bred from longing.

      I know those sentiments. Hell, I know emotions inside and out. Mining them, exploring them, excavating them from the depths of the soul is my damn job.

      I’m not a man who’s afraid of speaking his mind. “I don’t think that’s why you were asking. I think it bothered you, the idea of me going back to the private party.”

      Once I say that—bothered—I’m dead sure I’ve read him right. As sure as I’ve ever been of anything.

      It’s intense, this certainty, the way it shifts possibilities around. Reorders thoughts. Opens up options.

      The way fantasies start to feel tangible.

      He breathes hard through his nostrils. Licks his lips. Stares at me like he’s weighing this, like he’s debating whether to answer me, whether to reveal something.

      I rub my thumb over my forefinger.  I am definitely hoping, most fervently wishing for a particular answer.

      Absolutely wanting a particular answer.

      I push for it one more time. “Why did it bother you, Jackson?”

      I hold my breath. I’m hoping so damn hard for him to upend all the assumptions I’ve made about him, knock them upside down and inside out.

      My bodyguard stares at me, unflinching. A thousand debates seem to rage in his eyes.

      And in one move, he settles them. He steps closer and lowers his voice to a rasp. “You want to know, Stone?”

      I nod savagely. “I do.” I want to know so damn badly, more than I’ve wanted anything in ages.

      “You sure?” The question is hot, full of fiery intent.

      “I absolutely want to know.”

      “Then I’ll tell you,” he hisses.

      In a second, or maybe less—it all happens so damn quickly I can barely process it—he shoves me against the wall, slams his arm across my pecs, and pins me.

      My breath catches. Shock radiates through me, but it’s a good kind of shock. A filthy kind of shock. This is the answer I was longing for.

      Lusting for.

      His forearm bands tighter against my chest, sending sparks over my skin, making my dick throb.

      His possession, his intensity is such a turn-on. He’s in my space, up against me. He’s so close, and his voice is low, a mere whisper in my ear as he finishes the thought, giving me the white-hot answer to my question. “Because you didn’t need a different bodyguard for your fantasies.”

      I burn up like a spaceship reentering earth’s atmosphere, searing across the sky, rocketing to supernova temperature.

      My throat is parched, and I can barely speak as I absorb the enormity of his admission. “You’re . . .?”

      I don’t even have to finish asking. He knows what I’m saying. Because I don’t fuck around with dudes who dig women, and only women.

      Jackson nods and whispers in that deep, reedy voice that makes my spine sizzle, “Yes.”

      But my questions don’t end there. They’re only beginning. There’s more I need to know. Just like I don’t mess with straight guys, I don’t party in the closet.

      “Are you out?”

      His answer is swift and tantalizing. “I am.”

      I blink, frazzled, or maybe still shocked. “Like, one hundred percent out? This is common knowledge? I’m not, like, the first guy you’ve come out to?”

      He laughs, and it turns into a scoff. “I’ve been out since I was a teenager. And you simply didn’t know.”

      “How did I not know?” Because I can’t believe this gorgeous, smoking-hot beast of a man who I love to mess with, who I love to tease, who I have a motherfucking blast with likes dick.

      He gives a shrug. “Because this is work. And because you never asked. And for the record, I don’t sleep with women. I only sleep with men.”

      Those words alone are fanning the flames in me. Sleep with men. Yes, hell yes. That’s all I want with him right now.

      For him to sleep with me.

      But I can’t go there.

      I truly can’t.

      I stare down at his arm locking me in place, but I don’t want him to let go of me. I want him to cage me in, toss me on the bed, pin me under him.

      My bones hum with need. My skin prickles with lust.

      Still, there are more things I need to say. Things I need to tell him. “What bothered you so much? Were you bothered because you think I touched my friend in there earlier? Callum?”

      He gives me a dismissive sneer. “I don’t know what you did.”

      I need him to know. Need him to understand that I didn’t touch Callum. It feels vital that he’s aware I didn’t sleep with another man tonight.

      I don’t know why I need to reassure him so badly. Maybe because sleeping with Jackson is literally the only thing on my mind right now.

      That wild, dangerous thought has me in its clutches, and I can’t let him think I’d want him the way I do if I had been with another guy tonight.

      Women are different.

      He can’t compete with women.

      He can absolutely compete with guys, and that’s why I need him to know there’s no competition.

      That is, if he wants to compete.

      Does he?

      I scramble to give him the bare truth, words toppling out at Mach speed. “I didn’t touch him. He didn’t touch me. I was there for her. I was helping out a friend.”

      But that doesn’t seem to sit well with Jackson. His brow knits, and his eyes narrow. “You were just helping? How noble of you. How generous.”

      What. The. Hell?

      With a surge of annoyance, I push his arm off me and snap, “Yeah, asshole. I was helping.”

      Jackson’s eyes flash with apology. He straightens his spine. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. That was out of line.”

      “No shit it was out of line. You’ve got it all wrong. Callum is straight, and I didn’t set a hand on him, nor did I want to.”

      I hate that Jackson thinks so little of me. Fuming in righteous anger, I shove a hand against his shoulder to make my point.

      News flash. He doesn’t move. The man is built like a brick wall, as he should be, given his line of work.

      “I was helping him.” I spit the words like bullets. “He needed a kick in the pants to see that he was in love with Ivy, and guess what? It worked. Callum is with her now. He’s my best friend in the whole damn world, and I’d do anything for him, and some men need to have things shaken up to see what’s in front of them.”

      Jackson eyes me up and down for a long moment, then huffs. His tone is still laced with envy, but he’s tamped it down some. But only some. “And is that what you did? You shook things up for them?”

      “Yes. That’s what I did when I touched her and only her.” I stare at him again, trying to slide the final puzzle pieces together to figure out what’s happening. The man was jealous. The man said I didn’t need a different bodyguard for my fantasies. Is he offering himself? And am I actually thinking about taking him up on it?

      He works for me. That would be all kinds of wrong.

      And yet it feels so enticingly right.

      I drag a hand through my hair, trying to sort out my dirty thoughts, to untangle them from the professional ones. “Why are you getting in my head like this?”

      He scoffs, takes a long breath, then moves in closer once again. When he’s inches from me, his eyes roam over my body, possessive and hot.

      They give away everything. They answer all my lingering questions.

      Every last one.

      Then he answers them some more as he pushes his body against mine, the full length of his arousal against my hip making me shudder.

      Making me moan.

      He dips his face, his mouth near my neck, so close he could brush those lips over me. He lets out a lusty breath then speaks, his words low and dirty as he gives me a filthy confession. “Your head isn’t where I’d most like to be, Stone.”

      He turns away, walks down the hall, and moves toward the elevator, leaving my bones humming, my dick throbbing, and my desires cracked wide open.
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      For a few uncertain seconds, I don’t move.

      I’m processing the world anew. Down is up, off is on, and the sun sets in the morning and rises in the evening.

      As I reorient myself to this new world order, to this monumental shift, my eyes drift down the hallway to the sight of the man walking away.

      The man who’s been in my employ for the last four months.

      The man who’s been by my side through so many shows, through so many meetings, on so many flights, on so many nights.

      The man I know—the man I evidently barely know.

      And I can’t stop looking at him.

      I’m gazing at Jackson in a whole new way. Freely.

      Shamelessly.

      Without an ounce of guilt.

      I look at him with abandon, his broad frame, his big shoulders, those muscular thighs.

      The way he fits in his clothes. Those lucky fucking clothes.

      And his firm, tight, perfect ass.

      My mouth waters.

      My dick thumps.

      My chest tingles.

      And holy hell.

      Everything I’ve resisted unlocks.

      I’m an indulger. It’s just what I do. Permission granted.

      I can either go inside my suite and spend the rest of the night in my head, fantasizing . . .

      Or I can follow him.

      There is only one choice.

      I pick up the pace, racewalking down the hallway, reaching him at the elevator right before he hits the button, and setting a hand on his arm.

      Jackson turns around. His eyes are blazing. His jaw is tight.

      “You are so fucking sexy,” I whisper. It feels fantastic to say it, to speak this immutable truth.

      He glances away, lets out a shuddery breath, then turns back to me. It’s as if he’s fighting against words, fighting to keep everything inside.

      I don’t have that problem.

      Yes, I know I shouldn’t be here.

      With my employee.

      With the guy who protects me better than anyone ever has.

      But just like when whiskey kicks in, when the music thrums low and strong, I’m warm and hazy.

      Liquid gold flows through me, and I’m turned all the way on, everywhere. Every damn molecule is tingling.

      This man is . . . perfection. His soulful hazel eyes are edged with angst and desire, the twin combination potent and alluring.

      His lips part the slightest bit. His breath seems to ghost across them, and he doesn’t move. He stares at me like an animal hunting for prey. Spotting it. Finding it.

      I don’t move either.

      We stand in the hall by the elevator.

      And I want.

      So, I take.

      I close the distance, grabbing Jackson’s face, holding his chiseled jaw, and I crush my mouth to his. I taste his lips and inhale his scent. Like cedar and falling snow, like night and hushed moments in front of a crackling fire.

      My head is a symphony of lust and sensation, light and noise, as I devour his mouth, savoring every second of a moment I’ve barely allowed myself to dream about. All that checked lust, all that restraint lets loose as I kiss him hard.

      He kisses me just as fiercely, like he meant everything he said and a whole lot more.

      But in a heartbeat, in a sliver of a second, I’m no longer leading the kiss. He breaks the contact and pushes me up against the wall, facing him, his hands on either side of my shoulders.

      He doesn’t even touch me, but I’m locked in by those arms of steel.

      His stare is dark, filthy.

      It’s something else too. Something I’ve never seen before from a man or a woman. Something that sends sparks across my skin, that makes me sizzle.

      Something . . .

      Dominating.

      At six foot one, I’m not a short man. I work out like a fiend at the gym. My arms are toned, my legs are strong, my stomach is flat. But he’s taller and he’s bigger—that’s the point. He’d better be bigger.

      When he stares at me like a predator, that advantage lights me on fire.

      “Let’s make one thing crystal clear,” he rasps out.

      My throat is dry. “Tell me.”

      With his arms on either side of my face and his lips inches from mine, he says, “I’m a top. And I’m a top in every way. Including this.”

      His hands slide to my face, groping my hair, tugging on it, jerking my head back.

      He seals his mouth to mine.

      And Jackson Pearce takes over.
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      I shouldn’t do this. I need to stop. I will stop.

      I swear, I will. I promise. But . . .

      Not. Quite. Yet.

      Because when you’re wildly attracted to the person you can’t be attracted to, to your goddamn boss, and you get your lips on him at last . . . well, stopping isn’t in the cards.

      I don’t want to stop. I want to take. I want to taste. And I want to have.

      I hate myself for kissing this man who drives me crazy.

      But I love how he bends. I love the way he gives his mouth to me.

      How he turns his body over.

      He’s so pliable, so willing, so damn eager to let me lead.

      I kiss him deeper, stroking my tongue into his mouth, exploring his lips until my mind is a white-hot blur.

      I crowd him, pushing my body against Stone’s, letting him feel what he’s done to me. My cock is iron in my pants, and it’s hungry for him. Rock-hard for my boss.

      The wrongness of that statement should stop me.

      But it doesn’t.

      Because he wants me with the same ferocity.

      I haven’t wanted anyone like this in ages. It feels good to want again. It feels human and necessary to crave someone this intensely.

      It’s driving me mad, and right now I want to cruise down the path of insanity.

      I want desire to take over my lungs, my bloodstream.

      I grind against him, my shaft rubbing against the steel outline of his till we’re both panting, gasping for air.

      Stone feels so damn good against me, his body, his dick, his chest, his mouth.

      All of him fits against all of me, and I’m burning with a lust so powerful it’s frying my brain.

      It’s short-circuiting my sense of duty, my sense of right and wrong.

      But he is all my filthy, forbidden wishes.

      Months of longing unspool in a searing-hot kiss that’s more than lips meeting. It’s bodies smashing together.

      Bodies aching.

      Wanting.

      Craving.

      I want to strip him to nothing, have my way with him, unleash all my attraction on him.

      Then let it go.

      Be done with it.

      Walk away and leave the earth scorched behind me.

      But there are lines I can’t cross any further than I already have.

      If I kiss Stone much longer, I’ll take him in my room, his room, the stairwell, even.

      Anywhere.

      I’ll put him on his knees, and I will fuck him the way I want. I will ruin him. He’ll be wasted when I’m done with him. And he’ll want every second of the ruination as much as I do.

      I clasp his face tighter, devour his mouth harder. I tell myself one more second, two more seconds, three more seconds, and I’ll stop.

      I. Will. Stop.

      I break away, panting wildly, my heart racing, my pulse pounding.

      Stone stares at me with wild green eyes and tangled hair, dazed and disheveled.

      I find the will somewhere inside me, and in a voice that’s hardly my own, I say, “That can’t happen again.”

      I step away and press my fingers against the bridge of my nose as regret washes over me, along with a newfound worry. I might like to be in charge, but this man is my employer and I need to show him respect.

      I square my shoulders, straightening my whole body. “I’m sorry. You’re the boss. I crossed the line. I should know better.”

      He swallows.

      Once. Twice.

      Shoves both hands through his hair, blinks, like he’s collecting his thoughts, then gives me a lopsided grin.

      His million-dollar smile.

      The one that’s graced magazines and tabloids.

      The one that’s part and parcel of his public persona.

      With a smile that drips of sensuality and a swagger that exudes sex appeal, Stone was made for the stage, was born to be adored, to have panties and shirts and ties and proposals flung at him nightly from the crowds.

      That’s imprinted on my brain from an article I read before I interviewed for the job. I devoured countless pieces on him, as a good bodyguard should do while seeking employment.

      That’s what this is—my job.

      That’s all it can be.

      “Yeah. Dude,” he says, smacking my shoulder. “We’re cool. I’m not going to fire you for that.”

      A laugh seems to burst from his chest, like even the thought is the most ridiculous thing in the world.

      Relief courses through me. I need this job. This can’t happen again. I have to fight off this lust that has a life of its own. “Good, thank you. I’m—”

      He waves away my apology then presses a finger to my lips, shushing me. “No sorrys. We are all good, man.”

      The rocker takes his hand away then smooths down his shirt and turns on his heel like he’s going to walk away.

      But before he goes far, he spins back around and steps into my space again. I tremble as he comes close, as his heady, woodsy scent fills my head, and he whispers in my ear, “But you should know, I’m going to my room now.” He pulls back to meet my gaze. “And when that door shuts, I’m going to unzip my jeans in mere seconds. I’m not even going to make it to the bed. I’m going to be standing there slumped against the door, my thick, hard cock in my hand, jacking myself all the way off and thinking of you.”

      His eyes lock with mine, and the heat in me soars higher.

      Hotter.

      More dangerously.

      “My hand will slide up and down my shaft while I picture you pinning me down on my bed, pushing me into the pillows, and getting behind me. Fucking me ruthlessly,” he says, his voice taunting as he reads my mind and paints my dirty thoughts on a canvas to show me that he knows my desires.

      He brings his mouth to my ear and lets one hand travel down my pecs, over my stomach, on a fast track for my cock. “Like you want to, Jackson. So. Damn. Bad.”

      He squeezes the outline of my dick. Squeezes it so damn hard I swear I could come if he did it just a few more times.

      Then he lets go.

      He walks to his room.

      My throat is as dry as a desert.

      My chest is as hot as a volcano as he takes out his key card. I steal one last look at the man I cannot touch again.

      He slides the key over the card reader, tosses a glance my way, and winks.

      When the door shuts behind him, I swear I can hear the click of his zipper, the smack from the metal on his belt hitting the door.

      And I can picture everything.

      I don’t doubt for a second he’s making good on his dirty promise.

      That image he planted in my head is all I’m going to think about all night.

      And beyond.
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      Morning has a way of resetting you.

      That’s the goddamn point of a new day.

      With every sunrise, you score a new opportunity to make up for the mistakes of the night before.

      Do I ever know about the promises that were made at night—promises I hoped would live on in the bright light of a new day.

      Promises that didn’t live long at all.

      This time around, it’s up to me to keep my commitments—the ones I make to myself.

      This morning, I renew my vow. I will resist Stone Zenith. I will resist him with every part of me.

      Doesn’t matter how good he felt against me.

      In a city full of chances, I’m going to make a bet on a surefire winner. This is a guaranteed payout. All I have to do is keep a promise to myself and keep my hands off the man who signs my paychecks.

      Yeah, that’s all. Just that little detail of money I need to live on.

      After I swing my legs off the bed, I pad across my room to the balcony and drink in the new chance. The pale pink fingers of dawn tug at the horizon, lifting the shade of morning as the sun peeks over the edge of the city.

      It’s early—not even six.

      If New York is a city that never sleeps, Vegas is a city that takes forever to wake up.

      With good reason—hardly anyone wants to see the damage from the evening before.

      But I require bright lights to shine on my deed.

      Hell, I need five-thousand-watt stage lights illuminating everything, exposing all the artifice, reminding me that what occurred last night will not be repeated in the day.

      After I brush my teeth, tug on workout clothes, and lace up my sneakers, I head down to the main floor. Walking through the mostly empty casino, I’m grateful to be off duty, grateful that it’s only me with no one by my side.

      Sometimes it’s odd, off-kilter, even, to walk alone when I’m so used to scanning the premises and guarding the man by my side.

      But this solitude is welcome. Nobody’s looking in my direction, and I don’t have to look out for anyone but me.

      That’s what I vow to do as I hit the pavement, finding a rapid pace quickly.

      I run through the city, past The Venetian, sidestepping garbage strewn across the sidewalk; racing by Paris, where tickets for strip clubs litter the pavement outside the replica Eiffel Tower; sweeping by the MGM, where cheap plastic beads hang on railings and the street is scattered with cigarette butts and overturned plastic cups, sticky with spilled Hurricanes and last night’s regrets.

      Last night’s truths.

      Dawn in Vegas reveals what the city tries to hide between neon and billboards, between music and glamour.

      And I damn well require the reminder. It’s far too easy for me to get caught up in the moment.

      Hasn’t that always been my issue? Getting caught up?

      Falling too hard, falling too easily, falling too deep?

      I grit my teeth, trying to close my mind’s eye to the flickering film reel of memories filling my vision.

      Memories of a romance that burned bright and powerful for a few wonderful years—then not at all.

      Then there are fresh memories of a scorching moment in a hallway mere hours ago.

      Of lips and bodies and arms.

      I can’t go there again.

      Lust is a goddamn dragon in a video game, waiting to chew you up, spit you out, and leave you a charred mess alongside the path through the dark and perilous woods.

      Lust is dangerous when it gets in the way of duty.

      Of responsibilities.

      I have so many of those. Like anyone else, any other guy who has debts to pay.

      Choices to own up to.

      Guys like me don’t get to act upon impulses.

      Acting on impulse leads down a deadly road.
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        * * *

      

      After I finish a punishing six-mile run, I lob in a call to a guy I know in Los Angeles who finished his service commitment with the Marines and is now training to be a bodyguard. I’ve been a mentor of sorts to Ryan, helping him navigate his path to a new career.

      “Finished my CPR renewal last night,” he says.

      “I trust you didn’t kill the dummy?”

      “No dummies were harmed by me,” he says.

      “Excellent,” I say, then we review the next steps I’ve mapped out for him to prep for some upcoming job interviews.

      A half hour later, we’re done, and I want to pat myself on the back for focusing solely on Ryan and not on last night. Not on Stone.

      We say goodbye as I walk back into The Extravagant.

      But that run and that phone call only skirted the surface of what I need to clear my head.

      Time to hit the gym.

      I head to the state-of-the-art fitness center, where I pump iron, lift weights, and burn my muscles until they scream at me. I burn them some more, doing push-ups, crunches, then another round of weights on the bench press.

      More than an hour into my workout, Terrence wanders in. The daytime bodyguard is the spitting image of Taye Diggs. He’s older than I am by about ten years, forty to my thirty, and is still as strong as a tank, with the reflexes of a ninja. He’ll relieve Cruz, the overnight guy, in an hour or so.

      Terrence lifts his chin and grunts out a morning hello.

      “Hey there,” I mutter as I move to the Nautilus machine, getting ready to work my triceps.

      Settling in at the biceps machine next to me, he adjusts the weight then flashes a grin at me. “How’s it going?”

      As I yank down the triceps bar, my muscles flexing, I answer with a simple “Can’t complain.”

      Since truly I can’t.

      In the scheme of life’s challenges, a little lust is nothing.

      I’ve been through worse.

      Much worse.

      He lifts a brow, like he doubts me. “Are you sure? Looks like you’re ready to rip that weight machine apart.”

      I push out a laugh as I ease the tension on the bar. “Some days it feels that way, doesn’t it?”

      As he works the biceps machine, he nods sagely. He does that a lot. Nearly two decades in the business have made him a wise man, a rudder for the rest of us. “I hear you, bro.”

      I say nothing as I keep working the weights, each move shoving Stone further from my mind.

      Then further still.

      Then, please, dear God, please, out of it.

      “You sure though?”

      I finish the set, furrowing my brow. “I’m positive. Why are you asking?”

      He stops lifting. Blows out a long stream of air. Offers an apologetic smile. “Look, Melody wanted me to check in with you.”

      I tense, a knee-jerk reaction that’s not his wife’s fault. “Ah. And everything makes sense now.” His wife is as cool as Imagine Dragons, but it’s hard to think of her without thinking of Fabian.

      Because she was his best friend.

      Was being the operative word.

      “I’m fine, man. Tell Melody I’m all good.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head. “You think it’s that easy, Jackson? You think I can tell Melody you’re all good and then I’m off the hook?”

      “Why can’t you tell her that?” I move to another biceps machine, settling in on the bench.

      “Women aren’t like that.”

      I laugh. “Shockingly, I’m not that familiar with how women are in relationships.”

      “C’mon, man. You have two sisters and a mom. You know plenty about how to handle the fairer sex, and you ought to know that ‘all good’ is nowhere near satisfying to a lady.”

      “Pretty sure the only thing I know about how to satisfy a lady is to give her a dress with pockets.”

      Maybe even in spite of himself, Terrence laughs—a loud, boisterous chuckle. “Exactly. You know more than you let on. And in this case, you know I can’t take an ‘all good’ back to my wife. Melody worries about you. She saw some Facebook memory. From three years ago or something.”

      I groan, bile rising at the mention of that godforsaken place. “I swear, social media should be outlawed. It only causes intense bouts of loathing, agony, annoyance, or some combination of the three. That’s why I’m not on it.”

      “I hate it too. But Melody doesn’t hate it. And Fabian didn’t hate it.”

      I let go of the weights, jerking my gaze to Terrence, all my latent emotions snapping to the surface. “I know he didn’t hate it. That was kind of the problem. He lived for it and did so much dangerous shit for the sake of it.”

      Terrence’s smile is sympathetic and genuine. “I know, man. But it’s only a picture. Something he posted three years ago. She mentioned it this morning. It was of the four of us at a barbecue we all went to in Silver Lake. At Nina and Grayson’s house.”

      That day flashes before me in Technicolor. Burgers, corn on the cob, microbrews that Nina and Grayson made themselves. They tasted awful, and we told them as much. A sunshine-filled afternoon with volleyball in the yard, and good food and good drink—because we went to the store to grab a better IPA—that lasted deep into the evening.

      An evening without regret. Because it capped off a day of laughter, beer, food, jokes, and falling.

      Falling in love.

      A year ago, the memory would have struck cruelly, like a sucker punch.

      Now, it doesn’t hurt.

      Time does that.

      That’s the point of time. It helps you move on. Helps you stop hurting.

      I don’t hurt.

      And I also don’t want to hurt anymore.

      I clap Terrence on the back. “Listen. You tell Melody I swear I’m good. I’m as good as a dog in the sun. As a woman finding a dress with pockets. As a classic rock fan tracking down an old Pink Floyd bootleg. Is that better than ‘all good’?”

      With narrowed eyes and an “I’ll give in this time” grumble, he mutters a yes.

      “But if she really worries about me, she can send me some of those home-baked brownies I love so much.” I lick my lips, my stomach growling as it remembers Melody’s prowess with a KitchenAid mixer and some cocoa.

      “I’ll do you one better than that. I already left one outside your room. She sent them to me.”

      I point at him. “Never leave her.”

      “I never will. I miss her like crazy when I’m away.”

      “After the East Coast tour, you’ll be back in Los Angeles.” I snap my fingers. “It’ll go by like that.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      I say goodbye, mostly glad that Melody hooked me up with Terrence as buds in the first place. We became friends, and when the job opened up, he put in a good word for me with Stone.

      Mostly glad indeed.

      It’s not my friend’s fault I’ve got it bad for the boss.

      It is definitely my fault if I keep acting on it.

      But I won’t.

      I definitely won’t.

      Because I don’t have to be on social media evidently to feel what a memory can do to you.

      It can remind you that getting involved can lead to pain.

      To a particular kind of pain.

      And I don’t ever want to go there again.

      I laser in on resistance all day long, laser in on it so finely that my whole body is a tight wire.

      Especially when I see Stone later that afternoon.
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      I have a Grammy. It’s awesome. I pet it and stroke it. And it is definitely one of my proudest accomplishments. Well, all five of them are.

      It’s hard to top a Grammy. It’s harder still to top a quintet of those statues. But I intend to, starting today.

      I’m going to impress the daylights out of myself with this incredible feat—I’m not going to flirt with my bodyguard.

      Hell, I’m not going to flirt with anyone.

      I can behave.

      That afternoon when Jackson takes over the guard detail outside the hotel, holding open the door for my limo, I practice. I give the big man a clap on the shoulder, slide into the back seat, and say, “And how the hell are you this morning?”

      There. That’s friendly.

      As he joins me in my ride, he tips his forehead to the sun, high in the sky. “You mean this afternoon.”

      Damn, he is good. He slides right back into giving me a hard time, and I love it. “I say morning. You say afternoon. Tomato, tomahto.”

      “Let’s call the whole thing off,” he says dryly as the limo pulls out of the portico.

      “Are you trying to impress me with your musical knowledge?” I ask, giving myself a virtual pat on the back. I’m sixty seconds in, and I’m earning my no-flirt trophy with panache.

      “Is that all it takes? Just rattling off a commonly known set of lyrics? I had no idea you were that easy.”

      I suck in a breath, doing my best to resist, but that’s some low-hanging fruit. And I need to pluck it. “I think you absolutely know how easy I am.”

      Jackson rolls his eyes, mutters something under his breath, and stares out the window.

      And . . . maybe I shouldn’t have said that.

      Did I need to remind the guy that I’m a hound dog? Might as well have howled at the moon. Humped a stuffed alligator like my brother’s horny little Chihuahua does.

      Easy.

      That’s not really a compliment to the person you were easy with.

      Only one way to course correct. Make a joke. “Just kidding, J-man. Nothing easy about me. I’m hard as a rock,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows, and that’s so much better.

      Not.

      But I can right this ship.

      I stretch out my legs in front of me. “Anyway, I slept like the dead last night. Didn’t drag my ass out of bed till eleven, and it was beautiful. How about you?”

      “I was up early.” His tone is crisp, businesslike. But that’s par for the course with Captain Stoic.

      Or should I call him Captain Mostly Stoic? Given that he caved last night with that bone-melting kiss.

      “I bet you were. I bet you already did twenty workouts and mastered some new phrases in Spanish. Probably learned to make one of those fold-up boats that slides inside a bottle,” I say, rattling off the man’s hobbies as the car cruises along the Strip.

      Jackson says something to me in Spanish. I have no clue what he said, but that’s cool. I still dig his language skills. “See? You act like I don’t pay attention. But I do. I knew you were studying Spanish.”

      “We were in Madrid together for one of your shows,” he says, a slight laugh in his voice. “I ordered for you at a café when you needed a morning pick-me-up.”

      “And I ordered for us in Paris,” I point out, since I can hold my own with the French language, merci beaucoup. “And the salade Niçoise was epic, along with the wine.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I don’t drink on the job.”

      “I’m well aware. Since I pay attention. And I paid attention, too, when you mentioned you were studying Spanish, wanting to know more of the language.”

      He scrubs a hand across the back of his neck, pressing into his skin, something he does when he’s stressed. “It’s good for the job. To know more languages. And yes, we’ve talked about it.”

      “And I remembered. See? That’s impressive.”

      He lifts his face, but his hand is still working his neck. “Glad you’re impressed by yourself.”

      “And I’m impressed by you knowing song lyrics,” I say, slapping Jackson’s thigh. Oops. Guess I’m not earning all the awards today. But that thigh. It’s like a mass of muscle, and I want to glide my hand up and down it.

      In fact, I’d like to kneel between those strong legs, undo his zipper, take him in my mouth, and feel those muscles under my palms as I suck him off.

      Maybe that’d make him feel better.

      But resistance is the name of my game.

      Trouble is, the name of his game seems to be tension. He lets go of his neck, then stretches it back and forth.

      It cracks. That sound worries me.

      I can relieve that tension. I want to relieve it.

      I reach across the back of the limo. My fingers have a mind of their own, and they travel up the back of his neck.

      He’s still for a second, then his eyes float closed and his lips part. A sexy breath escapes them.

      Even sexier is the faintest groan that comes when I run my fingers into his hair, short and neat and so damn soft.

      This is exactly what I promised myself I wouldn’t do.

      And there are reasons I need to stop.

      But Jackson looks like he’s about to melt. He looks like he needs my hand, my fingers, my touch.

      So I let him, let us, exist in this space where touch isn’t a violation of duty, where it doesn’t mess with your head. Where it only makes you feel good. My fingers travel up the back of his neck, coasting through his hair. He leans back against my hand, like he’s savoring the touch.

      I slide my thumb down his neck, pushing, kneading. He breathes out hard, evenly. His muscles visibly relax as I rub.

      He murmurs, something that maybe sounds like “So good.”

      I want to pump a fist, to kiss the sky. I did that. I made him feel better. Made him feel good again.

      I dig my thumb and fingers in, rubbing and working out the knots, and he seems to savor every second of the attention. I can’t help it—my eyes drift down to his pants.

      To the thick ridge, so visible.

      Seems his dick savors the attention too.

      I stifle a groan as I stare at the outline of his cock.

      I want it, and him.

      Want to ride it, want to have it.

      I’m tempted, so damn tempted, to crawl across his lap, straddle him, and grind against his hard-on.

      And while I’m doing that, I’d love to rope my hands through his hair again and kiss away whatever tension resides in him—the tension that seems to disappear when I touch him like this.

      But Jackson’s words from last night echo.

      My promise to myself does too.

      I let my hand fall, resting briefly against his shoulder before I let go.

      His eyes open slowly. He swallows, and I stare at his throat, at his Adam’s apple bobbing, like he’s trying to solve a problem.

      The problem of me.

      But I can fix it for both of us.

      I have to.

      “Did you sleep well?” I ask, doing my best to return to the colleague-banter volley.

      “Yes.” He shifts instantly, away from the physical, like the last few minutes didn’t even happen.

      “Me too. I did some yoga, some Pilates in the morning. I feel like a brand-new man today. Ready to tackle any challenge that the world is going to throw at me.”

      “What sort of challenges do you think the world is going to throw at you?”

      “Anything. Everything. The world is tossing them in my direction, and I’m going to handle all of them, J. And mostly, I want you to know the biggest challenge I’m going to handle,” I say, since this is serious.

      No messing around here.

      No matter how much I want this man, I need to honor his lines.

      I want him to know I respect his boundaries.

      “What’s that?”

      “The biggest challenge is that I need to resist you. And I plan on it. I’m going to resist the hell out of you. I am going to earn myself all the awards ever in the history of resisting the sexiest bodyguard in the world.”

      He laughs, loud and deep, and that shifts the mood once more. Turns it light again, the sensuality washed away with a chuckle. “That’s good to know.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      He meets my gaze, his eyes showing a hint of regret. Like maybe he doesn’t want me to resist him. Maybe not after the way I just touched him, like he needed some softness, some tenderness.

      But in a split second, that regret is erased from his irises.

      He is all certain, and—as an adult who is trying desperately to adult—I’m glad I’m resisting him.

      “Yes, Stone, it’s very good to know,” he adds.

      “And you know why I’m going to do it?” I ask, because I need the reminder too.

      His brow knits. “Because I work for you?”

      “Because you work for me. Because I respect you. And because I want to show you my skills,” I say, laying out my reasons.

      “You want to show off by resisting me?”

      I answer from the heart. “That’s what you were getting at last night when you talked about the private party. You think I’m easy. You think I touch anyone. And you don’t like that. You were jealous at the thought of me touching someone else.”

      Jackson shakes his head, his jaw tightening, his lips forming a straight line. He glances toward the front of the car, even though there’s a soundproof screen between us and the driver.

      “We don’t need to talk about this.”

      “But we do. Because I think that’s part of the issue for you. You don’t like the fact that I’m a free spirit.”

      His answer is hard, bitten with tension as he gestures from him to me. “That has nothing to do with this.”

      “You say that. But it kind of does. And I want to prove something to you. I want to prove to you that I don’t just throw myself at anybody.”

      Jackson lets out a beleaguered sigh. “Why do you want to prove that to me?”

      I look hard at him, at this stunning man by my side. I could give him a million lines. I could tell him he’s sexier than anyone I’ve ever known.

      But that doesn’t matter to him. He won’t care about that. The things that matter to Jackson go deeper than sex, deeper than looks. That’s why I want to impress him with the man I can be. I don’t know what the future holds with Jackson and me. Don’t know if there’s a chance for anything more with him. But for now, I need to show him and myself that there’s more to me.

      “You’re important to me. So I made a bet with myself. To resist you and everyone else.”

      He laughs. “You’re crazy.”

      “Maybe I am.”

      But maybe this is something I need to prove to myself.

      Not only that I can resist him, but that I can resist sex.

      So that’s what I do for the entire next month.
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      A month on the East Coast is good for me. Stone plays shows in Miami, Orlando, Atlanta, Raleigh, DC, and New York, and I do my job.

      I make sure screaming fans don’t grab his clothes or steal his phone. I protect him from the wild onslaught of groupies who want to touch his arm or slide a hand through his hair.

      Fabian used to say my job was risky too, but guarding celebrities is nothing compared to the daredevil risks he took for clicks on social media.

      Hell, my job is safer than a firefighter’s. Much less risky than the Marines. My work involves using my brain more than my body.

      It involves eyesight and instinct.

      And tonight it involves Portland, Maine, the last leg of this brief East Coast stint.

      That’s my favorite stop, since I can escape to see my family. On my night off, I stay with them and take my mom, dad, and two sisters out to dinner. The next morning, I drive Bethany to school. She’s an early bird like me, so she’s not due in class for thirty more minutes, which means we have some time.

      “I insist on coffee and gossip,” she tells me, and points to her favorite coffee shop on the way there.

      I can’t deny her. I never have been able to—not since she was a baby and I was the fourteen-year-old kid already enchanted with his little sister.

      Now, with her pink-tipped hair and pierced nose, she looks every bit the disgruntled teen.

      But she’s not.

      She’s a sweetheart. Inside the shop, she orders a London Fog, and a coffee for me.

      We grab a table in the corner.

      I cast my gaze around the shop, a habit I won’t break. “Are you going to tell me about all the boys at school now that Mom and Dad aren’t around? I want the deets.”

      Her jaw drops. “Boys? What boys?” she asks, all cheeky and mock-innocent.

      I wiggle my fingers. “Serve it up. I know how boys are.”

      “Do you now?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, they want to get laid. And if you want that too, more power to you. But use a condom and be sure to give your consent, K?”

      Her face flushes as pink as her hair. “Yes, Mr. Sex-Positive Daddy.”

      “Please. Dad never talked about sex.”

      “But Mom did,” she points out.

      “Thank God for that,” I say. My firefighter dad was and is cool about all things when it comes to sexuality, but discussing condoms made him tongue-tied. Mom, being a guidance counselor, had no such issues. Once she knew I preferred guys, she not only broke out the banana to show me how to put on a condom, she also whipped out her whiteboard and proceeded to list the positions that were supposedly best for gay sex first-timers.

      That wasn’t weird at all.

      “Anyway, there’s no one,” Bethany says. “The guys at my school don’t interest me. I want someone creative, someone artistic.”

      “Someone in the theater?” I ask as I take a drink of my morning joe.

      “Yes. Like me,” she says. “Someone who can appreciate Rent.”

      “You better get me tickets when you hit the stage as Maureen. I’m going to come back to see it next month.”

      “You better show up.”

      I scoff. “I always do.”

      She smiles softly. “You do.” She lifts her cup, takes a sip, then clears her throat.

      Uh-oh. I know what’s coming.

      The barrage of questions.

      “And what about you, Jackson? Have you met anyone?”

      “Is this where we deep-dive into my relationships?”

      Her hazel eyes are as intense as her tone. “Yes. It is. You know I like the relationship convos as much as you do.”

      I give her a pointed look, then a true answer. “I don’t have time for a partner. I’m busy with work.”

      “So you have no interest in anybody?”

      “I’m not a player,” I say, deflecting her question. Otherwise, my mind will linger on Stone.

      How ridiculous is my situation? The bodyguard who has it bad for the superstar he protects. Pretty sure that’s a Hollywood storyline starring heartbreak.

      Or the punchline to a joke.

      “I am well aware that you’re not a player. But what I want to know is . . . do you miss him still?”

      I wait for the pinching in my heart. For the pain that used to shoot through me. Neither happens. Neither has happened in some time.

      Fabian died nearly two years ago, and I’ve moved on. There’s no other way to live. You do what you have to do to survive.

      “It’s been a while. And you know what it was like right after,” I say quietly. Like if I say it louder, the volume might snap me back to the hell of losing the person I loved—the person I loved despite his bad decisions.

      She reaches for me, setting a hand on my arm. “I know, Jackson. I remember. My heart still hurts for you.”

      I give a shrug, a little helpless. But that was the past. “I’m okay. And to answer your question, I don’t miss him. I miss the good parts though. I don’t miss the arguments. And I definitely don’t miss begging him to stop.”

      Her eyes are fierce as she pins me with wisdom beyond her years. “You tried to get him to stop. That doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.”

      Hell, did it ever hurt when the cops knocked on my door that afternoon, telling me that Fabian died doing a stunt on his bike that his friends filmed for his YouTube channel. The moment the officer asked, Are you the emergency contact for Fabian Santos? I knew that the next words out of his mouth would be I’m sorry to inform you . . .

      I shove that thought away. Some memories will always ache even if the missing stops.

      “Listen, it’s all good. I’m focused on work. I’m fine with that. It keeps me busy.” I finish with a smile I mostly feel. I do love my work. My job energizes me. It gives me purpose.

      Crush on my boss aside.

      “I know, but I worry about you. You were happy. I want to see you happy again, Jackson. You like being with someone.”

      My heart squeezes at the truth in that, at her awareness of who I am. But even if I used to lean toward the relationship side of the romance fence, that doesn’t mean I want to hang out there now. I may no longer hurt, but I don’t want to open myself up to more pain. When my partner died, something broke inside me that I don’t want to repair—the piece of me that liked commitment, connection, partnership.

      “Right now, I like not being with someone,” I say, speaking the full truth.

      “Maybe someday you’ll want the opposite.”

      “Maybe someday you won’t be a sassy wiseass,” I say.

      “Doubtful.” Her grin is playful, and so damn cute that I snap a picture of it.

      “How about a shot of both of us?” I ask.

      “Because pics don’t exist if you’re not in them?”

      “Pretty much.”

      She joins me on my side of the table, smushes her face next to mine, and does some kind of hang-ten gesture that probably isn’t a hang-ten thing at all, but what the hell do I know?

      The pic makes me happy, and I save it to my photos. If I’ve learned anything since Fabian’s death, it’s that you need to grab your happy while you can.

      After I put the image in a folder, my phone pings with an email, and I check it quickly. Tension radiates through me as I read the email from the credit card company, a reminder of the money I owe for the choices Fabian made.

      The ones he made without me.

      “Everything okay?” Bethany asks.

      Clutching my phone, I give her a shrug. “Stupid credit card company wanting to collect on a stupid bill for a stupid motorcycle.”

      “Sorry, Jackson,” she says. “Debt sucks.”

      I’m sorry too, but for entirely different reasons. Because finding out a few weeks after he died that he’d used our card to finance his bike, the mangled one that died with him, rubbed salt into my fresh wound. I’d not only lost the man I loved, but I’d lost him to the thing I’d begged him to stop doing, and he’d gone behind my back to do it. Stunts for prize money. Crazy, reckless, dangerous stunts.

      The cold, cruel irony is that I’m paying for what killed him.
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      After we finish our drinks, I take Bethany to school. We chat about Mom and Dad the whole way until her phone pings.

      “Oooh. It’s a new post from Shipping News,” she says.

      “You’re following the shipping business?”

      “No. It’s this Instagram feed. The name’s ironic. It’s about celebrity ships.”

      “English, please.”

      “Right. Mr. No Social Media. It’s a feed that pairs celebs with other celebs, or fictional characters with other fictional characters. Like Kirk and Spock, or Harry and Draco, or Groot and Rocket Raccoon.”

      We turn onto the street to her school, and I glance at her, sure she’s pulling my leg. “People want the tree and a raccoon to get together?”

      “The internet loves all sorts of pairings. I’ve seen you on there,” she says, tucking her phone away.

      I pull up to the curb, my eyebrows climbing into my hairline. “I’m on there? For what?”

      She gives me a classic duh look. “You and Stone.”

      I flinch. “What the . . . why . . . how?”

      There was no one around that night in the hallway. There are no cameras on that floor. How could anyone have pics of us?

      Laughing, she sets a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry. It’s just an internet thing. It’s not bad. It’s like when a picture surfaces of the two of you. Like in the airport when you’re walking next to him through security. Or when you’re holding the door of a limo open for him and the paps take a shot.”

      I breathe a huge sigh of relief. Normal pics. Not salacious shots. That makes sense. Everyday images go along with my job. Stone’s publicist circulates those in the regular briefings. “Right. Sure. But aren’t there pics of Cruz or Terrence with him too?”

      “Sure, but not as many. I mean, the other bodyguards are fine-looking. Cruz has the whole Michael Peña vibe going for him, plus he speaks Spanish. But, for better or worse, Twitter thinks you’re hot. Instagram thinks you’re hot. And the world thinks Stone is hot.”

      I tug at my collar because it’s weird hearing that from my sister. Then I gesture for her to go on. “Continue.”

      “So, there are usually some comments about how you guys look together. How Stone should do you because you’re hot. Or vice versa.”

      I exhale sharply, since we’re getting a little too close for comfort. “People have time for this?”

      “It’s just fun. No one is saying you’re a thing. It’s just a ship. It’s a fandom thing, like Oh my God, if he was my bodyguard, I’d be all over that or Let’s make Jackstone a thing this year.”

      “Jackstone? What the hell is that?”

      “If you were together, the internet would call you Jackstone. Like Brad and Angelina were Brangelina. It’s cute.”

      I shake my head, amazed and amused. “Jackstone.”

      “Same-sex ships are a big thing in fandom. So, there you go. Bye.” She drops a kiss onto my cheek, scoots out of the car, and heads into school.

      I drive away, mulling over ships and internet trends and wondering if they mean anything or nothing at all.

      Nothing at all probably.

      So I put them out of my mind as I return to my parents, and spend the rest of the morning and early afternoon with them. Then, I head to the hotel to pick up Stone, and we make our way to the airport.

      One month, and he’s been true to his word.

      He’s been Stone the fun dude, Stone the rocker, Stone the “I’m having a blast” guy. He’s held on to his resolve, and so have I.

      Everything’s been the way it was before—because I can compartmentalize anything.

      And clearly he can too.

      Thank God.

      Neither of us has bent.

      Neither one of us has slipped.

      We are client and bodyguard.

      Not a thing—just a ship.

      As I drive, I ask Stone, “We’re heading off to Miami now?”

      When I checked the agenda, he had meetings scheduled there with some producers he works with. But Stone shakes his head. He drums his palms on the dashboard. “How would you feel about going back to Vegas?”

      “Vegas?” I ask, as if I’ve never heard of it. But what I’m really thinking is Vegas, the scene of the crime.

      “Brother, my managers inked a deal with The Extravagant.”

      “For another one-night-only show?”

      He shakes his head, his grin a deliciously satisfied one. “Nope. This is for a two-week residency starting at the end of next week. And we’re going there now to get everything in motion. Press interviews, rehearsals, and all that magic.”

      “Two weeks in Vegas?” I repeat, like I need to process this change of plans, and evidently I do. It’s not only the two weeks of the residency. It’s the nearly two weeks before the show starts.

      “Indeed. We’ve got suites at The Extravagant the whole time.”

      The setup is no different there than at any other place. Truly, it isn’t.

      The only difference is that Vegas is where I slipped. Vegas is where I pushed him up against the wall, dragged my lips over his, and kissed the breath out of him.

      Vegas is where I told him how much I wanted to fuck him.

      My gaze drifts briefly to the guy in the passenger seat. I take in his carved cheekbones, his turn-me-all-the-way-on stubble, his crooked grin.

      Then my eyes go lower, cataloging the ink on his strong, toned arms, all of it on display in his T-shirt with BoJack Horseman on the front.

      I snap my eyes back to the road, licking my lips and swallowing roughly.

      Trouble is, I still want to fuck him.

      Still want to feel him. Taste him. Have him.

      But a city is just a city—nothing more.

      Vegas doesn’t have a special hold on me.

      Besides, I don’t have to rely solely on my willpower. Stone has his too, and he’s been sticking to his resist-me challenge.

      “Vegas, baby,” I say with a smile. This is the gig. Keep the client safe and happy.

      And the gig is what I’m doing.

      I need this job to pay off the debt.

      The stupid debt that stresses me out.

      I try to shuck off the tension on the way to the private airport. I try to shed it even as I’m walking through security, focused on my job, not on myself, and not on the debts I have to pay for a man who didn’t respect my wishes.

      When we walk past the one sundry shop that’s peddling travel pillows that vibrate, Stone points to it. “You look like you could use one.”

      “Yes, I need a vibrating pillow for the flight. That’s not weird at all.”

      “Or . . . I give great massages.” His voice drops a little lower. “As you know.”

      A shudder slides through me at the memory of the way he ran his thumb over my neck that day in the limo, releasing all that tension. How good it felt.

      How it turned me on.

      Vegas.

      We aren’t even in the city, and already I feel its pull.

      The way it lowers my guard.

      “You do,” I answer, and hazard a glance his way.

      But he’s looking ahead, wearing his usual smile. I don’t know if he’s aware that nearly everything that comes out of his mouth is borderline flirty, nearly dirty.

      It’s just who he is.

      Maybe he didn’t mean to remind me. Maybe this is just part of Stone being Stone. And making a big deal out of something that’s not a big deal is me being me.

      Everything will be fine.

      The city won’t change me.

      I’m stronger than that.

      Tougher than Vegas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Soon, I’m on a private jet, soaring over the country, and I let go of all the things weighing on me. There’s only one solution for the stupid motorcycle—keep paying it off, since Fabian can’t.

      That’s what happens when you fall for an impulsive person, someone who puts his wishes first.

      Who tells you each stunt will be the last.

      Maybe I’m the fool because I took him at his word. I wanted so badly to believe him.

      But what’s done is done. The past is the past.

      I’ve moved on, and all I can do is keep my focus on my future.

      That means I’ll keep doing my job, something that comes naturally to me.

      Especially right now on Stone’s private jet. We gather near the front row, surrounded by his entourage—mama bear Candi, his publicist, and quick-witted Veronica, his manager, and the other bodyguards. Candi’s showing us the pic she posted on Instagram a few hours ago—a shot of Stone visiting an animal rescue in Portland, snuggling with senior cats and dogs who need homes.

      “And they were all adopted today,” she boasts.

      “You’re the rock star for setting it up,” Stone says.

      The whole crew chats about the upcoming tour, then we settle into our seats and I head toward the back row, my usual spot.

      There is not a chance of anything happening between the two of us, even with the lure of Vegas on the horizon.

      Besides, he issued his challenge and he delivered.

      I drew my lines, and I delivered too.

      But when he joins me in the back of the plane, those lines aren’t so clearly defined anymore.

      Nor am I sure I want them to be.
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      One whole month.

      I made it through one entire month of no sex.

      Like a detox. As if I ate nothing but kale and drank only paprika juice. Did I miss the good stuff?

      Hell yeah.

      So much so that I whimpered.

      I nearly cried.

      I’ve been like one big blue ball for the last thirty days.

      But I’ve come out stronger on the other side.

      Sure, it took a lot of work. Some yoga. Some meditation. Lots of deep breathing. And, more than anything, a whole lot of determination.

      But now I feel like a brand-new man.

      Ready for anything.

      And, fine, maybe I’m ready to engage with Jackson without thinking about banging him the whole time. Or more like him banging me, because I like the idea of that a whole helluva lot.

      Wait. That’s what I’m trying to resist, brain.

      Fine, confession time—I didn’t cease everything. I mean, c’mon. Man cannot survive without his hand.

      These hands are my lifeline to my two favorite instruments, my Strat and my dick, and I’ve played both with abandon for the last month. I’ve made some beautiful solo music in the shower.

      In my bed.

      On the couch in my hotel room when I was watching my favorite show, You, on Netflix. Penn Badgley is one hot mofo. But then, I also enjoyed some videos of a babe who looked like Natalie Portman getting her rocks off.

      Much easier to keep my eyes trained on vids than to picture the man who wants to put me on my knees.

      But I’m all good.

      I am ready to show off my brand-new self, and this is the first semi-relaxed moment I’ve had with J-man in a while. The last few weeks have been packed with lunches, dinners, meetings, shows, and fans, fans, fans.

      Once we’re airborne and I’ve chatted with my manager and my publicist, I head to the back of the plane to join the man I’ve resisted, the reason for my kale-and-paprika lifestyle.

      Now’s not the time to tell him about my, for all intents and purposes, sixth gramophone.

      It is time to just . . . talk.

      I find him in a row by himself, reading his Spanish workbook, AirPods in. He’s mouthing words, as if he’s repeating what he’s hearing, testing them out with his own mouth.

      This guy. He never stops learning. I love that about him.

      He looks up, closes the book, and takes out the AirPods. “How’s it going?”

      “Excellent. Want some company?”

      Is it weird that I feel the slightest bit nervous? Hell, I just walked through the airport and got on the plane with him, but now I feel like I’m twenty and just asked a hot college guy out for coffee.

      “Sure.” Jackson picks up the magazine from the leather seat next to his so I can sit. Discover. The headline on the front page is about black holes.

      “Learn anything fascinating about”—I wave a hand airily—“how to escape from a black hole?”

      He shakes his head. “There is no escape from a black hole.”

      I snap my fingers as I flop down into the seat. “Good song title though. ‘Escape from a Black Hole.’”

      “Or,” he says, stroking his chin, “‘Escape from a Black Heart.’”

      I point at him, my eyes widening. “Yes, that’s a good one. I can hear it now.” I hum a few bars, riffing on the lines, till I realize something. “Sounds better like this—if only . . . I could escape . . . from my own black heart.”

      A small grin comes my way. “I’ll take half the royalties, thank you very much.”

      I hum a few more notes then slide into another topic. “So, Jackson Pearce from Portland, Maine . . .” Those words remind me of the night at The Extravagant. The night I learned this man can kiss like a champion. Like a goddamn gold medalist in the sport, art, and science of kissing me senseless. “How is everything with the family? Did you see Mom, Dad, good-at-chess-and-kayaking Caroline, and Morissette, Chance, and Beethoven-loving Bethany?”

      He rolls his eyes, but not like he’s annoyed. More like he’s all kinds of impressed. Hell, I’m impressed. “Well played, Stone.”

      I tap my temple. “Got my Rolodex on you now, J-man. Keeping all that intel locked up here for when I need it. So, how’s the fam?”

      “Everyone was great. I took them out to dinner. Not a lobster place. It was—”

      “Let me guess.” I slap my hand against my forehead, fortune-teller-style. “Italian.”

      “Yes.” He’s taken aback. “How did you know?”

      I blow on my fingernails. “I know Italian’s your favorite. I guessed it came from the family.”

      “Good guess.”

      “And are your parents cool about stuff? Are you guys close?” I ask conversationally, but I suspect he gets my meaning.

      His smile spreads nice and easy. “We are. Always have been. I’m lucky that way, I suppose. And they’re also supportive of their gay son, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I’m happy that his family is chill and open. “Excellent. Love that. I talk and text with my mom a ton. She’s in Hawaii, living her best life on the Big Island. She’s pretty cool about everything too.”

      “Does that mean your dad’s not?” he asks cautiously, like we’re treading on uneven ground.

      My dad.

      I bristle at the mere mention of the man who made it his mission to make me feel as low as he possibly could.

      Never about being bi though.

      Always about being an artist.

      “He doesn’t care who I like. He’s never given two cents about that, and he’s said as much. Flies his pride flag from his truck with abandon. He’s a dick for other reasons.”

      “What reasons?”

      Tension mounts in me as I rattle them off. “Let’s see. My dad can be summed up in a few gems he shared with me when I was a teenager: ‘You’ll never make anything of yourself as a musician. Poetry never got anyone anywhere. And if you insist on studying music in college, you’re on your own, and I won’t pay a damn dime for school.’”

      “Ouch. The man doesn’t mince words.”

      I grit my teeth as the memory reverberates, hard and still brutal. But I’ve learned to let it go, thanks to therapy. Thanks to talking it out. And thanks to following my dreams. “He does not. And he can’t seem to stop. When Zane joined me on a tour a couple years ago doing lighting, my father called me up to tell me what a horrible influence my musical lifestyle would be on my brother. And that I better not sway him off the ‘proper electrician path,’” I say, sketching air quotes.

      Jackson shakes his head, as if in disbelief. “So it’s art and music he hates?”

      “Yep. Said he doesn’t believe they have any value. ‘It’s not how a man earns a living,’” I say, imitating him again. “He said that one night when we were at a Mexican restaurant. He was scooping guacamole with a chip, and he got so worked up with his lecture about how art is useless that he spilled guac on his shirt. Now whenever he rants about art and his sons, Zane and I say he’s having a guacamole sitch.”

      Jackson smiles warmly. “It’s good that you two can at least joke. But what does he want for you and Zane?”

      “Nothing from me now. I’m a lost cause.” I wave a hand dismissively. “But Zane is younger, in his twenties. Mostly, Dad wants Zane to join his construction company so he has someone to run the family business when he retires, something he wants to do any day now. So, the pressure is on Zane. I feel for him, especially since his work in set design and theatrical lighting is catch-as-catch-can. I offered him a regular gig, but he said he wants to make it on his own and not on my coattails.”

      “Gotta respect that.”

      “Absolutely,” I say. “Plus, the last time he worked with me, he kind of fell in love with Angelique.”

      Jackson jerks back. “Your opening act a few years ago?”

      “Damn. You remember my opening act from back then?”

      He shoots me a duh look. “I researched you before I took the job. And you were impressed when I knew your story chapter and verse.”

      “I’m still impressed.” I grin. “And yeah, it was a whole thing. A tabloid thing. He fell head over heels, and she fell for him, but then she ditched him. The breakup was rough.” Though that’s not the full truth. It was hard on Zane, but the tension between the two of them was hell on me, and that tour brought me some of my most mediocre reviews. I shudder thinking of them. “And my dad sure let me have it about that too. Like it was my fault Zane fell for her.” I heave a long sigh.

      “It sucks that he gives you a hard time about something you love, something that brings millions of people joy. To sing like you do, play like you do—it’s a gift, and it’s a damn good thing you share it.”

      I smile. I can’t not. I feel the grin inside my soul. “Thank you. A million times, thank you.”

      He gives an it’s nothing shrug, then asks, “So you paid your own way through college?”

      I nod, proud of that accomplishment. “I did. Went to UCLA, took out loans, studied music. And paid off all my loans and then some—funded a scholarship for kids with dickhead parents.”

      Jackson cracks up, a big, hearty laugh. “Is that what it’s called?”

      “Indeed. Named it myself.”

      “Did you really start a scholarship?”

      My tone turns serious, because I take it that way. “I did. It’s for students who need financial help. Pays the way for several kids a year to study music. So there, Dad,” I say, flipping the bird to my father in California.

      He claps my shoulder, and that momentary touch sends a spark through me. “Proud of you, man. That’s awesome.” When his hand drops, I immediately wish he’d put it on me again.

      But I let go of that wish and return to the conversation. “And how’s Bethany? Did you hang out with her?”

      “I did. Took her out for a London Fog this morning.” Jackson parts his lips like he’s about to say something, then thinks better of it.

      I shoot him a curious stare. “What did you just not say?”

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head, his eyes not meeting mine.

      “C’mon. You were about to say something.”

      He draws a deep breath, like he needs extra air for his next few words. “Want to see a picture of her? From this morning?”

      I light up. I’m an arcade game hitting a high score. “Hell yeah. I want it, and I want it now.”

      The smile that tugs at his lips is endearing. I want to steal that smile and keep it in my collection. I want to hide it in my pocket and take it out when I need a jolt of happiness.

      He reaches for his phone, slides his thumb across the screen, and shows me his camera roll. A girl with pink hair and a cool AF nose ring has wedged herself next to Jackson, smushed her cheek to his, and is grinning at the camera. And this man—he’s smiling too. It’s a look I’ve never seen from him before, the kind that only family can put on your face.

      I stare at the image, then at him, then back at the image. “I. LOVE. THIS. PICTURE.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love it so much that it’s going to be my next song.”

      “You’re writing a song about a picture?”

      “Yes. I’ll call it . . . ‘Pictures of You.’”

      He laughs. “The Cure beat you to that, man.”

      “‘Photograph’?”

      “Hello? Heard of Ed Sheeran?”

      “‘Picture This’?” I’m spurred on by the way he can keep up in this musical game.

      “Blondie.” He slams his hand on an imaginary buzzer, making a loud squawk. “Try again.”

      I stare at the ceiling of the plane, like the answer is up there, then I snap my gaze back to him. Taking my time. Letting a new title roll around in my mouth, take shape on my tongue, till I know, just know, it feels right. “‘The Guy in the Picture.’”

      His jaw goes slack. The lightness in his eyes disappears. A hint of intensity flickers across his irises. “Yeah, that’s a good title.”

      I think I might have just told Jackson I’m going to write a song about him. Yeah, that’s not coming on strong at all.

      Time to slide back onto Platonic Lane. “So, you saw Bethany. Had some London Fogs. Did you discuss Imagine Dragons?”

      “And Rent. And boys.”

      I arch a brow. “That sounds like an interesting conversation.”

      He mimes zipping his lips. “I’m not going to tell you a word my sister said.”

      Nudging his side with my elbow, I dip my voice. “But what about you? I kind of want to know what you said about boys.”

      The look he deals me is searing. His eyes are hot, flashing with “It was hard for me to resist you too.” Or maybe I’m reading into them. Maybe thirty days of solo sessions with my hand are making me a little horny.

      Or a lot.

      Maybe I’m shit at the platonic zone with Captain Mostly Stoic, since I’m more like the King of Dirty Flirting with him. “What did you say about boys? Inquiring minds want to know.”

      “You’re not going to get a word of that from me.”

      His answer is a little playful, and I can’t resist it. “That’s okay. I don’t really want to know what you think about boys. I’m much more interested in what you think about . . . men.” I say it in a hot, dirty whisper and leave it to float in the air between us.

      His answer comes low, like a waft of smoke. “You already know how I feel about men. And about one man in particular.”

      I am hot everywhere. Every inch of my body. Every ounce of my blood. Just like that, I want to lay waste to the detox, slide my hand across his face, drag a thumb over that perfect jaw, and slam my mouth to his. I want my hands all over my bodyguard. My lips everywhere.

      I draw a sharp breath, run a hand through my hair, and whisper, “You’re so damn lucky we’re surrounded by people.”

      “Why’s that, Stone?” he asks, innocent, but not at all.

      “Because if we weren’t, I would do bad things to you.”

      He gives a low, soft chuckle. “I believe we’ve established it’s the other way around.”

      “What-the-fuck-ever. I don’t care about roles. Never have. Never will,” I say, my words low. Thank God for the ambient noise of the plane so no one can hear us. We’re in a vacuum of sound here. “None of that matters to me. I’m one hundred percent vers. Wait. Make that one hundred ten percent. You can top me every damn time if you want, but I would still do bad things to you. I would drive you crazy from the bottom. I promise I would.”

      The wild look in his eyes tells me everything. This thing between us isn’t going away so easily.

      It’s not subject to detox.

      It exists in its own land, plays by its own rules.

      Jackson raises a hand, reaches for his neck, and rubs his thumb along the side of it. “That does not surprise me. Not one single bit.”

      But I surprise myself with what I do next.

      I don’t push the dirty talk.

      I don’t push, because I’m worried about this guy.

      This is not the first or the second or even the third time he’s tried to work out the tension in his neck. And it’s not just in his neck. He holds his shoulders like they’re in a vise.

      “J,” I say with concern.

      He must hear it; his tone adjusts too. “What’s up?”

      “You okay? Are you going through something? I feel like you seem all full of tension. A lot.”

      Jackson shakes his head quickly. “Don’t worry about me. Are you ready for everything in Vegas? You psyched about this residency?”

      He’s avoiding the topic. I know it. But I also don’t know if he’s ready to let me in on the truth. So I answer that I’m thrilled that my team inked the deal with The Extravagant for a two-week gig. Turns out my one-night-only show went over so well that they wanted to bring me back, and I couldn’t be more excited.

      I’ve spent the last few years kicking around, trying to figure out exactly what I wanted to do after I won a ton of Grammys for my best-reviewed and best-received album ever. I took some time off from touring, traveled around the world to Indonesia and Vietnam, to India and Greece, funded some orphanages, donated gobs of money to charities aiming to save the ocean and the rain forests—everything that matters to me.

      And when I returned stateside, the music roared back, like turning on a fountain. My new album uncorked itself in mere weeks.

      God, I love the muses and their mysterious ways.

      “I’m stoked to keep playing the new tunes,” I say. “And I love Vegas. Zane will be in town to see a few shows and hang out with some of his friends. My grandma lives in Vegas, so he’ll stay with her, and I’ll see him soon.”

      Jackson’s lips curve in a playful grin. “But you won’t be seeing the fictional sister.”

      I laugh. “No. My imaginary sister won’t be there. But you can meet my real brother.”

      He gives me a satisfied nod. “I look forward to that.”

      “And maybe someday I’ll meet your real sisters.”

      He’s quiet for a minute, then he answers in a tone that warms my heart. “Maybe you will.”

      And since it feels like we had a moment—hell, this whole flight has been one big moment—I clap his shoulder. “You sure there isn’t anything in particular that’s getting to you?”

      Jackson draws a breath, almost like he’s considering whether he wants to tell me, then he shakes his head. “Nothing important. Just some things I need to sort out. Some things from the past.”

      “The past,” I say, kind of wanting to know the entire history of him. “Do you have a dark and secretive past?”

      “I have to untangle some things, that’s all. You know how it goes. Well, maybe you don’t. But sometimes you’ve got to clean up the mistakes you’ve made. Make sense?”

      “Yeah, it does,” I say, since that’s a whole helluva lot this private man just gave me. And I’m going to accept it for the gift it is. “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”

      “I will.”

      I’m confident that’s pretty much all I’m going to get out of him, but I take it as a positive sign. He just shared more about himself with me than he ever has before.

      But wait. Why am I looking for positive signs?

      What do I want his opening up to be a positive sign of? I don’t entirely know.

      Except . . . Jackson makes me want to do things differently. Behave in atypical ways. Is my drive to turn over a new leaf born from the attraction? Or does it stem from something else entirely?

      I’d like to know.

      I’d like to understand exactly why I did what I did for the last month.

      When we reach Sin City and slide into my waiting limo, just the two of us, I’m still trying to sort out this tangled ball of feelings, wishes, and choices.

      But one thing is crystal clear—I want Jackson Pearce to know I was a man of my word.

      So I tell him.
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      As the car speeds away from the airport, I take the first step toward sorting out this mess inside my head. “I took what you said to heart.”

      Jackson shoots me a curious look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I took a sex sabbatical.”

      “I never said you needed to do that.”

      I stretch my arms up, drawing a deep breath. “You didn’t say it, but I could read the subtext.”

      He laughs. “You’re obsessed with subtext.”

      “Aren’t you? Life is subtext, J. Everything is subtext. People don’t say what they mean.”

      “Do you say what you mean?”

      That’s a good question. And I can answer him with a whole hell of a lot of honesty now—now that my mind is all clear. “I think I do. I usually say what I mean.”

      Jackson scratches his head then drags his hand over his jaw like he’s working through a puzzle. “Fine. Say what you mean now. What do you mean about your sex-batical?”

      Nerves crawl up my throat, but I say the hard thing anyway. “What I mean is I wanted to prove something to myself.”

      As soon as I say that out loud, another thread untangles. I didn’t go sex-free to prove it to him. I wanted to prove it to myself. Because of how I felt when I kissed this man. When I kissed him, I felt something.

      I don’t mean emotions or love or any of that shit. But a connection. A need for more than a one-night stand. And I felt he wanted that too. I don’t think he’s the type of guy who wants a one-off.

      And for the first time, I don’t want sex to fall into that category.

      He takes a beat, like he’s turning over my statement, weighing it. “What did you want to prove?”

      “That I could do it.”

      “And you did.”

      “One month. One long month to reset. I was sex-free, and it was okay.”

      He gives a small laugh. “You lasted that long?”

      “I jacked off several times a day. Maybe more. Not sure I can count that high.”

      Jackson cracks up, shaking his head. “Dude, you’re really going at it that often with your hand?”

      “What’s wrong with that? It’s sex with someone I love.”

      He scoffs, and it turns into a laugh. “You love yourself a lot.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that at all.” He holds out a fist for knocking. I dig the bro gesture, so I return it, knocking back.

      Then my expression turns serious. “Listen, I respect what you said about how nothing is going to happen. I’m cool with that. But all those things you said that night about the private party and what I wanted made me think about who I’ve been and what I’ve done, and how I’ve kind of messed around wherever I wanted to. I don’t regret it. I’ve loved every second of it. But you made me think about things in a different way.”

      “Knowing yourself is a good thing. Don’t you think?”

      The limo turns a corner, the lights of the Strip flickering near us. I don’t want this ride to end. I wonder if he does.

      “You made me think about a lot of things.” I take a deep breath and move a little closer, but not too close. “And one of those things is whether I’m paying enough attention to the people around me. That’s why I keep asking you if something is wrong—because you’ve looked like something’s bugging you ever since we got on that plane. So, is something bothering you?”

      He leans back, resting his head against the leather seat and trying, I can tell, to school his expression. “Nothing is.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

      He shoots me a glance. “I’m sure.”

      I give him what I’m sure is an inviting grin. “I’m a good listener.”

      His lips curve up. “Are you? A good listener?”

      “I can’t believe you’re disparaging my listening skills.”

      He laughs, light and easy. It’s a great sound, and I want to hear it again and again. “No,” he says. “Not at all. You’re surprising me. You’re a better listener than I gave you credit for. Hell, you knew I was learning Spanish.” He says something to me in that language.

      I wag a finger. “I don’t know how you do it, but it’s still sexy, because everything you say is sexy.”

      “That’s not true. People say that when they’re infatuated.”

      I arch a brow all the way to the moon. “Ohhhhh. Is that how we’re doing this? You think I’m infatuated with you?”

      Jackson shakes his head furiously. “No, that’s not it. That’s not what I meant.”

      “What did you mean? I just poured my heart and soul out to you. I told you what I meant. Now, tell me what you meant. I’ve earned it. Haven’t I?”

      “You have.”

      He doesn’t say another word—just looks at me, lips tight, jaw set, his expression giving little away. Then he says, as quiet as a cat, “I lied.”

      “What?” I flinch. I didn’t expect that from this straight arrow.

      As the lights on the Strip loom closer, I hold up a finger to pause, then hit the window to the driver, lowering the partition. “Hey, Jason, can you drive for a little bit?”

      “Of course, Stone. It would be my pleasure.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      The window goes back up, and Jackson doesn’t question my request. Doesn’t ask why I want to linger in the cool, air-conditioned stretch limo.

      “What did you lie about?” I ask carefully.

      His shoulders rise and fall.

      He draws a deep breath, like he needs it for fuel. “I lied when I said that’s not what I meant about infatuation. I do mean it. I believe when we’re infatuated, we think everything the other person says or does is sexy. I do think you meant what you said.” There’s another pause, and it’s charged with crackling ions and electricity. “Maybe I mean it too.”

      I try not to bust out in a shit-eating grin. But hell, that’s hot.

      That’s sexy.

      That’s worth driving around the whole city for.

      “But . . .” That one word is a knife cutting through this conversation. “I need this job. You keep asking me what’s wrong. I don’t want to get into it, because I don’t have your life. I don’t have a private plane or a limo. I have responsibilities. And I can’t upend them just because you say things to me on a plane that get me so wildly aroused I can barely think straight. Because that’s how I feel with you.” He jerks his gaze to the window, like the night sustains his soliloquy. He turns back to look me in the eyes. His are etched with frustration. “And I can’t think when I feel this way.”

      He drags his hand over his face, like he’s messed up. Like everything he’s said is a risky confession. And it is. I feel the weight of his words in my soul.

      This can’t be easy for him.

      He lowers his face, pinches the bridge of his nose, and heaves a sigh, and for one of the first times ever, I don’t simply do.

      I think.

      I take my time.

      I don’t act on instinct and slide next to him. I don’t stretch my hand across to his neck and knead it.

      I speak from the heart and the mind.

      “I appreciate you saying that, Jackson. Appreciate you laying it on the line. I don’t know how to reassure you with anything but the truth. And it’s this—I will keep my hands off you. I will keep my dirty thoughts to myself. I will stop flirting, stop teasing you. Stop everything. I can do it. I did it for the last month. You know I did.”

      He raises his face. “You did.”

      “I don’t want to compromise you. I don’t want to risk your integrity. You’re amazing at your job. And I need you to know I would never fire you for what happened, and I would never fire you because I want you. And I would never fire you for what you just said. I’m not that kind of guy. Hell, I barely feel like the boss.”

      A tiny smile curves his lips. “What do you feel like?”

      That’s a good question. But the answer is easy. “I feel like someone who needs you too. You need the job, sure. But, man, I need you. You make my job possible. You make me feel safe. You’re the best I’ve ever had.”

      He smiles wide now. Full of pride. “Thank you. But you need me to think. To anticipate. To be ten steps ahead.”

      “I do, and you are.”

      “But I don’t want to mess that up on account of the other stuff,” he says, his tone heavy. “On account of the way I’m all wound up.”

      “I don’t think you could mess it up.”

      He glances out the window. I follow his gaze. We’re zipping past The Extravagant now, heading away from our hotel.

      He turns back to meet my eyes, and his aren’t anxious anymore. They aren’t worried.

      But I’m not entirely sure what I see in them.

      Because it looks like he’s still working through a problem, turning it over, trying to solve it. “The thing is,” he says, taking his time with every word, “I need to be able to think clearly around you.”

      I give him the space to sort this out. I don’t want to assume I know where he’s headed.

      “To do my job,” he goes on, “I need to have a clear mind. I need to be around you and not . . .”

      Not wonder what it’d be like if we fucked?

      “Not be distracted?” I offer. That’s a little classier than what’s in my head.

      “Yes. Exactly,” Jackson says.

      But I need him to be crystal clear. We’re tiptoeing close to a line I’m more than willing to cross. Is he? I rub my thumb against my forefinger, hoping. “And what’s it going to take for you to have a clear mind?”

      He inhales deeply, then licks his lips. “Maybe it’s going to take going through the distraction, rather than ignoring it.”

      Ohhhh.

      Keep talking. I am listening.

      “And how would you like to do that?” I let him lay it out. He’s the one with the bigger risks, the one with the job worries.

      He gives a casual, sexy shrug. “Maybe we need to deal with it.”

      In the bedroom. Please say in the bedroom.

      “How?”

      “Get it out of our systems.”

      And there it is. The recipe for my favorite kind of activity.

      “Get it out of our systems . . . tonight?” I ask, waiting on a tightrope for the answer.

      “One time only. Then I can think.”

      My chest heats, and my lips form the only answer in my universe. “Far be it from me to stand in the way of your logic.”

      He looks like he’s vibrating with desire. Like he’s going to rip the back seat out if he doesn’t get his hands on me.

      “Stone, I don’t want to think right now,” he says, his gaze locked with mine, his voice low and dirty.

      “You want to feel? Tell me how you feel, then. Tell me how you feel right now.”

      His eyes blaze with lust. “Infatuated,” he says slowly, almost like he’s tossing it to me.

      And I catch it. Take my time with it too. “So infatuated.”

      He breathes out heavily, swallows roughly. Whispers in a voice like smoke, “Get over here.”

      I am there.

      With that invitation, all the meditation and yoga unravel.

      Or maybe they’d already unraveled.

      Maybe they unraveled when I got in the car with him alone. Maybe they unraveled when I told him about my resistance plan. Or maybe they’re unspooling now as I straddle him, sinking onto the outline of his erection, pushing my hard-on against his.

      I curl my hands over Jackson’s shoulders.

      Those tense, tight shoulders.

      Our eyes lock.

      His are blazing with heat and need. He stares at me like he’s dying to touch me. But like he has to as well. Like he’s compelled.

      And since I know he likes control, since I know he likes to lead, I wait for him to give permission.

      It comes first in his hands.

      They snake around me, sliding over my stomach, around my hips, leaving a trail of sparks in their wake, until they settle on my ass.

      Those big palms curl over me, and he growls, “Yes.”

      His groan is the most satisfied one I’ve ever heard, and that one word of approval makes me throb everywhere.

      “You like what you feel?” I whisper, my voice low, raspy.

      “I do,” he murmurs, then squeezes again, rough and hard. “Mmm. Yes, I do.”

      He’s like a different man after dark. He’s a new Jackson at midnight. He lets go. He shows me who he is. What he wants.

      He doesn’t kiss me though. Instead, his hands travel inside the back of my jeans, under the waistband of my boxer briefs. They curve over my flesh, and it’s spectacular—this contact. The way he feels. The way he feels me.

      He kneads my ass, and just breathes out hard, like this connection is all he wants. “This ass,” he says on a groan, letting his eyes fall shut. “I want this ass.”

      “You can have it,” I say, desperate, grinding against his dick as he palms me. One month has been hell. I am so wound up. So pent-up.

      “I know,” he says, his tone heavy, laced with lust. Keeping one hand inside my jeans, he slides the other one up my spine and into my hair, cupping the back of my head.

      Jackson licks his lips. Meets my eyes. Then he bends his head to my neck, sliding his lips across my skin.

      “Oh, fuck,” I grunt, closing my eyes. “Yes. That’s so good.”

      I rock onto his dick, desperate for the contact, even with clothes on, seeking out all the friction I can get from this fantastic ridge of a cock.

      He takes his time, all slow and lingering, fully in control as his mouth travels across my neck, his lips exploring me, his five-o’clock shadow rubbing against me. He makes his way to my ear. Bites the earlobe. Whispers, “So infatuated.”

      I don’t know if he’s talking about me or him.

      I don’t care.

      He clasps my face so I can’t move—just holds me in place so he can wander across my neck, my jaw, my chin. Sucking. Biting. Kissing.

      He stops at my lips. His are a millimeter away. And then he skims them against mine, and I nearly die from how good it feels.

      How soft his touch is.

      A gentle brush.

      A whisper of a kiss.

      Until it’s not.

      Until he jams the gas pedal and takes this ride from zero to sixty in less than a second. He slams his mouth to mine, spears his tongue inside me, and fucks my mouth.

      It’s wild and animalistic.

      He’s ruthless with his lips and his tongue.

      He’s a powder keg of lust.

      I want him to unleash it all on me.

      He kisses me like he owns my mouth. With teeth and lips and passion.

      He grabs my face harder and jerks me closer, tasting me, licking me. Holy shit. This man is fire. He is nothing but heat and desire. His hand holds my jaw in place, his thumb rubbing along my stubble, as he strokes that wicked tongue inside my mouth again and again.

      My cock aches, and I’m desperate for him to touch me, but I’m desperate for something else too.

      For him.

      When he breaks the kiss, he runs his thumb across my bottom lip then shoves it inside my mouth. I suck on his thumb ravenously, and he groans, then rasps out, “You look like you want your lips stretched around my cock.”

      I groan. “Correction: I want my lips stretched around your gorgeous cock.”

      Running his thumb over my top lip now, he lifts his chin, all defiant and challenging. “How do you know it’s gorgeous?”

      I answer him with actions. I grind down on his dick, moaning as I feel the length of him against my ass. Groaning as I show him how good I can take it when he gives it to me. Then I answer with words too. “I can tell it’s a thing of beauty by how thick it is. How aroused you are.”

      I rub on him again, rocking back and forth, driving him wild.

      Like I promised.

      And I always make good on my bedroom promises.

      He shudders. He leans his head back against the seat, his jaw clenched, gritting his teeth.

      “Stone.” It comes out strangled, less like an admonition and more like a plea.

      I lean closer to him. Bring my mouth to his ear. “Let me suck you off. Let me make you feel good.”

      Heat rages across my body. Lust licks my veins.

      I slide back so I can drop my hand to his pants, rub my palm across the outline of his erection.

      And he hisses.

      It’s a carnal sound. It’s the sound of relief, and the sound of wicked want.

      Jackson reaches for my hand, grabs it, and presses it firmly against his cock so I can palm his length, and, holy hell, he feels fantastic.

      He sounds even better when he utters a harsh command. “Get on your knees. Unzip my pants. And take me to the back of your throat.”

      Well, I can’t deny an order like that from my bodyguard.
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      Stone complies in seconds flat.

      He’s glorious to watch—such a performer, and he loves to show off.

      Right now, I’m the recipient of all that talent, all that stage presence, as he slides down to the floor of the limo, runs his hands over my thighs, and unsnaps the button on my pants.

      His lips crook up.

      His grin is so damn wicked.

      Dripping with sex indeed.

      His eyes flash with filthy intent, and I’m an electrical line, crackling, sparking.

      About to snap.

      That’s the problem.

      It’s been ages.

      But my God, his mouth is an instrument of seduction too, even like this, even as he presses his lips against my covered erection, murmuring, “I’m going to suck you so fucking good. You’ll be moaning and groaning and begging to come.”

      That’s where he’s wrong.

      I’ve got to tell him I won’t last long. Fair’s fair in the bedroom—or the limo, as the case may be.

      But once those fingers slide down the zipper, my brain can’t quite make words form on my tongue.

      Especially when he tugs at my boxer-briefs.

      When he says the filthiest things.

      “Show me. Show me that beautiful cock I know you have.” Stone writes an ode to my dick as he frees me from the confines of my briefs.

      My cock salutes him, reporting for duty.

      Loud and proud.

      “Happy birthday to me,” he groans, while I run a hand along the side of his face, roping my fingers through his hair.

      “There you go. All for you,” I tell him, my voice rough as my hold on anything but desire fades into the night.

      “You’re magnificent,” he says, rubbing his cheek against my dick, and I moan. “I knew it. Knew your dick was going to be a masterpiece. It’s a work of art, man.” Raising his face, he wraps a fist around my length.

      “Ahhh,” I moan, because, yeah, my brain can’t access the speech portion anymore.

      I can only feel.

      I shudder, my breath hot and heavy already as he strokes me. One nice, long, tight stroke all the way to the base and back up, his thumb sliding over the head, swiping a bead of pre-come from the tip. He brings his thumb to his mouth, licking my arousal off, and it’s a miracle I’m not spurting this second.

      “Mmmm. You taste like you want me so damn much,” Stone says in a satisfied hum, then he blows a warm stream of air across my shaft.

      And that—

      That turns me on.

      That makes my dick leak.

      I do want him, so much so I’m shaking with lust.

      I grip his head with both hands, trying to maintain some shred of control, some semblance of being a man getting blown, not a teenager.

      But hell, this is hard.

      His hand slides back down my cock, his lips brushing the head, making me tremble with need.

      The need to get off.

      To get off with another person for the first time in nearly two years.

      Stone flicks his tongue against the crown, and my hips jerk up, my body begging for him to take me all the way. Soon, I’ll be begging with words. I need to get this under control. I have to find the will. Have to tell him this may only take seconds.

      With my fingers coiled on his skull, I clear my throat, tugging him away from my dick. “I’m not going to last long,” I mutter, staring up at the ceiling of the limo.

      But when my gaze returns to him, the man is grinning, all wicked and satisfied. “That so?”

      “It’s been a while,” I admit, a little embarrassed.

      Or maybe a lot.

      “A long while,” I add.

      His grin disappears. His green eyes are open, judgment-free. “You can fuck my face for an hour or for a minute. I’m down for anything.”

      I swallow roughly, grateful that Stone’s not asking more questions. “Bet on a minute,” I tell him, a wry grin tugging at my lips too.

      “Good. Because that means I can make you come again, then. There are so many fun ways to get off, don’t you think?”

      Stone doesn’t seem to care about the answer, since he bats my right hand away so he can dip his face into my lap again. He sucks the head between his lips, making my pulse surge and wildly thrum through my entire being.

      After pushing my pants farther down, he slides a hand under my cock and cups my balls. My skin sizzles all over as he plays with me, as he murmurs against my dick, licking stripes up the underside as he talks. “Love that you’ve got size everywhere. Your cock, your balls—there’s more of you to play with. More of you to lick and suck and tease.”

      But he doesn’t tease.

      He takes.

      He takes all of me in seconds, drawing me to the back of his mouth until I am lodged in his throat. It’s miraculous how fantastic it feels.

      I hiss, my hips shooting up as desire ricochets through me. Tightens in me instantly, a storm of lust brewing in the base of my spine as I sink into the bliss of contact, of desire, of touch.

      It’s been so long.

      But this is like riding a bike.

      And I let go of the handlebars, flying downhill.

      I let go of all my stress, let go of everything else in the world. I give in to the delicious torture, to the mind-bending blur of the twin sensations of him tugging on my balls as he swirls his tongue all along my shaft.

      I give myself over to the foreign feeling of this.

      This thing I haven’t indulged in for so long—pleasure with another person.

      And now, I want to indulge in everything. Want to have every ounce of ecstasy, of lust.

      Most of all, I want to come.

      I want to come in his throat.

      Want to watch his lips suck my dick hard.

      Want to see his eyes roll back in his head as I fuck his sinful mouth.

      I snap my eyes open, savoring the sight in front of me, the rock star between my legs, devouring my cock. His right hand slides up and down my thigh, and his left plays with my balls while his lips are stretched wide around my shaft.

      All of me so damn deep in his mouth.

      It’s filthy, the way he sucks me to the root. Filthy and beautiful as he rocks his mouth up and down my dick. My hands curl tighter around his head, gripping him, driving him deeper onto my shaft as lust crackles along my spine, builds in a fury, and then explodes.

      Savagely.

      I shove in farther as my body sizzles, and I warn him of my release. “Coming. Coming now.”

      I toss my head back, grunting, growling.

      Losing all my control as I climax down his throat.

      My world spins off its axis as I pant, moan, and shake. Everything is black and beautiful, and I am so far gone I can’t think, can’t speak.

      All I can do is groan over and over.

      I can’t even stop when he lets go of me with a loud, wet pop.

      I can’t stop when he climbs back up on me, straddling me again.

      Or when he wraps his arms around my neck, threads his fingers through my hair, and brushes a tender, sexy kiss to my lips.

      I can taste myself on him.

      Most of all, I can taste pleasure again.

      I know I should stop. But I’m not thinking when my hands roam around his hips and back to his jeans, the lure of his ass too powerful for me.

      I want it.

      I want him.

      I want to bury myself in his body and let the pleasure wash over me. Let it drag me under.

      Because this is the antidote to the last two years.

      To the pain, the numbness, the stress.

      But if I sleep with him tonight, I’ll come in two minutes instead of one.

      And I can’t have that. I can’t add my current short fuck-fuse to the equation. I’m going to need to build up my endurance again before I go there.

      Go there?

      What the hell?

      I’m not going there.

      I cannot be seriously thinking about taking my boss to bed.

      I can’t. I won’t. I’ll stop.

      I have to.

      Blow jobs are one thing.

      Sex is another matter entirely.

      Endurance or no endurance, sex isn’t something I should do with him.

      But then again, this night does exist in its own parallel universe.

      It’s a one-time-only space.

      And there are plenty of other things to do besides fuck.

      I clear my throat, my voice hoarse when I speak. “So, was that about ninety seconds?”

      He laughs. “Give or take.”

      I smirk. “Round two.” I grip his ass. Hard. Firm. “Need to take you to your suite. Get these clothes off. Want to finger you, jerk you off, make you come.”

      He hums, like that’s the most delicious thing anyone’s ever said to him. “Under one condition.”

      “Yeah?” I arch a brow. “What’s that?”

      He bends his face to my ear and licks the shell. I gasp, shocked at how good it feels. “That I get to make you come again too.”

      Maybe I’m a selfish bastard, but that was always part of my plan. So I say yes.
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      The door shuts, and I am on Stone. Grabbing him. Pushing him. Manhandling him.

      He’s up against the wall, and I slam my pelvis against his, grinding and pressing.

      We’re both ready again after waiting at the VIP check-in, and waiting in the elevator, and waiting during the walk down the hall.

      I am ravenous, and I’ve barely begun having him again.

      We kiss furiously, hands ripping at shirts, fingers tearing at buckles. Breaking the kiss, I tug his T-shirt over his head, and then blink at the sight. I’ve seen him shirtless often, but never like this. Never for me.

      I drag my hands up and down his hard body, over his strong arms, tracing the swirls of ink that travel over his muscles, then the stars that trail over his abs.

      “Mmm. I want to lick all your tats,” I murmur.

      Stone wiggles his brows. “I won’t stop you. Especially when you see the one on my ass.”

      I tremble. Everywhere. “Shut up. You tease.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      I grab his jeans, tugging at the waistband, yanking him away from the wall. “Need you in bed. Need to see you all hot and bothered for me.”

      “Consider it done,” he says, slinking out of my grip and sauntering over to the king-size bed.

      Sauntering being the operative word. Stone knows how to work a room, work a crowd, work millions.

      And he knows how to work me.

      When he reaches the bed, he turns around, kicks off his shoes, and undoes the snap on his jeans, then the zipper.

      My breath goes harsh with anticipation.

      With the thrill of him undressing for me.

      With the sheer wrongness of my employer taking off his clothes for me after midnight in a seductive striptease.

      The wrongness of my own give-no-fucks attitude right now, especially when he pushes the jeans down over his hips.

      I’m nothing but red-hot lust as I stalk closer, stopping a few feet away to take in the Stone show.

      He works me into a frenzy as he slides the jeans down and finally his cock springs free.

      Mine thumps hard in my pants, just aches as I stare at him.

      At how hard he is. How thick he is. How much he wants me.

      He pushes his jeans all the way down, his boxer-briefs too, then kicks them off. He grips his cock, rough and savage, his fist curling around his length, running down, then back up, showing me what he has in store for me.

      My throat is dry. My pulse pounds mercilessly everywhere inside me.

      And I have to have him.

      “Get on the bed. Lie down. Let me look at you,” I command.

      With a naughty grin, he spreads his arms out wide like a badass rebel angel and flops onto the mattress like that.

      He scoots up, sinking into the pillows, then eyes me up and down, his green irises salacious. “Why are you dressed? Get your clothes off, man. Get them off now.”

      “Maybe I like it when you’re the only one naked,” I say, toeing off my shoes and climbing on the bed, crawling over him.

      His hands slide up my chest, grabbing at my half-open shirt. “Get. Naked. Now.”

      “Patience, Stone. Patience.”

      “Screw you with your patience. You already came.”

      “Aww. Someone horny?”

      “Yes. Do something about it.”

      “I will. Just you wait.” I lower my hand to his shaft, grip it, and stroke it. “I told you I’d make you come. More than once. But first things first,” I murmur, sliding my hand along his length as my dick throbs, wanting to be set free.

      He juts up his hips, thrusting into my palm. “What are these first things?”

      “One. Show me your ass tattoo. Two, where is your lube?”

      I let go of his dick as he flips to his front, showing me.

      There, at the top of his right cheek, are three small musical notes.

      Perfect.

      Perfect for him.

      Irresistible to me.

      I dip my face, swipe my tongue over the ink, then bite him.

      “Ahhh,” he moans, writhing against the bed.

      And for that, I reward him with another bite—because he tastes so damn good.

      But I will get distracted from my endurance mission if I nibble on the notes, if I bite them again like I want to. I could spend all night worshipping Stone’s ass.

      I flip him back over, then move off the bed. “Now, lube. Where do you keep it?”

      His lips twitch in a grin. “Bathroom.”

      I jerk my chin up, questioning. “You just checked in. I’ve been with you the whole time.”

      He shrugs, a dirty smile on his face. “Standing order the hotel has for me.”

      I inhale sharply at the reminder that he’s a player. He might have handcuffed himself for the last month, but the man is so notorious for his sex life that the hotel supplies him with lube.

      This is only one night. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

      I turn the corner, head into the bathroom, and grab a washcloth and the bottle. Top shelf, of course. No surprise.

      When I return to the bedroom, Stone is stretched out, his dick in his hand, lazily stroking. It’s a hot-as-Hades image, all right.

      He lifts his chin at me. “How about you show me what’s under those clothes?”

      I toss the lube onto the bed, along with the cloth. “How about you let me set the rules?”

      He rolls his eyes, then strokes up, his hand sliding over the head, pressing hard on the crown.

      Turning me on even more.

      I stand at the end of the bed and unbutton my shirt the rest of the way. When I reach the last button, he slows his pace, lets go of his dick, and pushes up onto his elbows.

      “J,” he whispers as I undo my shirt and tug it off. He stares hungrily at me. “Look at you. My God, just fucking look at you.”

      Pride suffuses me.

      I’m well aware that size is part of the job. No one wants a small, thin bodyguard. Muscles, breadth, strength—those are basic requirements, and I have them all and then some.

      But still, his shameless, heated gaze as he drinks in my body is such a rush.

      And when I unzip my pants, push them down with my boxers, and drop them to the floor, the sound he makes is insane.

      It’s a cross between a grunt and a roar.

      “I feel like I just got in line at the amusement park. Like I have to be tall enough to ride this ride, and I am. And I am going to ride the fuck out of you.”

      I laugh as I get on the bed, nudging his legs apart. “You’re not riding me tonight, Stone.”

      And maybe not ever.

      Wait, there’s no maybe. We are not having sex ever. We can’t. There is too much at stake. Too much to lose.

      This is one time, just to get it out of our systems.

      That is all.

      Nothing more.

      Tomorrow I go back to doing my job and only my job.

      “But I’m still gonna think about riding you,” he says, returning to his ministrations to his dick. “I am definitely thinking about how that cock would feel inside me.” He lets out a shuddery breath. “Thinking about it right now.”

      I burn as I watch him.

      The need to touch him again overtakes me, and I grab the lube, flip it open, and move between his thighs. “Spread your legs.”

      He widens, giving me more access to where I want to be. I drizzle the lube on my fingers, then all over my palm, and swat his hand away.

      And I cross another line.

      I’m vaulting over all of them tonight as I grip my boss’s thick shaft, curling my palm around it and taking over for him.

      “Yes,” he murmurs, and it sounds like bliss.

      And if he likes this, if he likes my hand on his dick, I can only imagine how much more he’ll like this.

      With my other hand, I travel lower, tugging on his balls, pushing against his prostate, then making my way to where I want to be.

      His ass.

      I press a finger against him, and he lets loose an obscene “Holy fuck.”

      It becomes a chorus when I push inside, and I’m the one shuddering now. I fucking love touching him like this. Because I know how it feels, what it does to a man, how it turns you into a babbling, lust-struck maniac, wanting nothing more than pleasure.

      And I know what to do with my fingers.

      I crook one inside him, hitting his P-spot and making him moan. He grunts, fucking up into my hand as I add more lube and work another finger inside him.

      “Told you I’d take care of you,” I rasp out, loving the way he responds to every stroke of my hand on his cock, every thrust of my fingers in his ass.

      “Oh yes, you did.”

      My cock hangs heavy between my legs, and I know I’m leaking, but I don’t care. I want to be the one to give pleasure. Want to watch. Want to see someone else—see him—lose control. Lose his mind. Come utterly undone.

      Judging from the way his features twist, from the anguished curve of his lips, from the blissful agony in his eyes, he’s on that path.

      And I am determined to wring every last drop of ecstasy from him.

      All this pleasure, all this bliss will have to be enough for me. It’ll have to carry me past tonight.
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      My bodyguard is a superhero. That’s the only explanation for what he’s doing to my body.

      And this is his superpower.

      Magic fingers.

      As Jackson hits that spot, dark pleasure gathers in me. He’s relentless. He scissors his fingers inside me, and I gasp. I grunt. I growl.

      “Jesus, man. What the hell are you doing to me?”

      “Fucking you,” he answers, all firm and commanding, kneeling between my legs, looking like a god with a body that should be illegal—so strong and powerful and wicked too.

      Wicked with his hand that grips me so tight, that strokes me so good.

      And I’m close, so damn close.

      But hell, I don’t want to come. Don’t want this to be over. I want to just lie here with him, squirming and writhing till my bones melt and my mind turns blank.

      Because that’s what Jackson is doing to me with those magic fingers that stroke and push.

      I arch my hips, seeking more. I can’t stop fucking into his hand and fucking down on his fingers, and soon, I don’t even know where the pleasure is coming from.

      I’m being fucked both ways.

      I’m being fucked every way.

      It’s a filthy ruining, and I want it, want it badly. I want to be pulled under.

      My muscles quake, my thighs clench, and I am done.

      I can’t even make words to signal an orgasm is on its way. But I don’t think Jackson cares. He’s working me over as I groan and grunt and come so damn hard in his hand.

      I’m panting as he eases out his fingers, wipes my come off on the cloth, then climbs over me, pinning his big hands on either side of my face.

      His lips crash down on mine, his body covering me.

      Electricity crackles through my veins from the unexpected crush of his big frame. From the weight of him. His hard-on presses into my stomach, and I push up against it.

      I raise my hands to his face, clutch his cheeks, and drag that sexy mouth closer to mine. I lose my mind in his kisses, in his scent, that cedar smell that drives me crazy.

      I rock up against him, my shaft hardening again. He breaks the kiss, laughing. “Really, Stone?”

      “Shhh. It’s my greatest secret. I can usually come twice in the first fifteen minutes.”

      Jackson arches a brow. “Let’s test that theory.”

      He pushes down against me, and I slide my hands along his sides, around to his ass, and grab him.

      My bodyguard’s ass is sheer muscle—hard and firm.

      I jerk him closer, then I kiss him, spearing my tongue in his mouth, nipping his lips.

      Slowly, like he’s keenly aware of the sixty pounds or so he has on me—bring it on, J, because two hundred fifty pounds of muscled man will feel so good—he lowers himself closer to me.

      An electrical charge zaps my body, and it’s incredible. I pull away from his mouth so I can groan. So I can moan. So I can let him know how good this feels when he’s on me like this.

      Because . . . the contact. Dear God, the contact with him is insanely arousing.

      “Yes,” I murmur. “Don’t move an inch away from me.”

      “How about closer though? You want that?” It comes out as a tease. A taunt.

      Like he knows what his body can do to a man.

      It can drive a man crazy.

      Can make a man hard.

      Can make this man want more.

      I want everything. I want it all.

      He has me writhing and begging, something I’m not afraid to do. “Bring. It. On.”

      “You want to feel all of me? You can handle it?” His whispered questions drift into my ear like a filthy invitation.

      “I can handle you, J,” I say, sliding my hands up and down his back, over his ass, and up again. “I can definitely handle you rubbing this body against me. Oh, yes, I can, and I want to.”

      “Give me room, then. Get those legs around me,” he says, and my skin tingles everywhere at his commands.

      I do as he says, spreading my legs so I can wrap them around his hips. I grind up against him, fully hard again, my dick rubbing right next to his gorgeous cock.

      “Mmm. Yesssss,” he murmurs, and he sounds like he’s melting, and that only makes me want more of him.

      I don’t have to ask, though, because he gives it to me.

      He drops his face to my neck, his arms roping around my head, his body pressed fully to mine. He’s no longer braced on his hands. Instead, we’re chest to chest, cock to cock, and I don’t want him to leave.

      The weight of him is intense, and if we can’t fuck, I need to get as close to screwing as possible. As close to this sexy-ass man as I can.

      I rub my cock next to his, and it’s incredible, the contact, the friction. His shaft is so hard and thick against mine, and I am ready—100 percent ready and then some.

      Jackson’s breath comes hard near my ear, and maybe he’s close, maybe he won’t last long.

      I don’t care. I’ll take whatever he has to give.

      As my hands trail up his muscled back, I whisper, “Don’t wait for me, J. Come whenever you want.”

      “I’m good,” he murmurs, then raises his face, bites my earlobe, and tells me a second time, “I’m so damn good right now.”

      A tremble rushes through my whole being at those words.

      Then, at the feel of him dry humping me.

      At the feel of what it would be like if we were fucking. He thrusts and rocks, and I push and grind, and lust barrels through me, a delicious, agonizing sensation.

      His hands curl around my head.

      Those big hands.

      I shudder as I picture what he can do with them.

      I already know how his fingers feel in me. I know how his palm feels on my length.

      I want his big hand between us. “Jerk us off like this. I want your hand on our cocks.”

      He lifts his face, his grin so naughty and sexy.

      He moves off me, and I nearly whimper from the lack of contact, but he grabs the lube, pours some into his palm, and then brings me next to him so we’re side by side.

      He slides up against me again, one strong thigh draping over mine as he reaches down and takes our cocks in his slick hand.

      This is all my wet dreams ever. A man like him. Pushing against me. Rubbing against me. One arm wrapped around my shoulder, keeping me close. The other hand gripping our dicks.

      Shuttling up and down.

      He goes full throttle, his big hand a blur, jerking us fast and furiously.

      He’s panting and grunting.

      I’m groaning and cursing.

      Wild sensations rush through me, and it’s like a tornado of erotic bliss. And soon, the pleasure torches my body. “Gonna come again,” I rasp out.

      “Come for me,” he grunts.

      But it’s more like come with me.

      Because we both detonate, coming hard, furiously.

      Together.

      Into his hand, onto his chest, onto my chest. Everywhere. God, it feels like it’s everywhere.

      Or maybe it’s only everywhere when he lets go of our dicks, jerks my body against his, and smears our releases together on our stomachs in a filthy mix of him and me, and sweat and heat.

      He collapses onto his back, pulls me on top of him, and kisses the breath out of me.

      I half want him to stay the night.

      But I know he won’t.

      And I’m fine with that. I swear, I’m fine with that.

      So fine that I tell him, “Tomorrow we go back to the way it was.”

      And he agrees instantly. “We do. Like it never happened.”

      He rises, gets out of bed, and cleans up.

      I go to the other bathroom and do the same, returning first to the bed, flopping down. I’m spent. Officially spent. A minute later, he’s hunting for his clothes. He pulls them on, then he glances at the time. It’s close to two. His shift ended a while ago.

      “Cruz will probably be outside your room by now.”

      I wink. “Just tell him we were having pizza.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Good pizza, Stone.”

      “It was great pizza.”

      Thirty seconds later, he leaves.

      And I tell myself I didn’t want him to spend the night, no matter how good the pizza was.
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      Ever try not to think of someone naked?

      Let me rephrase.

      Ever try not to think of the stunning, gorgeous god of a man naked that you’ve already seen naked?

      If I thought a month of monking was hard, that’s nothing compared to the Olympian task in front of me as we begin the two-week prep for the show: don’t imagine Jackson Pearce naked every time I see him.

      But I am determined. The next afternoon when his shift begins, I do my best to school my expression.

      He meets me in my publicist Candi’s suite. She’s crisp, efficient, and has been fussing with my hair for the last minute. Pretty sure fussing is her favorite pastime.

      “There. You’re Instagrammable,” she declares.

      “That’s all you want of me.”

      She pats my cheek, then squeezes. “You know me so well.”

      When she lets go, she twists her sleek black hair into a bun, stabs a pencil through it to hold it in place, and rattles off the plan to Jackson. “Stone is visiting the community center that he’s donating ten percent of the concert proceeds to, then he has a five p.m. interview at the local radio station about his concert series. The station has been teasing it all day, so expect crowds. If you need help, I did my Krav Maga last night.”

      “Thanks. I was hoping to sign you on as backup,” he says dryly.

      She flashes him a grin. “You’ve got me, then, big guy.”

      Big guy. If she only knew. He is big everywhere.

      See? That’s the problem. Once you see somebody naked, you always see them naked.

      As the three of us head to the elevator, Jackson walks next to me, and I make my first attempt to return to the way we were.

      I make a show of looking at a watch I don’t wear. “Since it’s four in the afternoon, I’m guessing you already wrote a peace treaty, ran a marathon, and mastered Japanese?”

      “I slept in till seven. So, the answer is no.”

      Candi gives a comrade-in-arms laugh. “I hear ya. That flight last night wore me out too.”

      I fight like hell to suppress a grin over Jackson’s tacit confession that he was so worn out from messing around that he slept later than usual.

      I take that, clasp it in my hand, and steal it away for whenever I need a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I’m still working on the no-thoughts-of-my-bodyguard-naked cause when Jackson and I weave through the casino, and I make small talk to cover it. The chitchat keeps me from saying something I shouldn’t, like “Have I told you my brain made GIFs of the way you take your shirt off?”

      I nod at the Aladdin slot machine as the character flies away on a magic carpet. “Do you play the slots?”

      “Never.”

      “Blackjack?”

      Jackson shakes his head.

      “Roulette? Craps? Baccarat?”

      “No. No. No.”

      “Fine. How about poker? I bet you play poker. Every dude likes poker.”

      A small grin comes my way. “I like poker. But no big stakes.”

      “Ah, I get it. You don’t like gambling.”

      He turns his gaze to me, meeting me dead in the eyes. “You’re right. I don’t care for gambling.”

      It comes out darkly, and all the latent sexy images fall from my head.

      As he scans the joint, looking around, staying close by my side, I know there’s more to that statement.

      “You’re not into risks?”

      “Life is full of risks. The key to a good life is being smart enough to know which ones to take.”

      I stop in my tracks. I swear not a second exists between when I cease moving and when he does—he’s that tuned into me. As I look him over, I’m tempted to joke, to say he sounds like a fortune cookie.

      But the moment feels bigger than a wisecrack. “I’m getting the sense you know a little something about risk,” I say, and we resume our path through the casino to the car.

      “A little.”

      “And you don’t care for it?”

      “Been burned by it. Don’t need to get burned again.”

      “In love or business?” I ask, a little surprised that I’m diving in, but then I do want to know what makes this man tick. He has layers, and then his layers have layers. I want to peel them away and see under them, the same way I want to unravel a work of art, a poem, a song someone wrote that hits me right there in the chest.

      A sigh falls from his lips as we reach the portico. “Love,” he answers. “Definitely love. So, sometimes that’s best avoided.”

      I want to prod and poke at that answer. Jackson Pearce fascinates me. But Candi’s waiting for us, since we have another press interview.

      We all slide into the limo and make small talk about the fantastic cake Candi ordered from room service. But soon my mind returns to the night before last, when Jackson and I were together.

      The things he said.

      He mentioned a past. Mentioned cleaning up the mistakes from it.

      He said, too, that he hadn’t been with anyone in a while.

      That all has to be part of the risk he’s talking about avoiding.

      And if it’s been a long time since he was with anyone, what does that say about him and how he operates? Does he only hook up with people he’s serious about?

      Except he’s not serious about me—that much is clear. So, that’s a no.

      It’s more likely that someone hurt him.

      My teeth clench at the horrible thought. My jaw ticks. And for the first time, I’m not thinking about him naked. I’m pissed that someone did that to one of the best men I know.

      But is that a good sign? Does this mean I can stop thinking about him doing bad things to me all the time?
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        * * *

      

      The answer is no.

      The onslaught of dirty thoughts returns.

      I wake up picturing his lips wrapped around my dick—something I’d very much like to experience.

      And I don’t deviate from those thoughts the whole morning, even as I work out and do yoga.

      Yeah, that’s fun—doing downward dog while thinking about being boned.

      But I try my best to shove those filthy images to the far corner of my brain as I grab a drink with Callum at Speakeasy later that night.

      “Tell me everything, lover boy,” I say over a scotch. Jackson is outside the bar, and I doubt he’s jelly of Callum anymore, now that he knows what went down and what didn’t that night.

      “Everything? Like Marxist philosophy, the meaning of life, and the best Russian literature?” my longtime friend asks.

      “Yes, let’s talk Tolstoy and love. But mostly love. How is everything with you and your woman?”

      Callum grins. He tries to hide it, but he can’t. “She’s terrific. She’s the woman I’m going to marry.”

      I hold up a palm to high-five. “Knew it. Called it. You two are destiny. I love it.”

      “You did,” he says, lifting his glass to clink it with mine. “And thank you, Cupid. Now, what about you?”

      My eyes drift to the front entrance. “That is a good question, my friend.”

      A very good question, and I shift the topic because I don’t know how to answer it.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I go to lunch with Sage Carmichael, one of the co-owners of The Extravagant. Sage’s friend Eliza joins us, which I’m stoked about, since she’s one of the majority stakeholders of the Las Vegas Hawks football team and I’m not only a diehard fan but also a friend of Eliza’s co-owner, Nadia.

      “Great to meet you,” I say to Eliza. “Officially. Nadia and I hung out a few times when I was in town the other month—rooting for the Hawks, of course, in her private suite at the stadium.”

      “That’s what I like to hear. And that must be why she’s only said good things about you,” Eliza says with a grin.

      “Excellent. Paying her off, then, was a good idea,” I joke.

      Jackson rolls his eyes.

      Maybe that’s a good sign that we’ve fallen into our old habits, back to poking each other. That’s where we want to be, rather than in Dirty GIF Land.

      I invite him to join us, but he declines, waiting instead by the entrance to the restaurant.

      Another promising sign that all will be well, and that I’ll stop thinking about his fine-ass body soon.

      Very soon.

      I’m sure the idea of him naked will frolic away from my brain any second.
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        * * *

      

      When lunch is over, Jackson and I return to the hotel, shooting the breeze about football, debating which NFL teams have a shot this season.

      Yeah, we’ve gone back to the way we were.

      This is all good.

      But when he remarks that the Renegades are good with the long game, that one word boomerangs me back to Filthyville.

      Long.

      My God, the man just has it going on.

      Here I go again. Double life. Talking football strategies with my mouth and thinking about tackling him in my head.

      Is he fighting this same battle, living with twin trains of thought?

      Because this continues throughout the day and into the next. I have the clean train and the dirty one.

      I can go about my business, talk about music and the meaning of life, but images of Jackson flicker before me.

      His eyes squeezed shut in the limo, his hands gripping my face, his dick buried deep in my throat, his taste flooding my tongue.

      Him lowering his body onto mine and kissing me.

      And a third one.

      His pizza goodbye.

      My resistance breaks down once more that night when I’m alone.

      Once the door shuts to my hotel room, I proceed to take my dick in my hand and imagine all the other things I want from him.

      I want him to take my dick in his mouth.

      Want him to come on me.

      Want him to curl his body over mine, slide into me, and fuck me into the pillows until I can’t see straight.

      And I’m stroking one out to that in mere minutes.

      Then collapsing and contemplating.

      With guys, I’ve always been versatile, but topping a little more often.

      That’s what I like. I like to fuck. I like to fuck women and to fuck men. That all makes sense to me. It all fits my understanding of my bisexuality.

      Mine.

      Some people claim bisexuality isn’t a destination. They say it’s a way station on the train to being gay.

      I say fuck either-or labels. Sexuality is fluid. You don’t have to pick sides.

      For me, all I know is this – I like my brownies with and without nuts.

      Same applies to people.

      I enjoy curves and soft feminine skin, and I enjoy muscles and a firm chest, and I enjoy contact.

      So topping a little more often makes sense.

      But with Jackson, I want him in all new ways. In every way.

      Maybe that’s the joy of being bi. The joy of being vers.

      This is who I am.

      And this me wants that man in whatever way he wants to have me. I’m not sure what to make of that, or if I should try to make something of it at all.

      Actually, I am sure. The smart action is to make nothing of it, and that’s exactly what I should do.
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        * * *

      

      The barrage of activity continues, but by the next night, I resign myself to it. I’m used to this double life, the way I say one thing and imagine another. But being present is hard. I want to focus on people. I swear I do.

      When I go to an event with Nadia on Sunday night, I meditate beforehand. I vow to be in the moment at the fundraiser.

      With her. With him. With everyone.

      It works well enough on the way over, thanks to Zane.

      Once I slide into the limo, my phone blinks with a text from my brother.

      

      Zane: Dude. I’ve got a guacamole sitch.

      

      I chuckle, though it’s not funny that he needs a safe word. But it’s a funny term, and more so, I can share it with Jackson. Flashing back on the plane conversation with my bodyguard, I brandish the screen.

      “That’s no good,” he says, sympathy coloring his tone. “You need help with that at all? Anything I can do?”

      How about not saying shit that makes you seem awesome all the time?

      I smile and shake my head, willing that dumb organ in my chest to calm down. “I should ferret the deets from him first.”

      I tap out a reply.

      

      
        
        Stone: Are we talking little dribbles or full guac explosion?

      

        

      
        Zane: Guac everywhere. Can I call you later?

      

        

      
        Stone: Dude. How is that even a question? You can call me anytime. That’s why I have a phone.

      

        

      
        Zane: Love you, man. Will call tonight.

      

      

      

      We arrive at the event, and I pat myself on the back for successfully making it through one limo ride filthy-thought free.

      Nadia’s waiting in the lobby bar at Aria, looking like an angel in a satiny gold dress that clings to her curves, with sparkly pins in her hair that catch the light.

      “Damn, woman. You look fine tonight,” I say with a most appreciative whistle.

      She juts out a hip, then bats her lashes. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      “Only the women on my arm at fundraisers for my favorite charities.”

      “Speaking of, let’s go work the room.”

      “Don’t I always?” I wink as I drape an arm around her.

      “You do, my friend, you absolutely do.”

      I stop, remembering Candi’s orders. “Hold on.” I dip into the pocket of my tailored slacks, fishing for my phone. “Smile for Insta? Candi made me promise I wouldn’t forget a shot, and if I do, I have to give her my LA home.”

      Nadia taps her chin. “Hmm. Maybe I’ll forget to take the pic so she can get your house.”

      I’m holding out the camera at arm’s length when Jackson steps in. “I’ll get it for you.”

      “Thanks, J.”

      I hand him the phone. He takes the snap, then gives it back.

      After I thank him, Nadia waggles her fingers at the man by my side. “Hey, Jackson. Good to see you again.”

      “Pleasure to see you too, Nadia,” he says, as businesslike and gracious as he’s ever been.

      But as we head into the ballroom to the tune of a new Black Keys number, one quick glimpse at Jackson reveals his stoic mask firmly in place. But it’s been superimposed over his jealousy mask.

      Oh me, oh my, do I love that jealousy mask something fierce.

      But I stay in the moment. I chat up donors. I work my magic.

      Once the event ends and I say goodbye to Nadia, I slide into the car, Jackson behind me.

      It’s déjà vu.

      Jealousy and limos.

      Tension and nighttime.

      And here we are, where it all started. I wish it were happening again. I wish I could rewind time to that night, do it all a second time. Wish I could saddle up once more at the Jackson Rodeo.

      He tips his chin at me. “Good time tonight?”

      “It was great.”

      “You looked like you were having fun with Nadia,” he says, and my radar beeps once more.

      Is he jealous again?

      Does he think Nadia and I are a thing?

      And do I want to make him jealous?

      My sense of fun perks up, eager to play. But another part of me says I should reassure the guy. Because he looks twisted up with envy.

      “We’ve been friends for a while,” I say.

      One eyebrow rises. “That so?”

      He’s cute when he’s jealous. It is going to be hard to resist playing games. “Yes, we are friends. Girls and boys can be friends.”

      “I’m aware of that. I have plenty of female friends.”

      “And Nadia is one of my many female friends.”

      “Great. It’s great to have friends.” It comes out clipped, tight.

      And I’ve got to press. I’ve got to know for sure. “Level with me, J. Are you jelly?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Not in the least.”

      I hold up my thumb and forefinger to show a sliver of space. “Not even a little?”

      Jackson swallows roughly, looks away, then returns his gaze to me, like he’s working something over in his head. What’s going through his mind? Is he going to admit it? Deny it?

      “Stone, do you want me to be jealous?” It comes out quietly.

      And that’s not what I expected him to say.

      I expected a yes, or a no, or a sidestep. Not a challenge.

      But see, Jackson is a challenge. In so many ways. And I like the challenge of him. Maybe too much. And so much so I admit the truth. “Maybe I do.”

      “Why?”

      My gaze drifts down to his hands. They’re balled into fists. This is as hard for him as it is for me.

      “I wish I knew,” I admit, without any trace of bullshit.

      He drags a hand along the back of his neck—a telltale sign of stress.

      I hate to be the cause of it. “Hey, man,” I say from across the seat.

      Slowly, he turns his gaze to me. “Yeah?”

      “She’s a friend. Only a friend.”

      His lips are ruler straight for several seconds, then they curve into a small grin, almost one of gratitude.

      That look leads me on. Leads me down a path I shouldn’t travel. But I do anyway, saying, “I haven’t been with anyone since . . .” I let the words fall into the space between us, the space that seems to pulse with longing. “I know that’s not a long time, and you’re probably rolling your eyes. But I wanted you to know. There’s no one.”

      The grin seems to tug at his lips, and he tries to fight it off. But it pulls, it taunts, it grabs him, and soon enough the smile is all real.

      But just as quickly as it appeared, it’s gone. He erases it. “Good to know,” he says, then adds, intensely serious, “And same for me.”

      The air between us crackles.

      It hums.

      His gorgeous hazel eyes blaze. With desire and dirty deeds. With longing and denial. With the same damn battles I’ve been fighting. And I know this week’s been as hard for him as it’s been for me.

      There’s an energy connecting us, and I want to embrace it, ride it, give into it.

      I want to crawl over to Jackson and ask for his mercy.

      I want to tease him, toy with him, play with him.

      Slide my hands up and down his chest, dip my face to his neck.

      “You and your ‘same for me,’” I murmur. “You’re making this hard for me.”

      He breathes out through his nostrils.

      Licks his lips.

      But he doesn’t move. “It’s hard for me too, Stone.”

      In our heated silence, his words from earlier in the week ring in my ears. Life is full of risks. The key to a good life is being smart enough to know which ones to take.

      I care about him too much to take another risk.

      I close my eyes so I’m not tempted to climb on top of him.

      But the images taunt me anyway. They tease me relentlessly, to the point where I’m clenching my fists and trying ruthlessly not to say anything. Like . . .

      I still want you.

      How about one more one-time-only?

      Please tell me you’re as wound up as I am.

      It looks like he might be when we step into the elevator at The Extravagant.

      I step to the other side, as far away from him as I can be.

      We ride in silence, and it’s for the best.

      I know it is.

      And when I make it to my room without launching myself at him, I chalk this up as a victory.

      I unknot my tie, loosen it, tug it off.

      I strip off my shirt, my slacks, my leather shoes.

      I do the only thing I can think of. Hit the shower and release some tension that way.

      And when I step out and wrap a towel around my waist, my phone buzzes.

      I dive for it. I swear, no one has raced to his phone faster than I do in that moment.

      Grabbing it on the bed, I flip it over, hoping so damn hard. Maybe, just maybe, it’s Jackson saying he’s on the other side of the door. Asking if he can come in.

      I’d yank open that door so damn fast. I’d drag him to the bed and pounce on him.

      But when I see the name, I smile anyway.

      It’s Zane.

      “It’s about time. Way to leave a guy hanging,” I say.

      “Ha. I’ll do you one better than leaving you hanging. I’m downstairs. Can I come up?”

      This must be one hell of a guacamole situation.
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      “What the hell are you doing in Vegas already?” I swing open the door and wrap my crazy-ass brother in a big hug. “I didn’t expect to see you for a few more days.”

      Zane wraps his arms around me as I give a quick hello to Cruz. “Hey, Cruz,” I say to the sturdy guy watching the door. “How’s it going?”

      “No complaints. Good to see family, isn’t it?”

      “Hell yes,” I say with a huge smile, bringing Zane in harder.

      When we let go, Zane knocks fists with Cruz. “How you doing? It’s been a while. How’s your little girl?”

      “Isabella’s four now. I can barely keep up with her when I’m home in LA,” Cruz says with a grin.

      “Show me pics soon?”

      “Absolutely,” he says, and I pull my brother into my suite.

      “How the hell are you?” I ask as the door closes.

      He lets out a long stream of air. “I had to get out of town. Hitched a ride early.”

      “You drove from San Fran?”

      “No. Grabbed a cheap flight. Got out of Dodge.”

      “Cheap flight? Like that explains you showing up early?” I lead him into the suite. “Spill the beans.”

      His green eyes, the same shade as mine, roam me up and down. “Want to put on some clothes?”

      I glance at my towel and do the only reasonable thing—rip it off and drop it on the floor. “You show up in my suite and tell me to put clothes on? Dude, do not make me hug you again.”

      He cringes, laughing, then covers his eyes. “Do not, under any circumstances, hug me now.”

      “Aww. Poor Zane. Can’t handle his big brother having a bigger dick.”

      “Can’t handle you showing me your dick,” he says, but he’s still laughing, and that’s a good sign for the situation.

      Crossing the room to the bureau, I grab a pair of boxer-briefs and tug them on. “Can’t handle the awesomeness of my dick, you mean.”

      I return to the living room, flop down on the couch, and cross my feet at the ankles up on the coffee table. I pat the cushion next to me. “Sit. Divulge.”

      Zane sinks into a heap, like the air’s leaked out of him.

      I scoot closer, squeezing his lanky shoulder. “What’s the story, morning glory?”

      “Dad. He’s going at me again. My last gig ended when the TV season ended,” he says, referring to the Webflix show he worked on recently.

      “Right. Sure.”

      “He gave me the ‘join the construction business’ talk again.”

      “Ah, yes. Word on the street is he needs an electrician,” I say wryly, because we’ve heard it all before.

      “He wants to retire,” Zane says, getting in on the act.

      “He’s pushing sixty-five, you know,” we both say in unison, and thank fuck we can laugh about it or my little brother might cry.

      “This time it’s different. I think he’s serious.” He slides a hand through his wavy hair. “I don’t know what to do. I’m in between gigs, and I hate turning him down.”

      I scoff. “You’re a licensed electrician because you work lights for stage shows and TV. But what you really are is a lighting designer.”

      “Right. But I’m not like you. I don’t make a regular living from it. How do I just say no?”

      That’s an excellent question.

      I noodle on it for a few minutes, then in a flash of brilliance, I see an out. A temporary one, but still an out, if he’ll agree to it. “Work with me.”

      He blinks. “What?”

      I sit up straighter, excitement blasting through my cells. “Work with me. My residency here is only two weeks long. I know you don’t want to ride on my coattails, but you’re in town already. We’ll get you a room here, and you can work the lights—we’ve got another week of rehearsal, so you can help prep. It’ll give you some breathing room, and while we’re here, we’ll get you introduced to anyone you need to know on the Strip. The Carmichaels are great—they’ve got contacts. Nadia owns the football team, and she knows peeps. Let’s have you do the show, and we will network the hell out of you.”

      He hums, as if he’s giving this some thought. But not for long. A huge grin spreads across his face seconds later. “You sure? I don’t want to mess things up for you again.”

      I make a pshaw sound. “You didn’t mess anything up. You fell for a girl, she fell for you, and it didn’t work out. Shit happens. We move on.”

      “Dude,” he says, his grin painted all over his face. “For real? I would love that.”

      “Yes, for real. Just make me a deal—no falling in love with the opening act. Zoe is off-limits. No falling in love with anyone who works with me.”

      He lifts his palm and straightens his spine. “I solemnly swear I will keep it locked up. My heart. Dick too. But you know me—my dick follows my heart.”

      I rap my knuckles against his sternum. “Your soft marshmallow heart.”

      Zane laughs, then throws his arms around me. “I love you like a brother.”

      I laugh. “Dude. Same.”

      “Also, you have a marshmallow heart too,” he says when we separate.

      “Maybe I do.”

      And maybe that soft heart seems to get a little mushier around a certain six-foot-four Adonis.

      That gives me an idea.

      A brilliant idea.

      The solution to my two-track brain. “I’ll take the plunge with you.” I raise my hand in a Scout’s honor oath as well. “Care to make a friendly wager?”

      “What’s the wager?”

      “Neither one of us gets involved from now till the show ends. A week of rehearsals and the two-week gig. Neither one of us falls in love. If either does, I owe you one of my Grammys.”

      “You think I want your Grammy?”

      I roll my eyes. “You can sell it on eBay, dickhead.”

      “I don’t want anything from you but respect. I want to prove to you that I won’t mess up your show.”

      “And I want to prove I have faith in you. So, I’m taking the no-love plunge.”

      “Brothers-in-arms,” he says, and we shake on it.

      This is what I need. Accountability. Someone I can make a promise to.

      Real stakes to resist Jackson.

      And a chance for my brother to wriggle away from a bad influence in the form of our dad.

      “You’re on. We will have our hearts in lockdown,” he says. Then he eyes my hair, flicking his fingers at it. “But what’s up with the hair? You’re growing it out?”

      I pat the back of my head. “It’s a little longer than the last time I saw you. I’m still fuck-hot.”

      “Remember the tour where you had your best reviews? Your hair was shorter.”

      I send a text to my assistant asking her to schedule a haircut for me tomorrow.

      Stat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As I lift my chai at lunch with Nadia the next day, I’m feeling pretty damn good. Zane is already working with the tech crew, the early run-through of my songs was flawless, and this second detox is definitely going to keep me in tip-top shape for the two-week run.

      I give my friend the basics. “Plus, I’m going to be focused AF. Last night, I even swore to Zane I wouldn’t fall in love.”

      She chuckles, then takes a sip of her coffee. “But that should be easy. You’ve never been in love, Stone.”

      “That is true. Stone by name, heart of stone by nature,” I say, then furrow my brow. “Was that too easy a promise to make? Should I have thrown down harder?”

      “You tell me. Was it?”

      I give a casual shrug. “Nah. It’s going to be a piece of cake.”

      But her dark eyes stay locked on mine, like she’s studying me. “Is there someone you’re going to miss for the next few weeks?”

      I haven’t told her about Jackson. Haven’t told anyone. Why would I? There’s nothing to tell. And I’m not a kisser and teller. Or a sucker and teller.

      I scoff. “Nope. I’m free as a bird.”

      And I feel that way until Jackson walks into my suite that afternoon for his shift, and seeing him reminds me that this—resisting him—is what’s truly hard. Because, hell, I just like the guy.

      That is becoming its own massive problem.
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      Six miles in the morning.

      Jujitsu after that.

      A check-in with Ryan for his job interviews.

      A bank transfer to the credit card company.

      I scrub a hand across the back of my neck, trying to erase the tension—the inevitable tension—that comes with that reminder.

      The balance is only a bit smaller.

      But still, it’s shrinking.

      Thanks to the job.

      My afternoon begins with advance scouting—checking out some of the press stops Stone will make during his residency—as well as a routine check of the theater in The Extravagant where he’ll perform.

      He played here the other month, so we know it well, but double-checking, then triple-checking, is the name of my game.

      I conduct the advance survey then write up a report for the rest of the personal security team and email that out to Cruz, Terrence, the backup guys, and the weekend bodyguards.

      Cruz replies in seconds via text.

      

      Cruz: Thanks for the info. Also, would you recommend pepperoni or sausage on a pizza?

      

      I roll my eyes. I swear he’s not ever going to let me live down the pizza comment from the night I left Stone’s room late. I have no idea if he knows what we were up to, but I’m not letting on, so I reply with a joke. But, like most jokes, it contains the truth.

      

      
        
        Jackson: I prefer sausage. Maybe you’d like a peach on yours.

      

        

      
        Cruz: Dude. That’d be donuts.

      

      

      

      I cringe. Not because of the donut comparison to a woman. But because . . .

      

      
        
        Jackson: Donuts on pizza sounds horrible.

      

        

      
        Cruz: No shit! But in any case, to each his own.

      

      

      

      He leaves it at that. And I’m grateful. Grateful he didn’t give me a hard time that night I left Stone’s room late. Grateful he’s giving me a hard time now. We’re buds, and that’s what we do.

      Since it’s only two, I head to the gym for an hour of weights while blasting a playlist of new jams compiled by Bethany.

      After I down a long drink of water, I fire off a text to my song purveyor.

      

      
        
        Jackson: Boom. Slayed my afternoon workout thanks to your playlist.

      

        

      
        Bethany: When do you not slay it?

      

        

      
        Jackson: Never.

      

        

      
        Bethany: So it wasn’t really my jams that did it?

      

        

      
        Jackson: Take the compliment, Bethany.

      

        

      
        Bethany: I took it, tucked it in my backpack for a rainy day. By the way, how’s everything going with the concert?

      

      

      

      I’m about to reply when Terrence strolls in. He’s off today, so another guy is filling in. Terrence tips his chin in a hello. “Did you hear the news?”

      Groaning, I slip my phone into the pocket of my shorts. “Nothing good ever starts with ‘Did you hear the news?’” I give him a “bring it on” curl of my fingers. “Go ahead. Serve it up, whatever it is.”

      The tour has been canceled. My job has ended. There’s a fire. Something.

      Terrence claps my shoulder. “Sorry to scare you, bro. It’s just that Stone’s brother showed up late last night.”

      I school my expression, like I know nothing about Zane. “Oh, he did?”

      But then I want to kick myself, because of course I can know about Stone’s brother. I was with Stone last night as part of my job when the text landed that Zane had a situation.

      I guess that situation means Zane is here.

      Terrence picks up a fifty-pound barbell and starts biceps curls. “He showed up late last night. Stone brought him on to do lighting. Veronica sent out a note a little while ago. Zane’s doing some extra effects with lights. Some cool new things he wants to try.”

      “So that’s . . . good?”

      Terrence smiles, big and wide, as he switches to the other arm without a grunt or a groan. “He’s a fun guy. He was with us a few years ago. He’s a lot like Stone.”

      I tilt my head to the side, curious to know everything about the rock star. “In what way?”

      Terrence taps his sternum. “Big, huge heart. A total softie.”

      I smile, turning my face away so it’s not completely obvious to Terrence how much that statement makes my own heart pound a little harder. “Yeah, sounds like Stone. Thanks for the update, man.”

      “Anytime. Also, if you don’t want your Hawks tix when it’s your turn, let me know,” he says.

      “You’re already angling to snag them?”

      He shoots me a serious stare. “I don’t joke about football. And I’ve been on the rotation longer. You should just give them to me.”

      “You wish,” I say, laughing. I plan to enjoy one of the perks of working for this rock star—his generosity in sharing his suite with his staff.

      “Can’t fault a man for trying,” Terrence says, then lowers his barbells, tucks his AirPods into his ears, and dives into his workout. As I leave the hotel gym, I grab my phone, spotting Bethany’s latest text.

      

      Bethany: Did you tell Stone your little sister has a crush on him?

      

      I stop in my tracks, cringing. That is such an awful thought for so many reasons. Actually, for one reason that trumps all others. We cannot be into the same guy.

      

      
        
        Jackson: You do not.

      

        

      
        Bethany: He’s hot. Like we talked about. Admit it. Haven’t you noticed this?

      

      

      

      I drag my hand over my chin and make my way down the hall to the stairwell. As I power up the steps, I write back.

      

      
        
        Jackson: He’s eighteen years older than you.

      

        

      
        Bethany: I’m not going to marry him. I’m not going to sleep with him. I’m simply admiring his looks, like everyone does. Also, he’s only four years older than you. And I know that he’s a switch-hitter.

      

        

      
        Jackson: Your math is terrific. And everyone knows he’s a switch-hitter.

      

        

      
        Bethany: So what do you think about that? Also, what is wrong with us? Why have we never discussed that your boss is a total hottie?

      

        

      
        Jackson: Because that’s why. He’s my boss. It doesn’t matter how he looks.

      

        

      
        Bethany: Do you have a crush on him?

      

      

      

      I swallow roughly.

      Crush? No. I’m a grown man.

      But my heart did just beat wildly when Terrence said nice things about him.

      My smile did just claim all the real estate on my face.

      Is that what happens when you have a crush?

      It’s hard to say, because the lust is so strong too.

      One week after our night together and my desire for Stone has not abated. It shows no signs of stopping. It has its own life force.

      As I round the corner of the next landing, I answer her with complete honesty.

      

      
        
        Jackson: I don’t have crushes.

      

        

      
        Bethany: Well, that is true. When you fall, you fall hard. There’s no crushing about it.

      

        

      
        Jackson: Thanks for the reminder. It’s more like I have devastations.

      

        

      
        Bethany: So no crush on Stone, then? No hope of a #Jackstone in our future?

      

      

      

      I groan as an anchor sinks in my chest. I hate lying to her. But I don’t want to tell her the truth either. Stone and I had a thing. It happened once. It’s not happening again. We are just a meme. A hashtag. Jackstone isn’t real.

      

      
        
        Jackson: I will admit, in all honesty, that he is handsome, talented, generous, and magnetic.

      

        

      
        Bethany: Oh my God! I’m dying to ask you a ton more questions, but I have rehearsal. You are not off the hook, mister.

      

      

      

      I sigh in relief at the reprieve from her sisterly inquisition. After I shower and dress for work, I head upstairs to the penthouse floor, say hello to the daytime bodyguard, chat with him quickly about the shift—it was a quiet one, he says—then thank him and rap on the door.

      “Jackson Pearce here.”

      Stone opens the door, inviting me in with a sweep of his arm and a twinkle in his eyes. When the door shuts, he drags a hand through his hair. “Brother, today is a hard day.”

      “Why is it hard?”

      “Because it’s haircut day.”

      I nod. I saw that on the agenda. He has an appointment in twenty minutes.

      “You’re getting a trim?”

      He shakes. “Nope. New look. Going short. Not as short as your hair, but I’m lopping off several inches.”

      Huh.

      I’ve only known him with a shoulder-length style. With this shaggy rocker hair that I’ve had my hands in. Tugged on. Felt falling through my fingers.

      My skin heats up.

      “Let’s get your haircut,” I say, a little gravelly. What else can I say? I can’t give voice to the other things.

      I take out my phone, swipe my agenda to click on the location for the trim, and hear him clear his throat. I look up from my cell. “What?”

      He beckons me farther into the suite. I follow him to the living room.

      He runs his hands through his hair. “What do you think? Do you like it?”

      The question comes out stitched with vulnerability. That’s unexpected. But then, I’m learning that a lot of him is, including this vulnerable side that he’s been showing me more and more. A side I kind of like. A lot.

      “Your hair?” I ask, sticking to business.

      “Yes. My hair. Do you like it?” He’s all earnestness.

      I swallow roughly, answering truthfully. “You know I do.” I take a moment then ask the necessary follow-up. “But why are you asking?”

      He steps closer, a couple of feet away from me now. His eyes are hard to tear my gaze from, so piercing and open today. “J, do you not want me to cut it?”

      My skin prickles at the question—at the intensity and honesty in it. Like my opinion is the only one that matters. Like I’m his, and he’s mine, and he won’t cut his hair if I’m his man and I don’t want him to.

      I purse my lips, saying nothing because the question has so much subtext to it. The question is all subtext. And subtext is all I want.

      “I’ll leave it like this if you want me to,” he adds, voicing the unspoken. “If you don’t want me to cut it, I won’t.”

      Then, out of nowhere, Stone curses up a storm. “Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck.” He stalks to the couch, where he flops down, drops his head into his hands, and mutters, “I should never have promised Zane.”

      I quirk a brow. “Promised him what?”

      He shakes his head again, back and forth, groaning and moaning like a wounded cat. “I made a bet. An idiotic bet I’m already regretting.”

      I laugh. “What was the bet?”

      He raises his face, misery his companion. “Don’t laugh when I tell you.”

      “When you say, ‘Don’t laugh,’ it guarantees that someone is going to laugh, Stone.”

      “Please tell me you won’t laugh,” he begs, his eyes pleading like a puppy dog’s.

      “I won’t laugh. What’s the deal?”

      He frowns. “We made a bet for the rest of rehearsals and the two weeks of the show.” He waves a hand airily. “No . . . getting involved.”

      I don’t laugh. I cough. I practically choke. I’m pretty much speechless. “Um, what’s the issue?”

      “The issue is I’m asking if you like my hair. That’s the goddamn issue.”

      My tone softens. “But we’re not involved. And we’re not getting involved. We already decided against that.”

      He nods several times, like he’s reminding himself. “Right. Obviously. So it shouldn’t matter if you like my hair.”

      My brow knits. “Okay, then you don’t need me to answer the hair question?”

      “No.” But he lowers his face to his hands again, muttering, “Yes.”

      My heart squeezes.

      The man is a wreck.

      A discombobulated ball of confusion and worry and vulnerability.

      My protective instincts kick in, and I kneel in front of him. Regardless of his bet with his brother, the hair question matters.

      And I can answer him without crossing a line for either one of us.

      As much as I want to set a hand on his knee, squeeze it, reassure him, I don’t lean on the physical. I rely on words, gentling my voice. “I like your hair. I also think you’d be just as hot if it was short.”

      His eyes are like sparklers on the Fourth of July. “You mean that?”

      A smile tugs at my lips. “Of course I mean it. You’d be sexy with short hair. And you’d be sexy with old-school Bon Jovi–length hair, or a new shorter cut. You’d be sexy with a shaved head. With a buzz cut. With long hair. With wavy hair. With curly hair.”

      Stone shudders. “I’m not a curly-haired dude.”

      “I know. But the hair length doesn’t matter,” I say, and because he’s way out of sorts, I give him more. I take my time, weighing my words, but doling them out anyway. “If you’re asking if I’d still be attracted to you if your hair was shorter, the answer is this attraction isn’t going anywhere. And it’s not because of your hair.”

      He breathes a huge sigh of relief and whispers, “Same. Wait, that’s not true. I mean, yes, it is true. But I just want to say, for the record, I really like your hair. I like it a lot. It’s so you. It’s the perfect length, all short and clean cut.” He makes a circular gesture to encompass all of me. “Everything. Everything you have, it’s just working. You are just so . . .” He reaches out and slides a hand over my chest, sending a hot rush of adrenaline through me.

      I try to stay as still as I can as I give him a warning. “Stone.”

      His voice dips to a low and dangerous register. “I know . . . I’ll stop.”

      “You have a haircut to get to,” I whisper as a tremor works its way through my body.

      “I do.”

      But he doesn’t take his hand off me. I don’t want him to. I look down at his fingers splayed on my chest. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I should stop.”

      There is nothing in his voice that sounds like he’s going to stop. There is nothing in my voice that says I want him to.

      I take his free hand, lift it up, and press a kiss to his palm. He trembles.

      “You should, Stone,” I say quietly. But I don’t stop either. I draw his finger into my mouth, sliding it between my lips, sucking down to the end of his knuckle.

      His jaw comes unhinged. “J, I think about that so much. All the time.”

      I draw him deeper, swirling my tongue around him. My bones crackle with lust. “Me too,” I say around his finger. “Every night. Every morning.” I let go so I can run his finger along my bottom lip. “Want to taste you. Feel you in my throat.”

      He tightens his grip on my chest, fisting the fabric of my shirt. “I have no words,” he whispers.

      “Don’t need words.” I suck him back in, nice and tight, showing him what I want.

      My eyes are locked with his the whole time.

      We are teetering. This moment is tipping dangerously into something we swore we wouldn’t do again.

      I want to pounce on him.

      And I just might.

      His phone buzzes with an alarm.

      The haircut.

      I shake off my desire as best I can. Let go of his finger.

      Rise.

      Offer him a hand to tug him up. He takes it. As he stands, his eyes glimmer with mischief. He stares at my crotch. “I turn you on.”

      It’s a statement. Not a question.

      I roll my eyes. “Wiseass. You know you turn me on. I was just talking about sucking your cock. If I didn’t have a raging erection, we’d have a bigger problem.”

      A groan seems to rip from his chest. “There’s nothing problematic about that.”

      I inch closer, lining my body up with his, bringing my face near his ear to that spot I love on his neck. “It is a problem, since you just swore me off for more than two weeks.”

      “Did I?” Stone asks slyly.

      I shake my head. “You swore off getting involved. Evidently, there is no one you won’t bet with. So, whether it’s sex or getting involved, it doesn’t matter.” I gesture to the bed. “You made your . . . bet.”

      “And now I have to lie in it?”

      This time, I do laugh.

      And because I do have control, because I am disciplined, because I’m going to stick to the plan, I step away from him, not giving a flying fuck about my raging erection as I mutter, “Goddamn bet.”

      He mutters it too as we leave for the barber.
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      The cherry blossoms paint her skin beautifully, weaving down one trim arm.

      Stone tells the stylist as much as she snips and clips his hair in a swank hipster barbershop in the basement of the hotel.

      It’s closed right now. Or, really, it’s open only for him. Being a celebrity has its privileges.

      She shifts around to bring the scissors to his other side, revealing her left arm now. Calligraphy dances down it too—ink that reads “I believe . . . in me.”

      Stone glances from one arm to the next. “Damn, woman, you have some empowering ink.”

      “Thank you,” she says, as she continues to work her magic on his hair.

      On the leather couch a few feet away from them, I flip through a National Geographic magazine.

      “They mean a lot to me,” she adds. “But then, that’s how ink should be, don’t you think?”

      “Hell yeah. That’s how mine are.”

      As I try to read an article on a new mutant hornet, I’m too distracted by this conversation to focus on the words.

      “Why did you get the cherry blossoms?” Stone asks.

      As she slides the scissors across a lock of his hair, she answers, “I lost my partner of eleven years. He died of a freak heart attack. He was only thirty-six.”

      Stone’s hand goes to his heart over his smock. “Oh, Lola,” he says, and it registers that he knows her name already. “I’m so sorry for your loss. When did it happen? How are you doing?”

      “I’m doing okay. Thanks for asking. It was three years ago. I got the cherry blossoms a year ago for hope. Not so much hope for new love, but hope for . . . not hurting.”

      I stop pretending that I’m reading anything. I listen to every word.

      “Do you hurt?” Stone asks.

      She shakes her head. “Not every day. Not most days.”

      My heart squeezes with sympathy pain, but the pain disappears quickly, and I want to say to her, “I know the feeling. I understand you completely.”

      But I don’t need to say anything, because Stone has this covered. He gets this innately, I’m learning. “I’m glad you’re starting to heal. That’s a good thing.”

      “Thank you. Now what about you?” With her free hand, she taps his arm. “Your ink is all over.”

      He glances at his arms, as if he only just noticed that he has tattoos, matching circular swirls, all over his skin. “That’s a symbol for humility. This one is for grace. Another is for inspiration. You and me, we’re artists, right? We always need to be grateful for inspiration.”

      She laughs, a sweet, pretty sound, like bells. “I’m an artist for hair.”

      “Damn right you are,” he says.

      “And I love those symbols. Those are good reminders.”

      “Also, I have stars right here.” He points to his hip. I lower my face, fighting a grin. I’ve touched those stars. I’ve run my thumb over them. “They remind me that the world is big. The universe, the galaxy—we need to be aware of all of it.”

      They talk more about ink as he names all the other ones on his body.

      But he never once mentions the musical notes.

      I try not to let my heart gallop away from me, but I love that he kept that one secret.

      That I’m the only other person in this room who knows about it.

      She finishes snipping his hair, and he looks good.

      Sexy as hell, just like I predicted.

      She stretches for the clippers on her counter to smooth over the ends. When she’s done, she turns off the clippers and reaches for a soft brush, the kind used to swipe off hair on the neck.

      Before she can start, her phone beeps.

      She glances at it on the counter. “Sorry, sweetie. That’s my daughter. She’s eight. I need to grab this right now. Is that okay?”

      He gestures for her to go ahead. “Of course. I’m good.”

      Setting down the brush, she holds up a finger, answers the phone, listens, then whispers, “Give me two minutes. I’ll clean you up then.”

      She steps around the corner into a back room of the barbershop.

      It’s just us.

      Stone glances at me in the mirror like he’s waiting for a verdict.

      I rise from the couch. “Haircut looks good.”

      Green eyes twinkle at me from his reflection. “You like it?”

      “I do. A lot,” I say, my throat going dry again. I eye the brush she left in front of the mirror. That’s hardly a risk. I can handle that. So can he. “Let me finish that up for you.”

      His lips curve into a crooked grin. “Yeah?”

      I move by his side, reach for the brush, then walk behind him. “Yes.”

      I swipe the brush across the back of his neck, dusting off the fine hairs.

      He laughs lightly.

      “Are you ticklish?”

      “A little.”

      “Where else?”

      “Belly.”

      “Good to know,” I say, meeting his gaze in the mirror, giving him a watch out look.

      “Are you going to tickle me sometime?”

      “You never know.”

      “I’ll consider this my warning.”

      I brush the last strands of hair from his neck. There’s nothing left for me to clean up, but I don’t stop. I clear my throat. “If you ever need the hairline cleaned up, like right here,” I say, swiping along the ends of his hair, “I can do it.”

      “You cut hair?”

      “I was a Marine. I know my way around clippers.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “If you wanted,” I say softly.

      “I would.” In the mirror, I glance at his reflection. He sighs and closes his eyes, looking serene.

      Stone Zenith is beautiful, and it steals my breath.

      I set my other hand on his shoulder to steady myself.

      Slowly, barely thinking, just moving, I swipe the soft bristles along his neck, under his ear. “Just making sure I get it all.”

      “It’s good to be thorough with a haircut.”

      It’s so intimate, touching him this way. Makes me feel like I’m taking care of him.

      Something I like to do. It fits who I am.

      But with him, that’s a dangerous feeling.

      Because it’s not going to happen. Even when he raises his arm and slides his fingers through mine. My gaze drifts down. He clasps my fingers, and my chest flips. Warmth spreads through me as he squeezes and I squeeze back.

      I stop swiping. I’m done with his hair, was done a while ago. I’m touching him because I can. Because this is my one chance. My God, I wish I were the one who’d cut his hair, the one who’d stop by his room to give him a massage before a show, the one who’d tie his tie if he wore one.

      I wish I could do all that.

      I curl my hand tighter into his shoulder. I’m tempted, so damn tempted to brush my lips against his neck, to inhale him, to run my hand across this short hair that is so damn sexy, so very him.

      But this is already enough for today. Especially when the click-clack of shoes sounds on the tiled floor, and I release him instantly before Lola turns the corner.

      I step away, snagging some necessary distance, setting the brush on the counter.

      “You finished the cleanup,” Lola says with surprise, but also delight.

      “Hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. I appreciate the help.” She surveys his neck. “Nice work.”

      “He does good work,” Stone weighs in, catching my gaze in the mirror, holding it, making it impossible for me to look elsewhere when his piercing green eyes pin mine. “He has very good hands.”

      The warmth disappears.

      In its place is heat.

      Need.

      Longing.

      But it’s a longing that won’t be satisfied.

      This will be the hardest few weeks of my life.

      Because I do have good hands, and I want them all over him, and nothing has changed that.

      Not his bet. Not this day. Not the last week.

      Fact is, in the last hour, my need for him has only intensified.

      I want him more than I did before.

      I want him in a deeper way.

      The only thing that’s going to get me through this concert series is knowing that I’m taking a few days off when it ends.

      I need to get away from him.

      Need it for my sanity—sanity that’s hanging by a thread.
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      Zane is still working, and my stomach is not okay with that. My belly grumbles as I check the latest message from him.

      

      
        
        Zane: One more quick run-through.

      

        

      
        Stone: Quick run-through? Your run-throughs aren’t quick.

      

        

      
        Zane: You want this thing to go right, don’t you?

      

        

      
        Stone: Of course I do. Take all the time in the world. I’ll just gnaw on the leg of this poker table while I wait.

      

        

      
        Zane: Awesome. Be sure to get pics. The paps will love that. Anyway, I should be done in a half hour, and I’ll meet you somewhere then.

      

      

      

      I groan as I slump against the wall by the high rollers lounge. “It’s official. I’m going to die.”

      “We all are,” Jackson deadpans. “Welcome to the club.”

      I tug on my eyelids, the lower ones. “Check my pupils. Can you tell if the starvation madness is setting in? Zane can’t meet me for dinner yet.”

      He peers at my eyes. “Seems it set in . . . right around age fourteen.”

      “What the . . .?” I pretend to be aghast, but then I am curious how he picked that age. “Why do you say fourteen?”

      “I’m guessing that’s when you became a tad dramatic,” he offers dryly. “I mean, give or take a few years. But I’m betting on puberty as the onset.”

      “Fine,” I grumble. “Then there’s no point pretending I’m not as hungry as a horse.” I tuck my phone into my front pocket.

      He adopts a surprised look. “Oh, sorry. Were you actually pretending you weren’t hungry? Because it didn’t seem that way to me. It was pretty blatant.”

      “Whose side are you on, man?”

      “The side of rational thought. Along those lines, are horses that hungry? Like, in the scope of animals that have big appetites, are horses truly the hungriest? More than elephants? More than sharks?”

      “I bet lions are hungrier than horses.”

      “And probably hungry for horses,” he says, surveying the scene, his eyes peeled for anything out of the ordinary. I just finished my rehearsal. It’s nearly six o’clock. The show opens tomorrow night, and I am ready. The last several days have been hard, but I’ve battled through them like the fighter I am. I have not touched Jackson, have not tasted, have not licked. I’m like a goddamn warrior.

      Just need to get some vittles. “Fine. So I’m as hungry as a lion for a horse.” I pat my belly. “Owning it. Want dinner? Like, now?”

      “You’re not going to wait for Zane?”

      I shake my head as my stomach growls again. “Lions can’t wait. I’ll tell Zane we’re getting sushi. The avocado rolls are the best.”

      I grab my phone and text my brother that I’m heading to Konu. As we walk, my phone pings with his reply.

      

      
        
        Zane: This is going to take me longer than I thought. Start without me? Just tell me where to meet you in forty-five minutes.

      

        

      
        Stone: But I’ll be missing you the whole time.

      

      

      

      Except that’s not entirely true. Because the best parts of my days lately start and end at four and midnight, and I’m still in that delicious window of time.

      Putting my phone in my pocket, I clap Jackson on the shoulder and say, “You are my dinner date.”

      Jackson barely cracks a smile as I indicate the path to the sushi joint.

      But a bright idea lands a few seconds later. I stop in my tracks, and he halts alongside me.

      “Wait.” I meet his eyes and tip my head toward the other end of the long hallway. “Since you’re my date, let’s do Italian.”

      And the smile he barely cracked? It splits wide open.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After fifteen minutes and a text to Zane with the new location, we’re in a quiet corner of Rosa’s, all the way in the back, far from crowds. Not quite a private room, but definitely a nook that’s out of the way of prying eyes.

      Jackson orders chicken parmigiana, and I opt for the penne pasta and a glass of red wine.

      We thank the waiter, and when he leaves, I run a hand across the back of my neck, still getting used to the absence of hair there. The haircut this week was the best trim of my life. And it had nothing to do with the way I look and everything to do with the man across from me.

      From the way he looked at me in the mirror.

      How his fingers slid through mine.

      And from his offer to cut my hair if I need it.

      I need to get it together. Need to focus on reality, not on my runaway imagination.

      Jackson’s hazel eyes follow my hands. “How are you managing with the new look?”

      I drag my palm along the back of my head. “I think I’m used to it now. She was good with the scissors.”

      He clears his throat. “She was good with talking too. I have been meaning to ask. You and Lola . . .”

      I fill in the gap with a question. “Are you jealous?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Man, why don’t you let me compliment you?”

      I set my chin in my hand and bat my eyes. “Oh, I’m all ears. I had no idea you were heading down Compliment Road. Do continue.” I cup my hand around my ear.

      He shakes his head in amusement. “I was going to say you were great with her. You have a real ease with talking to people. I hope you don’t mind that I heard most of your conversation.”

      “Not at all. You were right there just a few feet away.”

      Jackson scrubs a hand across his neatly shaved jaw, taking his time with his words. “You’re very attuned to people,” he says, and there’s vulnerability in his tone, a sound that I like a lot from him.

      I take the compliment and save it in a special place. “I’ve always tried to be. Thanks for noticing. Means a lot to me that you did.”

      He exhales deeply, like he’s processing all this. “I don’t think I realized it at first. How connected you are with people.”

      “At first? What do you mean?”

      “Early on, when I started with you.”

      “That I try to listen? To pay attention?”

      He lifts his water glass, takes a drink, and sets it down, like he needs the liquid courage to say the next thing. “I didn’t . . . see it at first.”

      “Maybe you didn’t want to realize it?” I offer that up gently. There’s no gotcha in my tone.

      Though I have a damn good feeling why he didn’t want to see that side of me. But I’d rather hear it from him. So I stay quiet, letting him lead this conversation around the next bend, since he’s the one taking it out for a stroll. I’m simply the guy enjoying the walk.

      Jackson strokes his chin, like he’s considering my statement. “That sounds about right.”

      “Why’s that?”

      He heaves a sigh. “It was easier, to be honest. Easier not to realize that about you.”

      I pin my gaze to his because I don’t want to let this topic go. I want to parachute off this cliff, see where we land. “Easier to see me as self-centered?”

      “It was a lot easier for me.” He doesn’t look away, and the intensity in his eyes speaks volumes.

      But so do words. “Why? Why was it easier, J?” The question comes out a little breathy. Hell, I feel a little breathy right now. A little warm, as we jump.

      “It’s not easy being attracted to your boss,” he says heavily. “At all, or even this much.”

      And I’m warmer now.

      Yes, I know he’s attracted to me.

      But it doesn’t get old hearing it.

      Fact is, hearing it gets better every damn time. I lean closer. “You want to know how it was for me?”

      He nods, his eyes practically screaming Yes, tell me.

      “I couldn’t let myself be attracted to you at first. Sure, I have eyes. And I knew empirically that you were a stone-cold fox.” He dips his head and smiles, and I go on. “But I didn’t let myself think about you in that way. At all. Wouldn’t. You were off-limits, even in my head, until the night you told me. In the hall, remember?”

      He laughs, leaning back in his chair, rolling his eyes. “You think I forgot that night?”

      I shrug sheepishly. “Maybe I’m just glad you didn’t.”

      He scoots in closer, setting his elbows on the table, hooking his gaze with mine again. “I didn’t forget a single detail.”

      The hair on my arms stands on end. My skin tingles as the delicious memory whips past me. “I didn’t either. I definitely haven’t forgotten how shocked I was.”

      The corner of his lips curves up in a grin. “You had no inkling? No radar? No idea?”

      Laughing, I hold out my hands in admission. “I thought you were straight as an arrow.”

      Jackson laughs too, smirking. “More like gay as a . . .” His brow furrows. “Gay as a guy who loves sucking cock?”

      I crack up, then raise my wineglass, tipping it against his water glass in a toast to that simple and perfect analogy. “Yes. That gay.”

      “That’s pretty gay,” he says, his eyes sparking with laughter.

      “It is. That’s my kind of gay.”

      His lips part as he sweeps his gaze over my face, my chest, my arms. Then back to my eyes. His are glimmering with desire. His voice drops to a low register, lower than usual and full of smoke. “And it’s one of my favorite things to do.”

      I groan recklessly, loving the image. I stare at his lips, so lush and full. Lips that would look fantastic wrapped around me. Take me out of the oven. I am cooked. Roasted. Charred probably. “Aren’t you just a dirty little flirt?”

      One eyebrow climbs. “You mean . . . big flirt?”

      “The biggest.” I take a beat then ask another question. “So when you started working for me, it was easier to see me as a cocky, self-centered guy?”

      “I had to,” he says, so matter-of-fact as we slide back to the topic. “It was the only way to get through eight hours a day on the job being attracted to you. Arm’s length and all.”

      Not going to lie. I sizzle all over, learning that his attraction has been simmering for that long. Learning that he felt that way about me from the start. And I can’t resist. I have to go fishing. “Did you like anything about me?”

      “You were entertaining. You were always wildly entertaining.”

      I wiggle my brows. “Damn right. Still am.”

      He lifts his glass, takes a drink, but doesn’t downshift the mood. “But the truth is, even though it was hard being attracted to you, and even though thinking you were self-centered was easier, I do like knowing that people matter to you. And now, I can see more sides of you. You have this ability to connect with people, whether through your music or how you talk to them. I see it in you. I saw it with Lola. I see it with me. It’s empathy, and you just have it.”

      My heart glows from the praise. I swear it’s shining in my chest, making me feel far too good. “I try to listen, to pay attention. I care about the people in my life. The people who make my life possible too.”

      And since we’re stripping ourselves bare right now, putting things on the table, this seems as good a time as any to ask something I’ve been curious about. “What about you, J? You said stuff on the plane about risk. Stuff about the past. Did someone break your heart?”

      The man across from me draws a deep breath, leans back in his chair, and looks around, never truly off the job. Then he returns his eyes to mine. “I was with someone. It was . . . serious.”

      “Were you married?” In the few seconds before he answers, I try to figure out how I would feel if he had been. Whether it would bother me, the idea that he’d lived so much, that he’d loved that hard.

      Would it deter me?

      But then, deter me from what?

      I’m not pursuing him. I can’t pursue him. We drew our lines.

      Jackson answers quickly enough, shaking his head. “No, but we lived together for a couple of years. We were together. Committed partners.”

      But now that I know, the intel doesn’t bother me. It kind of impresses me, knowing that he has it in him to live a life of devotion. So many of the pieces of Jackson are coming together. They’re making sense. The picture of him colors in, and I like what I see.

      “What went wrong, J?” I ask softly, wishing I could touch him, run a hand along his arm.

      But then, why can’t I?

      I’m a toucher. That’s how I’m wired. I need it, and I can sense this man does too. I stretch out my right hand, sliding it along his wrist.

      For a second, he shivers, and it’s both sexy and tender.

      Then he swallows. Pain flashes across his eyes as he meets my gaze. “He was killed doing a motorcycle stunt. A triple jump for prize money.” He shakes his head, huffing. “He was a YouTube daredevil. Did stunts for social media. He died about two years ago.”

      “Shit, man. I’m sorry. Does it still hurt?”

      Pursing his lips, he takes his time answering. “I’m fine. I appreciate you asking. But truly, I’m okay.”

      The way he says “okay” lingers in the air, like each letter hovers in its own space. It doesn’t sound like a half-baked okay. It sounds like an okay in the good sense of the word. The kind you aspire to.

      Especially when he adds, “I’m definitely a lot better now.”

      I swear he holds my gaze with import, with intensity. And that intensity does something to my insides. Makes them flip.

      This is a brand-new sensation. One I haven’t felt before.

      Maybe I’m reading into his answer in a way I shouldn’t.

      Or maybe my mind is running ahead of me.

      I don’t entirely understand why my pulse is skittering. I just know that it is.

      “What about you?” Jackson asks. “Have you ever been serious with anyone?”

      Letting go of his arm, I scratch my chin, considering the question. “I’ve dated. I’ve had girlfriends. I’ve had boyfriends. But nothing that ever amounted to much. Nothing that ever felt serious. If anything, when I was with someone, it felt more like casual dating for a while. If that makes sense. Someone I’d go to events with. Someone I’d see at galas and premieres, at restaurants and such. That probably sounds silly to you,” I say, since it sounds shallow to me now that I give it voice.

      He shakes his head. “No judgment. You live how you live. You love how you love.”

      “I don’t know that it was love. Not like what you had. Were you going to marry him?”

      “Probably. But that wasn’t in the cards.”

      One more puzzle piece snaps into place. “In the limo. That night. You said it had been a while for you,” I say, taking my time with the details, trying to understand why they’re making my pulse spike even harder. “You haven’t been with anyone since him?”

      “That is true. No one till you,” he adds, like he needs to clarify that point, or maybe just bring it up front and into the open, like I did with my question.

      And, hell, I like that I’m the first guy he’s been with.

      But why?

      Makes no sense why I’d dig that nugget of info.

      I’m a player. Always have been. Probably always will be.

      “Interesting.” I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know why my throat is dry, why my head is spinning with wild ideas, why my skin is prickling with something like anticipation.

      I can’t be anticipating anything, because nothing is going to happen with this guy and me.

      Except dinner. Hopefully really soon, because I am hungry.

      “And you? You like to play the field?” Jackson asks, but there’s no judgment in his tone. Only curiosity, only interest.

      But I don’t answer, because the waiter swings by with our food, and we tuck in. As I take a bite, moaning about how delicious the lion chow is, I answer in my head.

      I like to play the field because the field is awesome. Because I love sex, I love contact, I love closeness.

      I also like to play the field because it’s all I’ve known from a life lived on the road.

      A life where falling in love was never an option.

      A life where moving, doing, acting, singing, living, and playing was all I knew.

      “I’ve liked playing the field,” I say, answering him at last. “But it also fit with the last ten years of my life, you know? Being on the road. Tours. Concerts. Press junkets. Never settling down. Know what I mean?”

      “I do. I get you. It fits you,” he says.

      “And do you like being serious?”

      He slices a piece of chicken. “It feels more like my natural state. My last job was also local in Los Angeles, so I had a whole daily life there with . . . Fabian.”

      My chest twists.

      A strange piercing sensation winds through me now that I know the name of his partner. Sounds Brazilian. Now that I’m picturing him, he could have been a hot guy from Rio de Janeiro maybe. Handsome as a movie star to have nabbed Jackson.

      A few seconds ago, Jackson’s dead partner was just a guy.

      Now he has a name.

      And he had the key to Jackson’s heart, but he broke it with a choice.

      That piercing in me turns black, hard. Borderline angry. Because I’m pissed at that guy for hurting Jackson.

      For causing him all that pain.

      But then, life happens.

      It plays out the way it does, and here he is.

      Across from me.

      Is it selfish that I like where he is now? That I like him here with me? On the road with me? Having dinner with me?

      He eats the slice of chicken, chews, then finishes the thought. “I’ve always gravitated toward relationships. I guess it’s just the kind of person I am.”

      “You really don’t do hookups ever?” I ask, then take a bite of my pasta.

      “No, I haven’t. I guess until that one time with you.”

      Ah, hell.

      This delights me.

      It shouldn’t.

      But it absolutely delights me to no end, even though I know nothing is going to happen between us. Except my stupid heart is dancing some kind of crazy jig. Because he bent for me.

      I let go of the jealousy I feel for his past, and I slide my boot under the table, rubbing the toe against his shoe. “Call me crazy, but I think that’s sexy.”

      He laughs. “Why on earth would you think that’s sexy?”

      “You tell me, Jackson. All I can figure is I think everything about you is sexy,” I say, and lest the moment become too heavy, I lighten it. “And now that I know you’re as gay as a guy who likes sucking cock, I am allowed to think how sexy you are all the time.”

      I set down my fork with a flourish, wiggle a brow, and lick my lips salaciously.

      Because this is me—easy, free, playing the field.

      He laughs. “And how’s that working out for you? Is it driving you crazy knowing nothing is gonna happen?”

      “So damn crazy,” I mutter.

      I’m crazier, too, when my brother joins us a few minutes later and it’s no longer a date.

      But I have to remind myself it was never one.

      Should be easy, since Jackson is great with him. “The setup you were running through earlier—it looks great,” Jackson says to Zane after he orders.

      “Thanks. I’m glad we could put it all together so quickly,” my brother replies.

      “I’m impressed. Can’t wait for the show to open tomorrow night.”

      Zane glances at me, then back at Jackson, and asks, “So, you like Stone’s music?”

      Then my brother smiles at my bodyguard, like he can’t wait for the answer.

      I can’t either. I don’t know what he’ll say, but I want Jackson’s yes so damn badly. Why the hell do I want him to like my music when millions do? When my shows sell out? I don’t need one man’s approval.

      “You want to know the God’s honest truth?” Jackson asks Zane.

      Zane smirks. “Oh man, I’m dying for you to tell me that you can’t stand his songs.”

      With a devilish grin, Jackson takes his phone from his pocket and clicks on a playlist then the date he created it. Two years ago—well before he started working for me. It has all my songs on it. “Make It Last.” “Take Me.” “Bedroom Eyes.”

      I have millions of fans. I have people who like my music on all continents.

      But the fact that he enjoys my tunes thrills me.

      And so does this thing he does under the table. He slides his foot onto mine, taps my toe, and shoots me a private smile.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Jackson walks me to my suite alone and stops right outside my door, like he does every night.

      But tonight, his eyes linger on me longer. They turn serious for several seconds.

      He looks like he desperately wants to say something.

      I desperately want to invite him in.

      I want to beg him to spend the night with me.

      Hell, I want to ask him to throw me against the wall and smother me in drowning, devouring kisses.

      The kind only he can give.

      But the memory of Zane’s face at dinner, happy and carefree, unbothered by my dad, flickers before me.

      Is that the reason I don’t invite Jackson in?

      Or is it something else?

      Is it that I don’t know how to deal with this burgeoning well of feelings in my chest for him?

      Feelings that are surprising the hell out of me.

      Maybe it’s because I want more than one night with him.

      I reach for my key, slide it over the card reader, and say good night to the man I don’t want to say good night to.
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      The theater is packed every night.

      The show is epic every time.

      And the star is mobbed after every performance.

      I don’t work every show, but when I do, all my focus is on Stone, making sure fans don’t grab his shirt, touch his ass, or get too close. I don’t worry about them stealing his phone, because I keep it on me during the shows, and after too, when he does the VIP meet and greets.

      Those backstage soirees are organized, classy, and stacked with photo ops.

      The tougher part to navigate is the moments after, when energy is high, adrenaline is coursing, and fans want a piece of the headliner.

      My job is to keep them close but not too close. I’m in the zone all week long. The work doesn’t leave room for distractions, and I’m grateful for the show pace, the show days.

      They make it easier not to think about the charge between us. The crackle and hum I feel when we’re alone.

      But since we rarely are, my brain is zeroed in on work and only work.

      And I can do what I need to do.

      Think ahead.

      React fast.

      Make sure he looks good to the public, that they see an outgoing, charismatic man willing to pose for picture after picture.

      That’s what he does after he plays his heart out each time.

      Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday.

      On Friday, the theater is packed to the gills. From my post in the wings, I watch as the lights swirl and dip, as Zoe, the opening act, announces his name, as the crowd roars.

      The din is deafening. Stone struts to the front of the stage, Strat slung around his shoulders, a smile on his face. The grin he wears when he’s performing is like nothing I’ve seen before. It’s special; it’s electric. He feeds off the crowd’s love of him and gives it right back to everyone in the theater. The man isn’t just doing a job—he is living, breathing, and existing off the nourishment of music and crowds and energy. They know it, he knows it, and everyone loves it.

      Stone is a born performer, and he makes every second onstage count. I’ve seen countless shows of his. No two ever seem alike. Each one feels special, crafted for that audience that night.

      It’s charismatic.

      It’s magic.

      And I can’t look away.

      “Are you ready to ‘Make It Last,’ Vegas?” he booms into the mic, then launches into his Grammy-winning tune that electrifies the audience.

      An hour and a half later, he performs his final encore and tells the crowd he loves them, he really fucking loves them.

      Then he leaves.

      After the VIP meet and greet, he’s ready to go.

      “Good show,” I say.

      “Great one,” he replies as we wind our way through the hotel to grab a drink with Sage and Nadia.

      He hangs with them at Speakeasy for an hour while I stand outside.

      After they say good night, I’m headed to the elevator banks with him when a shriek fills my ears.

      “Stone!”

      It’s high-pitched. Feminine. Young.

      And multiplied.

      I turn around in a nanosecond as a pack of twentysomething women trot over to him.

      Five of them.

      Wobbling in heels and boots, clutching long plastic cups sloshing with liquid.

      In a heartbeat, I drape an arm around him, holding the other out in front of me to be safe. “Take it easy,” I say, friendly but crystal clear. They’re only drunk—nothing we haven’t dealt with at every show.

      “Can we just take one pic?”

      The question comes from a teetering redhead in sky-high red shoes, her speech slurred.

      I look to him. It’s always his choice in moments like these. “It’s cool, J. One pic is fine,” Stone says.

      “You don’t have to,” I say quietly.

      “It’s all good. I’m happy to do it.”

      I maneuver him a few feet away so his back is to the wall, and I bring the women in. They sardine themselves around him, with the redhead stretching out her arm to snap a cell phone shot.

      Once she’s done, her friends peel away, oohing and aahing and thanking him.

      But Red is lightning fast. She spins around and slams herself against him. “I love you, Stone. I want to have your babies.”

      That shit is not okay.

      I slide right back in, threading my arm between the redhead and Stone just as she grabs the neck of his T-shirt.

      Tension spirals in me, but my focus sharpens even more. I have one mission and only one mission.

      “Time to step away, please,” I say firmly, gripping her hand and jerking it away from my client.

      Because, ya know, she doesn’t need to touch him.

      Not like this.

      “But I love him,” she whines, refusing to let go, holding tight to the fabric as I pull her hand away.

      “Glad you love me,” he says with a smile, playing the part even as a flicker of worry flashes in his eyes.

      “Time to let go,” I say, peeling her fingers from his shirt, but she’s got a Vulcan death grip on the fabric, and she’s yanking it, determined.

      But I’m stronger, and I manage to uncurl those fingers one by one. She’s like a cat, clawing a tree branch for dear life.

      “Miss, it’s time for you to leave The Extravagant,” a voice booms.

      Hotel security marches up to us, a trio of men in suits, ready to finish the job.

      “Thanks, guys,” I say as they grab her, tug her away, and escort her off the premises.

      With my arm around Stone the whole time, I punch the elevator key code in, step into the lift, and breathe out hard when the doors slide shut.

      I look him over. Whoa. His chest is on display. His gray shirt hangs in tatters on his arms, the middle ripped down to the top of his abs.

      I blink. “She ripped your shirt off.”

      He glances down, pushes out a laugh, and swallows roughly as he regards the sartorial damage. “Yeah, she did.”

      I step closer as the elevator rises and set my hands on his shoulders, worry flashing through me. That was a close call. Closer than we’re used to. “You okay? I didn’t want to make a scene. I know you hate that.”

      “I do. Thank you for taking care of it.” A vein in his neck pulses quickly. “I’m good.”

      But I want to be certain. That’s my job. “Yeah? You sure you’re okay?”

      “Positive. I mean, screaming fans are part of the job, even ones who get up close and personal, but not so damn grabby. And that’s why I’m glad you were there.”

      “So I could be the bad cop? Keep them away?”

      Stone smiles. “Exactly. I’m grateful, man. I needed you.” He licks his lips, taking a breath. “I need you . . .” His eyes lock with mine. Heat shines in his irises.

      Desire too.

      And so much longing.

      It’s just adrenaline. Just the moment, amped up after the trouble in the lobby.

      But the moment is . . . irresistible.

      The air sparks with electricity and buzzes with unfinished business.

      And all the days of holding back threaten to unspool in one half-ripped T-shirt, the look in his eyes, and the weight of his words.

      “I need you too,” I say, my voice a barren whisper, my hands still curled tight on his shoulders.

      He inches closer, like he’s about to kiss me.

      And it’s the only thing I want in the world.

      But I stop him.

      Elevators have cameras.

      Hotels have employees with access to cameras.

      Employees who might leak photos of us to the press. To TMZ. To the paparazzi. To anyone. I have to think for both of us, because photos of the rock star kissing his bodyguard in a Las Vegas elevator would be worth lots of money.

      They’d do nothing to harm him.

      But they’d pretty much kill any hope of future employment for me. Not just with him, but with anyone.

      More than that, if anything is happening between the two of us, it’s not going to happen publicly.

      Whatever is going on is private.

      I push back on his shoulders, stopping him before his lips reach mine, before his face comes too close. My head swims with desire as I whisper, “There are cameras in the elevator. Anyone can see us.”

      He swallows roughly. Nods. Steps away.

      My hands feel empty.

      My skin aches for him.

      The minute-long ride to his floor lasts hours. It takes eons to reach our destination.

      In that endless span, my desire does not abate. It’s not quenched. That’s the trouble. Nothing at all seems to quench it.

      We reach his floor. The doors open. We step out.

      Can I cool off? That’s the question.

      I walk down the hall by his side, something I’ve done countless times. But this time feels like an end.

      Like I’m drawing a final line in the sand.

      Like if I don’t go in tonight, I’ll never go in.

      The thought of never touching him again is horrifying.

      But that’s the deal.

      This is my job. This is my life.

      We reach his door, and I hope I have the strength to resist. He stops in front of it. I’m inches behind him. Head bent, Stone murmurs, “Do you want to come in?”

      I close my eyes, the punishing wave of lust crashing over me, threatening to tug me under its weight.

      Do I want to go in?

      I want it more than I want food.

      More than sanity.

      More than I’ve ever wanted another person.

      I close my eyes, swaying closer, my chest brushing against his back, the press of our bodies clouding all my judgment.

      With my mouth near his ear, I whisper, “More than you can ever know.”

      He trembles. A shuddery breath escapes his lips. “But you’re not going to let yourself?”

      I run my nose along his neck, inhaling his scent. “I want to resist you. I don’t want to compromise you.”

      Stone shudders. “I’m already compromised.”

      He wedges a hand behind him, between us, sliding it over my stomach and down to the front of my pants, along the ridge of my erection.

      I nearly die of desire. There isn’t enough strength in me to contain it. But somehow I find the will, stepping away. “You told your brother you wouldn’t get involved.”

      “I’m already involved,” he says heavily.

      And I know the feeling.

      Know it all too well.

      Dipping his hand into his pocket, he takes out his key and turns around. His green eyes lock on mine. “I’m not going to try to convince you. I’m not going to beg. I’m not going to be that guy.”

      I want him even more.

      Stone nods to the door, reaching for the handle. “I’m going in here. I’m going to shower. And I’m going to leave you with this thought.” He licks his lips, stares at mine, then meets my gaze. “You. Me. Tonight. That’s all.”

      I tremble everywhere. That is all I want.

      “You know where to find me, J,” he adds. “In fifteen minutes, I’m going to be asleep. But if you change your mind before those fifteen minutes, I’ll stay up all night long with you.”

      With that invitation, I may as well go up in flames. I am burning everywhere with lust.

      I do everything in my power to tamp it down.

      He slides the key over the reader and heads into the suite, the door shutting behind him, then clicking.

      That sound is a ticking time bomb. It’s my fifteen-minute window. It’s fourteen minutes and fifty-nine seconds and counting. I slump to the floor. Drop my head in my hands. This desire is a vise, crushing my mind. It’s eating me up. It’s stronger than anything else in my goddamn life.

      Stronger than responsibility.

      I stay like that, crouched on the floor, hands wrapped around my knees, counting.

      Fourteen minutes. I text Cruz, tell him about the incident, let him know Stone is in his suite.

      Thirteen minutes and thirty seconds. I stare at the door, longing clutching my chest.

      Thirteen minutes. I shouldn’t give in.

      Twelve minutes and thirty seconds. I want to go in there so badly.

      Twelve minutes. But I can resist.

      Eleven minutes and thirty seconds. I have to resist.

      Eleven minutes. He’s in the shower, naked, head tipped back, hands soaping up his body under the scalding water.

      That image flashes relentlessly before my eyes at ten minutes. But that’s not the only image. Hundreds of other filthy, fantastic ones taunt me, tease me, lure me.

      I know the consequences. I know the risks. And I know, too, that I was never going to last those fifteen minutes.

      Because at nine minutes, at eight, and at seven, I see pictures of him talking to me on the plane, talking to me in the limo, talking to me at dinner.

      And I ache with want.

      At six minutes, I stand, run my hands down the front of my shirt, take a deep breath, and give in to the madness.

      Just one more time.

      I’ll get it out of my system for good.

      That is all.

      I rap on the door. He doesn’t answer right away. And in those long seconds that it takes before he crosses the suite, I ask myself one more time.

      Will I walk away?

      But as soon as the door opens, my decision is ironclad.

      Stone is on the other side, hair slicked back, droplets of water sliding down his chest, a towel slung low on his hips. I step inside, kick the door closed behind me, and shove him up against the wall next to it.

      I grab his face, clasp his cheeks, and bring my mouth to his, stopping when I’m millimeters away.

      “You. Me. Tonight. It’s going to be like this . . .”

      And then I kiss the fuck out of him.
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        * * *

      

      I could say it’s the lack of clothes. I could say it’s what happened in the lobby. I could say it was the tension in the elevator.

      But that would all be a lie.

      It’s the last six months of wanting him. It’s the night we kissed in the hall. It’s the evening in the limo when we gave in.

      It’s the haircut, the dinner, the talks. It’s all the moments leading to this one when I’ve given myself permission.

      Permission to feel.

      It’s the way he looks at me and the way I look at him.

      I could get fired. I could become that bodyguard who fucked his client and never got another job.

      I don’t want to be that guy.

      But I also want to be this guy. I want to be the guy who takes this private risk with this man who’s so very tempting. This dangerous, alluring, private risk. I thread my hands through his hair, slamming my body against his, kissing him like it’s all I’ve thought about, because it is.

      Because there is no other way for me to kiss him.

      My lips devour his, crushing his mouth, exploring him, tasting him, letting his scent go to my head. He becomes all my sensations. Our tongues delve. Our mouths smash. And our breaths mingle together in a hot, searing collision of kisses.

      One after another after another.

      His arms wrap around my neck, grabbing the back of my head as I grip him harder, kiss him more hungrily, jerk my body against his.

      Everything about this is wrong.

      But everything about this feels right, with his body against mine.

      We kiss, long and deep and passionate, and I don’t want to stop. I don’t ever want to stop.

      But I also want all the next things.

      I wrench away, panting, my breath coming out in a rush.

      I stare into his eyes, glassy with desire, glazed with lust.

      “We’re going to fuck tonight,” I tell him.

      Stone wiggles an eyebrow as his lips curve into a crooked, filthy grin. He slides his hands up the back of my head through my hair, thrusting his hips at my pelvis. “It’s about fucking time.” He drags a hand down my shirt, over my chest, spreading his fingers across my pecs so he can work the buttons open one by one.

      He’s taking his time, but I’m pent-up. I’m needy. And I want my clothes off. I take over, and my shirt is on the floor in mere seconds.

      I free him from the confines of his towel, ripping it off, and my breath hisses as his cock springs free, standing at attention, ready for me.

      I’ve touched Stone, I’ve had him, but tonight I’m going to have him all night long. I wrap my hand around his thick shaft, shuddering at the hot, hard feel of him. Of the soft, smooth skin and the steel length. And then that fantastic bead of liquid at the head.

      I drag my hand from base to tip, my thumb rubbing across the crown, collecting a drop of my favorite drink.

      I bring that liquid pleasure to my lips, tasting it, and my head goes hazy with lust. I can’t be bothered with taking him to the bed. I drop to my knees right here.

      Stone lets his head fall back against the wall, grabs my face, and says, “You’ve been promising me something for a while, Jackson. Give it to me now.”

      I intend to show him I’m a rock star too.

      Because that’s how I give blow jobs—like a rock star.
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            Stone

          

        

      

    

    
      Yes.

      Hell yes.

      Hell to the motherfucking yes.

      All my rules, all my reasons have vacated the premises. They fell by the wayside the second I threw down my offer.

      I don’t care about anything right now except this fevered, frenzied dream.

      That’s all it can be, a sexy, filthy fantasy, but I’m living it in this moment.

      Jackson Pearce is shirtless, on his knees, his hand on my dick, his lips wrapped around the crown as I feed him my cock.

      He groans savagely as he draws me into paradise. The sound of his desire makes my dick harder, makes me thicker in his warm, lush mouth.

      One hand of his slides up my thigh to play with my balls. The other squeezes the base of my cock while his sinful, filthy mouth takes me deep, so damn deep I am lodged in the back of his throat, and it is heaven on earth.

      My hands coil around his head, gripping his skull.

      “Fuck me, J. You’re a god with that tongue. Those lips.”

      His eyes spark with mischief. He spirals his tongue along my shaft, showing off, showing what he can do to me.

      He can drive me wild with desire.

      With that tongue that lavishes wicked praise on my shaft.

      With those lips that hug my dick so deliciously.

      With that hand that curls so tight.

      Pleasure zips through my body, rippling through every single cell as he flicks that wicked tongue along my dick.

      “You’re a man of your word,” I rasp, as I pump into his mouth. “You do love sucking cock.”

      Jackson lets go of me, his eyes locking with mine as he licks the head. “I do. But I really love sucking your cock. So . . .” He licks a line up my shaft. “Damn.” He kisses the tip. “Much.”

      I shake with desire, with the prospect of a climax on the horizon.

      He drags those confident lips down my length once again, taking me all the way back home.

      Moaning, I grip my hands tight around his head as pleasure barrels through my body, cruising up and down my spine. “J, you’re a wet dream.” I thrust into his mouth, unable to hold back as lust pounds in my cells. “God, yes. I want to fuck your mouth hard. Watch you swallow my come.”

      He growls against my dick, his hands snaking around to my ass, those big palms curling over my cheeks and squeezing. Gripping hard.

      Holy shit.

      This is insane. Intense. Mind-bending.

      This is an otherworldly blow job. This is a devouring of my cock. He is worshipping my dick, and I’m having an out-of-body experience.

      My thighs are shaking. My knees are wobbling. My body is on the edge of everything.

      He hauls me in deeper, his mouth melding to my shaft as he mercilessly sucks me.

      Pleasure sizzles along my skin as his hands slide lower, then lower still, till one rogue finger presses against my ass.

      “Yes,” I rasp out. I thrust harder into his mouth.

      He pushes farther, just an inch or two, then crooks it inside me.

      And I become fireworks and dynamite.

      I am the explosion on the Fourth of July. I am crackling and burning as he pushes that finger in me and sucks me to the root.

      The world blurs into bliss as I shoot into his mouth. A red-hot haze consumes my body.

      I pant.

      I moan.

      I grunt.

      Seconds later, he lets go of my dick, rises, and presses those lips to mine.

      So tender and lush.

      And filthy too, as I taste myself on him. He slides his lips over mine, making sure we’re sharing the aftereffects of me coming hard in his mouth. And the fire in me roars higher with the promise of so much more decadence tonight.

      Jackson brushes his lips across my jaw, my cheek, traveling to my ear. “How do you want me next?”

      My breath catches because he is both relentlessly dominating and ridiculously thoughtful.

      I shudder, knowing the answer. I’ve known it for months. My lips curve up in a grin. “But I thought you liked to set the rules?”

      He slides a hand down my cheek. “I’m going to fuck you, Stone. That’s the only rule I have. Tell me what position is best for you, because that’s all I want—to make it so damn good for you when I’m inside you.” His hazel eyes are savage and heated. “That is all I need.”

      I take his hand, bring him to the second bedroom, and then gesture to the windows.

      “You see those?”

      “I do.”

      I bring my mouth to his ear, and I whisper, telling him exactly what I want him to do to me.
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            Jackson

          

        

      

    

    
      This man.

      My God.

      He flops down on the edge of the bed, crooks his finger, and beckons me. “Let me undress you.”

      I step closer, sparks sizzling across my skin. He reaches his hands forward, unclicking my belt. “This is Christmas.”

      I smile. “But you’ve already unwrapped me once, Stone.”

      He shakes his head. “Not like this,” he says, all hot and bothered. “Not when I get to feel you in me after.”

      He undoes the belt like it’s a striptease. His nimble fingers unsnap the button on my pants as I run my hand through his still-damp hair. “You tasted so good, Stone,” I say, savoring the memory of him on my tongue. “Like my fantasies.”

      “And you’re mine,” he says as he unzips my pants.

      I toe off my shoes, pull off my socks, and he pushes my pants down to the floor. I stand before him in nothing but black boxer-briefs.

      Stone wears a wicked grin as he stares at the outline of my erection. Then up at my eyes.

      “What?” I ask, since he’s looking all cheeky.

      “I turn you on.” He drags his palm along the outline of my hard-on, stopping at the wet spot on my briefs.

      I hiss. Grab his head. “Yes,” I seethe. “You make my dick leak. Yes, I’m fucking dripping from sucking you off because I love sucking your cock. Now take off my briefs, slide all that pre-come up and down my shaft, and lick it off.”

      “Hell yes,” he says, and practically rips off my boxer-briefs.

      Stone groans so loud I swear it echoes around the room.

      Dipping his face forward, he draws his tongue over the tip of my dick and licks off my arousal, humming as he goes. I swear he’s singing a song. He’s writing new lyrics. He’s playing chords in his mind as he licks and kisses and swirls. Lust cascades down my spine as he adores my cock with his lips and tongue.

      Settling my hand on his cheek, I stop him. I love his mouth on me, but I need more than mouths tonight.

      I need bodies.

      I slide one hand under his ass, move him up on the bed, and climb over him. Straddling him, I stretch my arm to reach for the lube on the nightstand and drizzle some on my fingers. “Now, answer this question, Stone. Why do you love telling me you turn me on? You think I don’t know what you do to me?”

      He stares up at me, filthy intent in his eyes. “Because I’m a high-tension wire with you. Because I feel like my bones are vibrating when I’m around you. The fact that it’s maybe one-tenth the same for you thrills me.”

      “Not one-tenth. I guarantee you that. It’s the same for me.” I grip my dick, steel in my hand. “You do this,” I say, rasping as I stroke my shaft, showing him how he affects me. Letting go of my cock, I bend closer, bracing myself on my forearms. I lick his neck, making my way to his ear, biting it. He turns his head to the side, writhing underneath me, his mouth falling open, letting out a lush, gorgeous pant. “You make me bend all my rules,” I whisper harshly. “You make me break them. So, you really want me to tell you what you do to me?”

      Desire is written all over his face. Moaning, he thrusts his hips against me. “I do, J. I do, so much.”

      “I’ll show you. Then I’ll tell you.” I move down Stone’s body, exploring him with my hands. I run my palms across his chest, over his pecs, my fingers traveling through the hair on his chest, making their way to the grooves of his abs. He shivers with every touch as I play with the ridges of his stomach, as I trace his tattoos, as I draw lines around the stars on his hips with my tongue. He moans as my hands and lips discover his skin, finding the places he loves being touched the most. I raise my head, locking eyes with him. “Do you get it now?”

      “I do, but words help.” It comes out like begging.

      I reward his plea with words and deeds.

      Wrapping my hand around his pulsing shaft, I give him a nice, long stroke, drawing out a wild moan from the man I’m going to fuck. “In a few minutes, I’m going to put you on your hands and knees and ruin you. I’m going to slide my cock in your body, take your dick in my hand, and own your pleasure.” I bring my face to his chest and lick a path between his pecs, up to his Adam’s apple, and over to his jaw, biting. “That’s how much you turn me on—more than I’ve ever been aroused before.”

      His eyes shine with oceans of lust. “Ruin me. Ruin me now.”

      “Need to get you ready for me. Open you up.” I kneel between his legs again, nudging them apart. I put more lube on my fingers and push one in him. He thrusts down against me right away. Seeking me out. Hunting for pleasure. I add another finger. More lube. A third finger. He arches, asking for more.

      His hands shoot into his hair, dragging roughly through the strands. “Yes,” he grunts. “Get me loose for you. I’ve got a nice, big cock coming my way.”

      I grin, loving his filthy mouth. “You’re so dirty. The things you say are insane.”

      “The things you do to me are insane.”

      I want nothing more than to deliver on all our filthy promises. But I need to make sure he can handle it. Make sure this isn’t all talk. I slow the pace of my fingers, taking my time. “You sure you’re ready for me?” I ask, my tone earnest. “I know I don’t have a starter cock.”

      He licks his lips, pushes up on his elbows, and stares wickedly at me. “Thank the Lord for that. Hallelujah. All my prayers have been answered.”

      I laugh. “I mean it. Do you want it slow and easy? I can do it missionary if that’s easier for you. Or we can spoon, and I can move behind you. I don’t have to fuck you hard. I can take it slow. You can ride me and set the pace.”

      Rolling his eyes, he points to the nightstand. “You think I can’t handle you? Open that drawer.”

      I ease my fingers out, lean over, and slide it open. “You’ve got a store in there.”

      Stone shrugs casually. “I bought a few.”

      “A few? You’ve got, like, ten dildos.”

      He holds up one hand showing five fingers. “Don’t shame me for having dildos.”

      I laugh. “No shame, bro. No shame at all.”

      I reach in, grabbing a long blue one. “Let’s get you ready,” I rasp out as I hand it to him. He brings it between his legs. Holds out the tip to me. I drizzle some lube on it. Turning it around, he presses the head against his ass.

      I tremble.

      The sight of this, of him playing with himself, is so fucking arousing.

      I can’t help it. I need to touch myself. I fist my cock as I watch him push the tip against his hole.

      “I used them a lot lately. I needed to practice,” he whispers in a filthy confession.

      “Say that again?” I’m not confused, but I do want to be absolutely clear.

      Stone pushes it in a little more, just the tip, and my cock twitches in my palm. “For you. I knew you were going to fuck me someday, and I needed to be ready for your magnificent cock.”

      I turn one hundred degrees of incendiary. “You prepped for me,” I say, amazed and even more turned on.

      “Had to get ready. Wanted to be able to take you. And I didn’t want you to go easy on me.”

      I join the party, wrapping my hand around his and pushing the dildo in a bit more. “Let’s just make sure, then. Make sure you can take me.”

      He grunts, lifting his ass, and I push the toy in another inch. His legs fall wide open. “Yessssss.”

      That one word lasts forever. It occupies a minute. It fills all the air in the city. It’s the sexiest permission ever.

      A tremor racks my entire body as I work the toy in a little farther, as he spreads a little wider, as he arches a little more hungrily.

      Gently, I ease it out of him, set it on the nightstand, and return to him, replacing the dildo with three fingers. He rocks down against me, seeking out my fingers as I take his cock in my other hand and stroke it.

      Stone murmurs, sighing and writhing, and it’s a beautiful sight. He’s so wound up with lust.

      From me. For me.

      “I practiced too,” I confess as I work my fingers in him.

      “Yeah? How?” he asks, all breathy.

      “Edging myself. So I can last for you.”

      His dick jerks in my hand. “That’s so hot—you jacking yourself off to me.”

      “Every night. Taking my time. Getting close, then stopping. Then doing it again. I want it to last. I want to please you so badly.”

      He rocks and thrusts with me, leaning his head back, parting his lips, then begging. Begging so beautifully. “Please fuck me now. I can’t wait any longer.”

      I rise, grab a condom from his drawer, and return to the bed.

      Stone’s sitting up. “Let me,” he says. He opens the foil, takes out the protection, and slides it down my shaft. I breathe hard at the contact. Taking the lube, he spreads more on me, and my cock jumps, eager to get to know all of him.

      I cup his face, run my thumb along his jaw, and breathe out one word. “Finally.”

      He stares greedily at my face as he lets go of my cock. “Tell me about it.”

      I point to the edge of the bed, where I want him. “Get on your hands and knees for me.”

      Stone shifts, moving into position, his gaze swinging to the window, watching our reflection. “Gonna watch you the whole time, J. Gonna watch my fantasy—you pounding me.”

      “Do it,” I say as I move behind him, my entire being lit up by this gorgeous man getting on his hands and knees for me, offering me his sexy ass, his whole damn beautiful body, all long, fit, and toned.

      I press my palm on his lower back, sliding it along his spine, down between his shoulder blades, pushing him to his elbows. He moves with me. Responding to my direction.

      I return my hands to his ass, my fingers journeying over the musical notes, rubbing across them, then I spread him open. With one hand I grab the lube, drizzling a little more on him, down the crease, spreading it around with my thumb.

      Then I line up, holding my cock in one hand, pressing the head against his entrance.

      And I groan.

      It’s been nearly two years, and I’m about to fuck the man I’m dying to have.

      I grit my teeth because, I swear, no amount of edging can stem the onslaught of lust blasting through me. I ease in, working the head of my cock into his body, little by little.

      He moans, all soft and needy. “Feels so good.” Stone drops more onto his elbows, raises his ass, and gives me all the access I want, groaning like this is the best thing ever.

      Well, it is.

      I stare in the window at our reflection. It’s filthy and beautiful. Him lowered before me. Me entering him. My hands curled tight around his hips. His face blissed out. As I push a little farther, I sizzle.

      Electricity flickers everywhere.

      Sparks shoot across my skin.

      Stone pushes back against my cock, seeking out more of me.

      That.

      That move.

      It sends me spiraling. Pleasure whips through me.

      My throat is dry, my voice is a husk. “You got me now?”

      “Give me more,” he moans.

      “God, you’re incredible,” I say as I sink deeper and my skin crackles, my bones sizzle. Pleasure throbs everywhere.

      He takes me in. All that practice paid off. He’s so ready for me. So open.

      This is like riding a bike, but worlds better, galaxies better, as I bottom out in the man I’ve wanted for months, as my cock fills his body so deliciously, disappearing all the way inside him.

      Where I want to be.

      I tremble when I’m fully seated, savoring the hot, tight grip of him.

      I close my eyes. I need a moment because this is . . . nirvana.

      This is it.

      I breathe, letting air fill my lungs, letting it carry bliss through every pore in my body. My fingers grip his cheeks so tight as he thrusts back against me. When I open my eyes, I catch sight of our reflection.

      “Look at us,” I whisper reverently, mesmerized as I curl my body over his, my chest inches from his back, one palm braced on the bed. I slide my other hand under him, gripping his thick shaft in my hand.

      The sound he makes is carnal.

      “Yes,” he moans as I stroke him.

      “Just look at us,” I say again, staring at the filthy sight.

      Stone meets my eyes in the dark glass, all of Vegas before us.

      “You’re a fucking beast,” he rasps, watching as I move in him, as I find a rhythm.

      Not too fast. Not too slow. Just enough that I can keep close to him, my chest to his back, my hand working his cock.

      I thrust into him like that for a few delicious minutes, our bodies tangled together, our breaths coming faster.

      But soon, the pleasure kicks up. Wild sensations spin through me, a tornado of lust. It rips inside me, and I embrace it—the feel, the pull, the intensity.

      This is all my dirty dreams. It’s everything that made my days hard, and my nights harder.

      It’s everything I’ve denied myself. Everything I’ve resisted.

      And it is all I want in the world.

      Him. Me. Tonight.

      Most of all, I crave his pleasure.

      My God, I want that more than anything. I want to do that for him, give that to him. I can picture it. Can feel it with every stroke, every thrust. Every slide of our skin.

      Every move he makes. Each sound he utters.

      “J,” he says in a hungry whisper. “I need something.”

      I sink deeper, grip tighter. “Anything,” I say desperately. “Just tell me and I’ll do it.”

      “Destroy me,” he urges.

      And I heed the call.

      “Pump that beautiful cock,” I tell him. He takes over as I rise up, gripping his hips with both hands while he fists his dick, stroking it fast and tight.

      Driving into him without mercy, I go full throttle.

      He stares shamelessly at our reflection, groaning as I snap my hips, as he strokes his cock, as I fuck his ass, as we seek our pleasure.

      I grit my teeth as a wave of lust crashes into me, daring to pull me under, but I stave it off, needing his release first.

      “Harder,” he begs.

      He’s perfect for me.

      As his cock slides through the tight tunnel of his fist, I find a new pace, pounding him at rocket speed, faster, rougher, hitting the P-spot inside him.

      “Yes,” he moans, bowing his back. “Coming.”

      He shudders under me, trembling as he spurts all over his hand and onto the bed. His release sets me on fire. I grip one hip, push down on his shoulder blades, and ride his ass. Pleasure gathers in the base of my spine, coils in me, then sharpens, tearing through my body on a mad race to ecstasy until it annihilates me.

      Blissful oblivion. Total devastation as I climax hard, grunting.

      Panting.

      Sweating.

      Losing myself in him.

      And as I do, I feel something I haven’t felt in ages.

      Something dangerous.

      Something wonderful.

      I feel connected.

      Especially when I collapse next to him and press a soft kiss to his neck before I get up to toss the condom.

      I return to the bed, drawing him close to me.

      He sighs happily in my arms, blissed out as I hold him. Satisfied as I wrap myself more tightly around him.

      I feel connected, and it’s so damn dangerous.

      Especially when I catch a glimpse of the bedside clock and see that my shift is over.

      Which means Cruz is outside the door right now.
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      I sit bolt upright and pace.

      I need to move.

      Need to think.

      I head to the bathroom, splash cold water on my face, try to clear my head to no avail.

      I press my palms to the counter and swear again.

      Seconds later, a hand slides up my back. Gentle. Worried. “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me you’re regretting that already. It ended sixty seconds ago. Regret should take at least five minutes to set in. Most medical authorities say it’s ten on average.”

      I manage a small laugh. I know he’s trying to ease my mind.

      But is that possible?

      I turn around, shaking my head, frustrated. I hold my hands out wide. How the hell do I say this?

      Just say it.

      I rip off the Band-Aid. “It’s about Cruz.” I drag a hand through my hair. My sweaty, sex-mussed hair. “He’s outside your room right now. It’s my responsibility to hand off to him. To let him know I’m done with my shift and he’s on duty. And I didn’t tell him. The only thing I texted him about was the incident. I didn’t do my job. I’m sure there’s a text from him somewhere, and I can’t mess up like this.”

      “You’re not messing up,” Stone says in his boss voice, his “I’m in charge” tone. “It’s only thirty minutes after midnight.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Thirty minutes ago is when I should have handed off to him. I’m such an ass,” I mutter as I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      Stone runs a hand along my arm. Comforting me.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I file away this intel—his impulse is to comfort me.

      “I can’t let this stuff slip,” I say, since I screwed up. I knew I wouldn’t be thinking about anything else but this man once I knocked on the door.

      “I’m not going to fire you,” Stone says, gentle but firm. “I told you before, I’m not going to let you go because of this. And I’m not going to let you go because you didn’t tell Cruz that your shift was over.”

      Does he think that’s the issue?

      Is that how far apart we are? Maybe so. He’s a celebrity, and I’m a regular joe. I’m not thinking about getting fired. I’m thinking about the respect I want from my goddamn colleagues.

      I let go of my nose, lift my chin, and stare him in the eyes. “That’s not the point,” I say, my tone rising, my frustration hitting a new pitch, right alongside my guilt. I stab my chest with my finger. “This is not how I want to behave with my coworkers. I respect Cruz. I like Cruz. And I need to do my job. Part of my job is telling him when my shift is over. So he can do his job.”

      Stone nods, absorbing my outburst. “What happened last time, then?”

      “Last time?” I repeat. My brain is a circus right now, and I can’t see straight, let alone think straight.

      “Yes, last time. With the pizza.” He makes a rolling gesture with his hand like he’s jogging my memory.

      And, well, he is.

      Because last time, Stone and I agreed to tell Cruz we got a pizza.

      “What happened last time was . . .” A laugh threatens to escape me.

      Stone arches a brow. “Something funny?”

      “Nothing happened,” I admit with a shrug. “I told him we got pizza. He just rolled his eyes and said, ‘Go get some sleep.’”

      Stone looks like he’s fighting like hell to suppress a grin.

      My lips twitch too, but then reality kicks me in the teeth again. “But that was once. I got away with it one time. I don’t want to lie a second time. And I also don’t want to tell him the truth.”

      Because, dammit, tonight was supposed to be between Stone and me.

      I want my private life to be just that.

      Private.

      But then, I suppose I gave up that right when I decided to stick my dick in a celebrity who’s also my boss.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      Stone squeezes my bicep, still trying to ease my mind. “Let me talk to him. I’ll tell him we were hanging out.”

      I stare at him like he’s insane, then gesture wildly to the state of him. His chest is glistening with sweat. His hair is sticking up in all directions. His lips are bruised. “You look like you’ve just been fucked to within an inch of your life.”

      He smiles, proud and dirty. “And I have. And that means that he’s going to know you’re the one who put this look on my face.”

      A shudder runs down my body, even as I try to fight it. “Yeah. I did. But that doesn’t solve the problem,” I say, desperation coloring my tone again.

      “But seriously. Why can’t we just be hanging out?”

      “Gee. I don’t know. Because it’s obvious that we weren’t hanging out. And because I shouldn’t be doing this.” I grab at my hair, tugging it. “I don’t want to be that guy. They’re going to think that you’ll do favors for me now or something.” I sigh heavily. “I just want to do my job.”

      Stone narrows his eyes. “I know, but we’re past that, man. We’re past the whole ‘I want to do my job’ part of . . .” He points from him to me and back. “Whatever this is. So let me help you solve this problem. We’ve got to get through whatever this is.”

      His eyes are intense. He’s pissed. Pissed at me. And hell, I’m pissed at me too. So pissed I don’t know what to say.

      I stare at the ceiling like an answer is going to fall out of the plaster. “I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how to do something I shouldn’t be doing,” I say helplessly.

      And I hate that feeling.

      I hate feeling helpless.

      But Stone has something to say. “Look. If you’re telling me that it’s easier for you to walk out right now and leave, and that this is the last time something is going to happen between us, then fine. You can leave.” Those words, in that tone, cut. I’m pretty sure they’re meant to. His eyes stay locked on mine. “I’ll pretend that I didn’t just have the best sex of my life with a man I want badly. A man I care about. And when I see you tomorrow, I will act like it never happened. Because you know what, J?”

      The intensity in his voice sends chills down my spine. “What?”

      He taps his chest. “I can perform. I can pretend. So, tomorrow I’ll be normal with you, and we’ll move on. Like I didn’t want this to happen again. Like I don’t want you to spend the night. Like I won’t want you tomorrow too. Like it will never happen again.”

      He’s both passionate and pissed at once. All that emotion stitched in his voice makes me feel like he is about to get onstage and pour his heart out. This is how he gets when he’s deeply moved by music, by listening to it, by making it.

      That’s what I latch onto—his passion.

      Holy shit.

      He’s passionate about me.

      About this.

      Whatever this is between us.

      So passionate he’ll let it go because it’d hurt too much to play games.

      And it would hurt like hell.

      It hurts now to hear the words “never happen again.”

      Anger rims Stone’s eyes. I know what it’s like to feel that kind of anger. And, moreover, to feel it because it’s masking hurt.

      I flash back to what he said to me when he invited me in tonight.

      I’m already involved.

      I’m standing here in his bathroom. We’re both naked, and we’re looking at each other trying to solve a problem. The problem is we want to spend the night together.

      And another night and another night.

      Because he’s right. We’re already involved. And I do want to be involved with this guy.

      Something in me softens and bends. I reach for him, cupping the back of his head and resting my forehead against his. “It’s not easier to leave. I don’t want this night to end.”

      He lets out a long breath as his body sways toward mine. “I don’t either.”

      I thread my hand through his hair, running it up the back of his head.

      After he draws a deep breath, he pulls back and speaks again. “But if you need it to end, it needs to fucking end. I can’t have you walk out and then walk back in and think it’s going to happen again. Because I can’t do that. I can’t take that.”

      I’ve never heard him sound so desperate. It floors me, and I’m not sure what to make of it. I didn’t expect it from him. “What do you want, Stone? Tell me.”

      He grabs my waist with both hands, gripping me hard. “Isn’t it obvious? I want you again. I want you for the rest of the night. I want you for the rest of this tour. Can we just figure out a way to do that?”

      Like that, he lays his cards on the table. He opens up, and I hear all sorts of things I want too—him, me, the next night, and the next, and the next.

      Once wasn’t enough.

      Once barely scratched the surface of my need for him.

      I swallow, working a hand over my jaw, searching for a solution. But there’s only one, and it’s the truth. “I’m just going to have to man up and tell Cruz. He’ll have to know. And I have to do it now because . . .” I run my hand along his arm, adjusting to my new reality. An hour ago, before I walked in here, I tricked myself into thinking a single time would get Stone out of my head. That was a lie. This is the truth, and I tell him as much. “Because I want you for the rest of the tour too.”

      Stone doesn’t smile. He just unleashes a long exhale. It sounds like a reprieve.

      I turn around, splash some water on my face, and run my wet fingers through my hair, combing it. Then I pat my face with a towel, head out of the bathroom, find my boxer-briefs in the bedroom, and pull them on. Next, I grab my pants, tugging them on as well. I zip them and buckle the belt. Stone sinks onto the edge of the bed, his eyes full of questions, but hope too.

      I can’t resist. I walk over to him. Clasp his cheek. Press a kiss to his lips. “I’ll be right back.”

      “You better.” He smacks my ass. “I need more of this fine-ass body.”

      “You’ll have it.”

      I walk through the living room, grab my shirt from the floor, slide it on, button it, and tuck it in.

      I pick up my phone from the coffee table where I left it earlier. Click on the screen. A text from Cruz blinks at me.

      

      Cruz: I’m guessing you’re in there.

      

      Then another.

      

      Cruz: I’m here. I got your back, bro.

      

      I grab Stone’s key card, open the door, and let it fall shut behind me.

      I meet the eyes of my colleague.

      He gives me a crisp nod. “How’s it going?”

      That’s it. Just one simple question.

      I take a beat, then answer him truthfully. “Good.” But that’s not enough. Words are so hard to get out, but I need to say them. I have to say them, since I’m about to ask for help. I draw a deep, fueling breath and find the courage to say, “It’s going really good.”

      That’s a start.

      That’s something.

      Cruz reads between the lines easily. He lifts his chin. “Cool. What do you need from me?”

      I breathe a sigh of relief, then dig down deep once more. “Listen. I’m going to be in there the rest of the night,” I blurt out, a little embarrassed.

      Cruz nods. “I thought so.”

      “You did?”

      He cracks a grin. “I’ve thought it for ages.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

      He rolls his brown eyes. “When I’m around the two of you, sometimes I just want to say, ‘Need a condom now? Here. Go.’”

      I lower my face, sure my cheeks are red. I drag a hand over the back of my neck. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry? Don’t be sorry. Be fucking glad you’re getting laid. I’m only shocked that it took you two this long.”

      I laugh, wishing I knew what to say other than the obvious. “I appreciate this.”

      Maybe the obvious is enough.

      Cruz claps me on the shoulder. “What did you think? That I was going to report you to headquarters?” He gestures to the door. “He’s the boss. Just make him happy, because when he’s happy, we’re all happy. Okay? That’s literally all that matters. Can you do that?”

      I don’t kiss and tell. I don’t screw and tell. So I’m not going to tell him how happy I make the boss.

      All I do is give him one syllable. “Yes.”

      Cruz continues with a warning. “Also, don’t fuck up.”

      “I won’t,” I say, though I’m not entirely sure what I’ve agreed to. What I’m not supposed to mess up. But I’ve made it through this awkward moment, and I’m ready to return to the scene of the crime.

      Cruz holds up a finger. “Wait. I have one request.”

      “Name it,” I say, and really, at this point, I would do just about anything for him.

      His lips curve up into a grin, wry and cheeky. “Do you think you could order one of those pizzas for me? Like, with the donuts?”

      Slowly, I raise my middle finger.

      He laughs. “Seriously, man. I’m starving, and I didn’t get any dinner. Could you just have him order something for me and send it right here?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I like pizza with sausage and pepperoni.”

      I smirk. “Aw, that’s cute. I didn’t know you played on my team.”

      “Just the pizza, man. Just the pizza.”

      I head inside to order the man the pizza he deserves.
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      My skin prickles, and my hands are clammy.

      I haven’t felt this way since I’ve been around my father. Since he berated me as a teen. Since he said some serious shit to me before I left for college.

      Any idea how hard it is to make a living with a guitar? Wait. Let me ask again. Any idea how foolish it is to think you’ll be the one in a million who makes a living with it? Are you a fool? Did I raise a fool?

      I cringe, his voice raw and harsh in my ear, like he’s saying it now.

      Because I feel like a fool right this second, wanting all this stuff I can’t have.

      Wanting my bodyguard.

      I pace through my hotel room, wishing I knew what the hell was going on out there with Cruz and Jackson.

      I have no clue though.

      And also . . . I’m still in the buff.

      I head to the closet, grab a pair of lounge pants, and pull them on. There. Now I don’t feel so damn vulnerable. But the clothes aren’t doing anything to jimmy the truckload of nerves parked on my chest.

      Why the hell am I this twisted up?

      What’s the worst that can happen? Jackson comes back in and says, “Game over”?

      That was always in the cards.

      Trouble is, my chest seizes at that horrid thought.

      I set my hand on my sternum, rubbing it, like I can ease away this ball of nerves.

      Because, hell, I’ve never felt anything like this, the way I ache at the possibility that we might not touch again. I’ve never felt anything like the way he touches me. The way he talks to me before, during, and after sex is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.

      Pretty sure he’s the only person I’ve slept with who doesn’t make me feel like he or she is sleeping with a rock star. He’s the only person who makes me feel like I’m simply a man.

      Not a prize. Not a notch on the “I banged a rocker” belt. He makes me feel like . . . me.

      I swallow roughly. I need to get my act together, slow down these crazy thoughts. I head to the bar, pour some whiskey, and knock back half a glass, needing the burn.

      I drum my fingers on the bar.

      What is taking so long?

      Fine, it’s only been a few minutes. Still. I want my man.

      I mean, I want Jackson.

      The door snicks open. I rub my thumb and forefinger together, hoping it went well.

      Jackson strides in and shuts the door, his gaze roving over me. A grin curves his lips, and just like that, relief flows through me.

      “Are you staying the night with me?” I ask.

      He arches a playful brow. “It’s going to cost you a pizza. That’s all the man wants.”

      “Some men are easy like that, evidently.” I head to the couch and flop down on it like I’ve tossed the weight of the world off my shoulders. And I have.

      Because I get this man for the rest of the night. Maybe for longer. Maybe a week.

      That’s what I want.

      The knot of tension skips off into the ether. Good riddance.

      Jackson joins me on the couch. As I grab the room service menu, I drape an arm around his shoulders. “This place has the best pizza I’ve had in ages.”

      He stares quizzically at my arm around him.

      I give him a what’s the big deal look. “What? I can’t put my arm around you while we call room service?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Did I say it bothered me?”

      “No. But you’re giving me a look like it bothers you.”

      “It’s literally the first time you’ve put your arm around my shoulder. I was just noticing it. Because that’s what I do. I notice things.”

      I tilt my head. “And what do you notice about it?”

      He pats my hand on his shoulder. “That I like it. Okay? I like your arm around me.”

      And my damn heart, it does some kind of jumping jack in my chest.

      I smile happily as I survey the pizza choices. “All right, let’s get the man a large pie. Think he wants mozzarella—”

      Jackson’s fingers dig into my side, and the bastard tickles me.

      Thump.

      The room service menu falls to the floor.

      “Stop, stop!” I beg, laughing as I fall back against the cushions, trying to escape.

      He chuckles as he tickles me more, and I fight like hell to wriggle away from him. Motherfucker is strong, though, and I can barely escape his tickling hand. “You dickhead. You were waiting for the moment to do that,” I say when he relents.

      He grins, his eyes wicked. “I was indeed, and it worked.”

      “I hope it was worth it.”

      “Absolutely worth it.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, but I can’t stay mad. I’m having a blast.

      We place the order for Cruz, and when I hang up the phone, Jackson looks down at my clothes. “You got dressed.”

      I shrug. “I put on lounge pants. Did you want me naked?”

      “Not gonna lie. I really like the way you look naked. But”—he tugs at the waistband of my lounge pants—“I like the way you look in these too. Casual sexy.”

      “We’re having a pajama party, so I had to put on my pj’s,” I say with a wink.

      “Do you want me to put mine on? I sleep naked.”

      I thrust both arms in the air. “Commando, for the win.”

      His expression turns serious. “So, I’m spending the night? For real?”

      “Um, yes. That’s what the whole pizza negotiation was about. Don’t back out now.”

      He smiles softly. “I won’t. I’m just kind of amazed.”

      My chest squeezes. “Me too. And I want you to stay the night, J. And not because I’m horny for you, though I absolutely am.”

      He grins.

      But I don’t return the smile. This is a chance to say something that matters. “I like being with you. It’s that simple.”

      A faint pink hue spreads across his cheeks.

      Whoa.

      I run my fingertip over the spot of color. “You just blushed.”

      He dips his head. “Sometimes I do that.”

      “Did I make you blush?”

      “Yeah, you did. It was nice. I liked it. All right? Don’t make a big deal out of it,” he mutters, and it’s adorable how he tries to deny that the heat in his cheeks is a big deal.

      It is a huge deal.

      But I’m not going to press. I’m simply going to enjoy this delicious detail about him.

      Jackson clears his throat and sets a hand on my knee. “What about your brother? You had a deal with him. What does this do to that deal?”

      “The deal,” I repeat, buying some time.

      Am I going to tell Jackson what the true stakes were? That Zane and I made a deal we wouldn’t fall in love?

      “Because you said earlier we were already involved,” Jackson says, and there’s my answer.

      I don’t have to tell him.

      I already said enough.

      But it feels good to let him know what he’s doing to me. “I do feel that way, J. I don’t know what it means. But I feel like there’s something going on here.” I meet his eyes, trying to read what he’s feeling.

      He takes a beat, running his hand up my thigh. “Yeah. Me too.” It comes out heavily.

      “What are we going to do with that?”

      He sighs, still touching my knee. “I don’t know. There’s so much at stake. And I don’t know if I’m . . .”

      I finish the thought for him, since I bet he’s thinking about Fabian. “Ready for anything more?”

      “Right,” he says quickly, then gives a casual shrug. “But hey, you’re probably not either, right? That’s not your style.”

      It hasn’t been my style, true. But my style is changing with him. Trouble is, I also don’t want to feel those nerves again. I don’t want to be made a fool.

      I spent enough time playing that role when I was growing up. Don’t need to now.

      I keep it cool.

      “Let’s make a deal between you and me, then.” A deal is so much easier than anything else. And besides, I shouldn’t take chances with things like love. Things I know nothing about. Foolish things I don’t have time for. “Let’s make a deal that we’re going to fuck each other’s brains out for the next seven days.”

      Jackson arches a brow. “You mean I’ll fuck your brains out.”

      I roll my eyes. “Do you ever let anyone top you?”

      He’s dead serious when he says, “Not often.”

      “Why not?”

      He blinks, like he’s thinking it over. “I suppose I like it that way. Same reason I like protecting people. I like taking care of people. And in bed, I like to be the one who makes sure everyone is happy. Everyone is having a good time.”

      The honesty in his answer hooks into my chest and shimmies around there.

      Settle down, heart. You’re in time-out.

      “And you know I’m having a blast. But if I wanted to top you ever, would you let me?”

      He pauses before he asks the next question. “Are you asking me right now?”

      I laugh, then shake my head. “I told you before, I don’t care. If you want to spend this entire week fucking me over and over again, I’m more than happy with that. I love the way you feel inside me.” I put that out there so he knows I’m 100 percent good with our roles in the bedroom.

      His hazel eyes shine with desire again. “I love being inside you.” He threads a hand through my hair, tugging on it. “But if you’re serious about topping me sometime, we can talk about that. I don’t want to be the kind of person who lays down the law and doesn’t bend.”

      He’s making it hard not to fall for him.

      Best to focus on the sex.

      Yep. That’s what I need to do.

      I slide my hand along his thigh, up to his crotch, and squeeze his dick. “Right now, I’m pretty happy with you laying down this law inside me.”

      “Good answer,” he says with a smile, but it disappears again. “The deal with your brother about not getting involved. You’re okay with throwing it to the wayside? I want to respect your deal if you want me to.”

      And there he goes again, making me like him so damn much.

      But there is no place for that. So, hell, it’s a damn good thing I have the deal. I intend to honor it.

      There is no way I’m going to let myself fall in love with Jackson Pearce, no matter how my heart feels around him. I’m not going to give it away for the first time ever to someone who’s unavailable to me.

      Because his heart’s still burned from his last romantic encounter.

      “Zane is cool. He’s doing a great job on the show. It’s all good.” I tap his chest. “And besides, you and me? We have unfinished business. We need to get this out of our systems, and that’s what we’ll do, right? Then we’ll move on.”

      He swallows, looks away, then answers quietly. “That’s it. We’ll move on. Should be fine, since you told me you don’t get serious.”

      “And you told me you don’t do hookups. But you also said you’re bending all your rules,” I say playfully, running my fingers along the buttons on his shirt. “So I guess you bent your hookup rule for me.”

      His grin is relaxed, easy. The opposite of how he was before he talked to Cruz. “You like being my first hookup, Stone?”

      That question nicks my heart. I don’t want to be his hookup. I want to be . . .

      I can’t go there. Can’t let myself think of what I want to be.

      So, I zero in on the physical. On the way he looks at me, the way he stares at me with that crooked grin. And yeah, I do like being his first hookup, but I also want as much of him as I can get. If all I’m getting is sex, though, I’m going to be so damn good with that. Besides, I’m really good at sex.

      “Speaking of,” I say, sliding my hand over his growing hard-on, “you want to hook up again now?”

      “Absolutely.” He pats his thighs. “How about on the couch?”

      I hum my approval. “You want me to ride you right here?”

      His eyes go glassy with desire. “Will that work for you?”

      “It’ll work great. Let me just go get some lube. How about you get your fine ass undressed while I’m gone?”

      I head to the bedroom, grab the lube, and bring it back, along with a condom.

      And hell.

      My breath catches at the sight in front of me. It’s like my birthday.

      He’s already naked, legs spread, looking like a gorgeous Greek god. “Told you I was going to ride your ride,” I say.

      “Hop on. Might get a little bumpy.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      In seconds, I shed my lounge pants and climb onto his lap. Grabbing the lube, he slides a hand under my dick, going straight for my ass, getting me ready. As he preps me, he strokes my cock, sending sparks across my whole body. And when he has me all good, he opens the condom wrapper, rolls the protection down his cock, and then holds out his dick for me.

      I stare at him, fire licking my veins. “Your dick is like a gift.”

      “Then take your gift, Stone. Take it, use it, play with it,” he says, all smoky and seductive.

      I rise up, drop down, and swallow his cock with my body.

      I hiss, groaning as I adjust to his size, savoring the stretch, the pull, and the intense pressure of him all the way inside me.

      Jackson fills me like I’ve never been filled before, and that wild sensation thrills me. Makes me harder, hornier.

      I run a hand down my cock, sliding my thumb over the head, then bringing my arousal to his lips, painting his bottom lip with my pre-come.

      “Mmmm. My favorite,” he murmurs, licking it off before he brushes his lips against mine, giving me a soft but hungry kiss.

      A kiss that makes me shiver.

      That turns me on even more.

      I show him how much. I rise up on his dick then lower myself as I slide my hand back down my shaft, squeezing the base of my cock, bringing another drop to the crown.

      His lips part, and I swear it’s like he’s begging for it. A harsh pant falls from his sexy mouth, and I give him another taste of me.

      He sucks on my thumb like he’s reveling in the flavor, then he ropes his hand around my head, hauls me in for a hot kiss, and grabs my ass with his other hand.

      His tongue strokes mine as he squeezes my flesh.

      We kiss like that—hot, needy—and I take my time riding his shaft.

      When our lips fall apart, he loops both hands around me, grabbing my ass, squeezing it as I move up and down on his cock. He lets me set the pace this time. This time, I want to. I want to top him from the bottom.

      I ride Jackson, finding a slow and easy rhythm, a sensual, luxurious one, my cock slapping against his hard, flat belly.

      With every roll of my hips, his breath comes harder.

      His jaw clenches tighter.

      His grip on me intensifies.

      And in seconds, I’m a furnace. I am broiling from this—from the realization once again, the intense awareness of what’s happening.

      That he’s fucking me.

      He’s not fucking Stone Zenith. He’s not sleeping with a Grammy winner. He’s not banging the guy who sang to a packed house tonight.

      He’s fucking the guy, not the name.

      And I can’t hold back. “Man, you love fucking me, don’t you?”

      Jackson growls, grabbing me harder. “So much . . .”

      I’m scorching everywhere from him. From how he talks to me. From how much I love it, how much I need it.

      I swivel my hips, clenching on his cock.

      His eyes slam shut. “Oh yeah, that feels soooo good.”

      I show him how good I can make him feel with the way I move. I demonstrate just how spectacular his first hookup can be. I want him to feel endless pleasure from me, with me, because of me. I rope my arms around his neck, rising up on his thick cock as I say, “I think you’re an ass man, Jackson Pearce.”

      Opening his eyes, he nods savagely. “I am. And your ass is fantastic.”

      I’ve got the key to his engine. And I’m going to keep cranking it. I thread my hands in his hair, working over his dick with my ass, with the way I ride him, how I take him. “Tell me everything you want to do to it. You want to smack it?”

      He grunts, raises a hand, swats my cheek, and I groan. Hell, we both groan. “Do it again,” I command.

      He raises his palm and smacks the other cheek, a sharp, hot swat.

      The pain electrifies me. Makes me moan. “Yes. Fucking yes.”

      Jackson lifts his hand again. Another swat. Another smack. And the world’s sexiest sounds fall from his lush lips.

      Moans and murmurs like I’ve never heard.

      I keep going, powering up and down on his cock. “You love fucking my ass. You love fingering my ass. I bet you want to bite it, nibble it, get your mouth all over it.”

      He shakes, his big, strong body shuddering beneath me.

      Yes. I’ve found his guilty pleasure.

      “I do. I really fucking do,” he grits out, like he’s living in a dirty dream.

      “I bet you want to taste me everywhere,” I say, teasing him.

      The expression on his gorgeous face is exquisite agony. I am winding him up, working him over.

      His lips part, but no sound comes out, except harsh pants. As words fail him, his actions speak loud and clear. He pumps up, thrusting harder and faster. His hand slides between us, gripping my cock ferociously.

      “That’s it. Stroke it out for me, J. Because I’m going to come so hard on you.”

      “All over me,” he orders.

      Like I’d do anything else.

      Pleasure rips through my body, a wild promise of ecstasy, as he jerks me hard, fast, expertly.

      Taking me to the edge.

      And I’m almost there as my orgasm crests.

      But before I fall, I leave him with one last filthy thought. “You can have me any way you want.”

      “Yes,” he growls, like an animal, and I am done.

      Pleasure barrels down my spine. Sparks sizzle over my skin. And a whirlwind of bliss drags me under.

      I explode on his chest, my come covering his pecs.

      Seconds later, he’s slamming me down on his hard cock, coming once more with one of the most feral groans I’ve ever heard.

      And I love them. My God, do I ever love those noises. The endless pants, moans, and satisfied sighs.

      And I love, too, the way he gentles after sex, how he rubs one big hand up my back. He’s rough and he’s tender at just the right times in just the right ways.

      He runs his other hand down his chest, through my release, and brings it to his mouth, sucking it off each finger. It’s so ridiculously sexy, like everything about him.

      “Let’s get cleaned up,” he whispers. “Take a shower with me, and we’ll get in bed.”

      I showered a couple hours ago, but this man has gotten me pretty dirty, so I say yes.

      A few minutes later, we’re under the hot stream of water, and I clean off his chest, washing away the remains of my orgasm.

      He sighs contentedly as I run the soap over his strong pecs, then down through the grooves of his abs. He’s cut everywhere, firm everywhere, and I take my sweet time enjoying the feel of him as I lather up his arms, his shoulders, his back.

      He gives me a soft smile, finishes up, then rinses off before he takes the soap, washing me all over, like he craves it.

      Like he needs to take care of someone.

      It’s part of who Jackson is—like how he brushed the hairs off my neck in the barbershop. Like how he asks about my life, my dad, my brother. How he always wants to make sure I’m good with what’s going on, whether it’s the position he wants to put me in, or the picture a fan wants to take.

      But I see other caring sides of him too.

      The way he values other people. Like his colleagues, Cruz and Terrence. How their respect matters to him. How he shows it to them in return.

      How my opinion matters too. How he wants to keep an open mind with me, to listen if I do want to top him someday. I don’t know if the roles matter to me. I’m good with everything we do. But the fact that he’d be open to it says a ton about him.

      I like his protective nature as well. How he watches out for me all the time. How he seems to crave that responsibility.

      He looked out for us in the elevator too. Not wanting the world to see what’s just ours.

      And yeah, part of me wants everyone to know I have it bad for him. But mostly I want to keep him all to myself, to live in this secret corner of my life where it’s just the two of us.

      Because I do have it bad for him. I like all these sides of him so much. And most of all, I like how I can be myself with him.

      Nothing about this moment feels like a hookup.

      But I know it has to be.

      Even when we get in bed. Even when he ropes his big arms around me.

      I know it can only be sex, so I don’t understand why I can’t just let that be.
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      My boss is a cover hog and a starfish.

      I’ve never known anyone to take up so much of the bed.

      I wake up wedged into a sliver along the edge of the king-size mattress. Stone occupies 89.9 percent of the real estate, sprawled out on his stomach, long legs and muscular arms everywhere.

      My gaze drifts over his body, cataloging the ink on his skin, the toned lines of his back, the shape of his thighs.

      Not a bad sight to wake up to, even in my wafer-thin section of space.

      The light plays on his body, rays of morning sun illuminating his tanned skin. A quick glance at the clock tells me it’s eight thirty on Saturday morning. I never sleep this late, but I went to bed past two. Terrence is probably on duty now, and that means I’ll need to let him know what’s going on. But knowing the guy, I doubt he’ll be surprised, or bothered.

      Stone has a busy day today—press appearances and a lunch meeting with his label, since the producers are in town. I’ll wake him up in an hour to make sure he doesn’t miss anything.

      I glance at my sleepover companion again. He’s already tangled in a new position. He’s on his back now, his hands parked behind his head, a grin on his face, his lips fluttering softly.

      He smiles when he sleeps.

      My stomach kind of . . . flips.

      I close my eyes, letting the moment take over me fully. Spending the night with another person. Waking up next to another person.

      But it’s not just being with another person. It’s being with . . . him.

      With this man who fought for me last night.

      Who said, for all intents and purposes, Make a choice. Be in this. Choose me.

      That’s not easy to do. That’s not easy to say. Sure, on the one hand, it’s simple for Stone because he has freedoms I’ll never know. Freedoms born from money, fame, talent, and privilege.

      But money can’t shield you from emotions. Money can’t protect you from hurt. And he laid himself on the line for me. Told me what he wanted—me.

      What the hell?

      It’s just a week. Just a deal. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

      A part of me wants to, so I decide to get some space.

      I quietly swing my legs over the mattress and pad around the foot of the bed, but when my eyes catch sight of him twisted on his side now, one leg practically perpendicular, I can’t resist. I bend down, run my fingers over his hair, and press a kiss to the soft strands. As I close my eyes, a brand-new warmth flows through me from kissing him in the morning, in the bright light of day.

      My chest glows with possibility.

      With images of daylight and good times.

      Of him and me, wherever we go.

      Of us together in public.

      Not a ship.

      Something more than a hashtag.

      I open my eyes and shake my head because that is some next-level crazy talk.

      No way is that in the cards. This tryst isn’t for daytime or for the public. It’s nighttime and secrets, and I’d do well to remember that. Always.

      I head to the bathroom, take a piss, wash my hands, and brush my teeth, then grab my boxer-briefs. I tug them on and head to the living room, snag my phone, and click on my Spanish app.

      Best to laser in on anything but him.

      I do just that as I work through some phrases.

      But thirty minutes later, a sexy-as-sin man appears in the living room doorway, clad in lounge pants, dragging a hand through his messy morning hair.

      And all my energy returns to Stone.

      He’s a good sight first thing in the a.m.

      He sweeps a hand across the air. “News flash. Jackson Pearce wakes up first. Shocking secrets of my night with the bodyguard babe I’ve been wanting to bang.”

      I take the ball, run with it. “The story that can now be told—the celebrity who doesn’t get his lazy ass out of bed till noon.”

      Affronted, he stares at a watch he doesn’t wear. “Au contraire. It’s nine fifteen. Also, what the hell kind of sleepover buddy are you? The bed was empty when I woke up. I was so sad,” he says, frowning. He crosses the living room carpet, flings himself on the couch, and drops his head in my lap. Stretching out, he sets his feet on the arm of the couch.

      I ruffle his hair. “Someone is a bed hog.”

      “Aww, not enough room for you to spread out?”

      “Not enough room at all. You take up the whole mattress, man.”

      “I had to escape from you.”

      “Escape from me?”

      “You were all wrapped around me.”

      “I was not,” I deny.

      He pokes my side. “You’re such a cuddler. Does anyone know that you’re the ultimate snuggle puss? You get all close to me, and you sigh contentedly in your sleep when you’ve got me in your arms.”

      My cheeks heat again. “Dude, why are you mocking me for cuddling you in the middle of the night?”

      Stone grins evilly. So damn evilly. “Because you tickled me.”

      “And this is payback? Telling me you were trying to escape from me?”

      A frown creases his forehead. “Hmm. I didn’t think this through.”

      “Yeah, I’d say insulting my desire to cuddle with you in the middle of the night is not conducive to—”

      He launches himself at me, grabbing my arms, pinning them down, and climbing on top of me.

      “What the—?”

      He nuzzles against me, burying his face in my neck, then whispering a confession. “I would never escape your cuddling.”

      “Good,” I say, and I stretch my neck, giving him room to sweep those hungry lips across my skin.

      He answers me without words, giving me kisses that make me shiver.

      His grip on my wrists eases up, so I slide my hands down his body, wrapping my fingers around his waist as he works his way across my throat, to my Adam’s apple, to my jaw.

      “Mmmm. You feel good in the morning,” I say breathlessly.

      “You too.” His voice is husky as he wraps his hands around my head.

      “So good,” I murmur, dragging his mouth back down to mine so I can kiss him again, slow and soft and endless, and he kisses me back with that same gentle passion.

      His kisses undo me.

      He kisses me like I’m the best thing his lips have ever touched.

      This morning kiss is different than our nighttime kisses. Different than our hallway kiss.

      Than our limo kiss.

      This is a lingering, slow slide into each other.

      My mind goes hazy with longing—so much longing as our lips explore each other, like this terrain is all new, all wonderful.

      And it is.

      Getting to know his mouth, his taste, his need is a perfect adventure.

      My whole body tingles, even my toes.

      At some point, we break the kiss, both breathing hard.

      “You can kiss,” I say, kind of amazed. But I’m not amazed that Stone can kiss. It’s more like I’m amazed that I get to experience this kind of make-out session.

      “Or maybe I just really like kissing you, J.”

      My skin sizzles. “Same here.”

      I shift him around so we’re side by side on the couch. Slinging one leg over his hip, I haul him closer, and our lips are magnets, seeking their opposite.

      I can’t stop kissing him, and soon my hands are in his hair. My thumb slides over his stubbled jaw, then roams down to his chest, and I don’t want to stop.

      I don’t want anything to stop.

      I want to drown in his kisses.

      In the way he makes my heart beat faster.

      My skin heats up. My pulse surges.

      His kisses bring me back to a place I haven’t visited in a long time. A place I miss terribly. Maybe a place I want to be again with someone.

      With this guy.

      His kisses remind me of all the good things in the world. But those are things I can’t possibly have with him.

      With my boss.

      In this moment, though, I can have him.

      We can have each other.

      And so, we do. My hand travels into his pants, and I push them down then reach for the lube on the table and pour some in my palm. I stroke his hard-on as I nip and bite and kiss his lips, until he’s coming in my hand and sighing in my mouth.

      Shuddering against me.

      He gives me the same treatment, kissing me with a morning-after abandon, stroking me with a hungry need, and sending me over the edge with his hand and his lips and this closeness.

      It’s the best part of the morning.

      When we’re done and we’ve cleaned up, and I almost feel like Jackson the bodyguard again, a knock at the door jars me.

      Is it Terrence?

      But the answer is no. A woman calls out, “Room service.”

      I jerk my gaze to Stone, surprised.

      He beams. “I ordered for you. Have breakfast with me.”

      I say yes, because this is the true best part of the morning—that it’s not ending.
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      I only have eyes for eggs, potatoes, salsa, and coffee.

      But the efficient woman who delivers them is empirically attractive. Blonde hair. Blue eyes. A pretty smile.

      She gestures to the room service tray. “There you go, Stone. Everything you ordered, including the quinoa and papaya. Chai and coffee too.”

      “Thank you so much, Becca. As always, you are a goddess of all things good in the morning.”

      With a professional smile, she says, “My pleasure. Always happy to do it.”

      She spins on her heel, gives me a wave, and then leaves the room.

      My stomach rumbles as I stare hungrily at the spread. “How did you know”—I point to the food—“that these are all my favorites?”

      He holds his arms out wide. “Do you not get it? I pay attention to you.”

      That thing my stomach did earlier? Pretty sure it’s a backflip this time. “I’m just not used to it.” But that’s not what you say when someone orders you your favorite breakfast. I meet his gaze and speak from the heart. “Thank you. This is great, and I needed it, and I appreciate it.”

      “I had a feeling I’d be working you out in the morning.” Stone gestures to the table, and we sit. He takes a long pull of his tea, then sighs happily. “Also, you don’t have to worry about Becca seeing you in the room and gabbing. I know her. She’s my reg. She works directly for Sage and is all about discretion.”

      I tap my temple. “I read the reports. I know the agenda. I know that Sage assigns her top VIP concierges to handle you.”

      He leans across the table, grabs my cheeks, and smushes them. “Nothing gets past you.”

      “True, but thank you for the reassurance,” I say when he lets go. “I appreciate that too.”

      We dig into our food, and I take a drink of my coffee but keep thinking of Becca. Might as well broach the topic. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Hit me up.”

      I tip my head to the door. “Were you attracted to her? She’s a good-looking woman.”

      Stone gives a light shrug, like it’s no big deal. “She’s pretty.”

      “But were you attracted to her?”

      “No. I’m not attracted to everyone.”

      “I get that. But I’m trying to get a sense if she’s your type when it comes to women. I’m curious if you have a type for women, and for men.”

      “Does it bother you? That I’m bi?”

      I snort-laugh. “No. Why would it?”

      “Some women don’t like it because they think it means I’m not that into women. Some guys don’t like it because they think I’m not committed to being gay. And some guys get jealous. You know, because they don’t have pussies.”

      I blink. “Wow. No. None of those are an issue, especially the first, for obvious reasons. And the second is not a thing, because I don’t need a commitment to being gay. That’s not the commitment that matters to me. And I am definitely not jealous whatsoever about not having a vagina. I’m pretty happy with the equipment God gave me and what I can do with it,” I say, and Stone mouths, Me too. “But to answer your question, if I had an issue with your orientation, I wouldn’t have done anything with you in the first place.”

      His brow creases. “You weren’t asking because you’re jealous I might be attracted to a woman? Like Becca?”

      “No. I’m not jealous over women versus men. I’m jealous by nature. The gender doesn’t factor into it.”

      His lips curve into a naughty grin. “You’re possessive.”

      “Yes,” I say, completely serious.

      “Do you feel possessive of me?”

      I set my fork down, giving him a stare. “Is that a real question?”

      “Yes.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Is it?” There’s a thoroughly Stone-esque delight in his voice. This guy loves compliments, but he deserves them too.

      “Yes. I feel possessive of you. Yes, I feel jealous when I think you might be attracted to someone else. But whether the attraction is for a man or woman doesn’t matter. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal.” Stone slices the papaya and pops it into his mouth, grinning.

      I take another bite of eggs, savoring the taste. “So, type. Got one?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t have a type when it comes to men. Or women. I’m attracted to different people. Black, white, Asian, Latino or Latina. Sometimes I like curves on a woman, sometimes toned arms. Sometimes long legs. On a guy, sometimes I like them bigger than me, sometimes leaner.” He draws a deep breath, studying my face with a newfound intensity. “But I suppose if I have a thing, it’s for eyes.”

      “You’re attracted to eyes?”

      “Yeah. Eyes just do me in,” he says, his tone swoony. “That’s my thing. Great eyes. Soulful eyes. Eyes you want to get to know. Eyes that have seen things. Eyes that know things.” His hook into mine, and my stupid heart pounds so loud I bet he can hear it. “Like yours.”

      Backflips, cartwheels, triple jumps—you name it. It’s happening inside me.

      Settle down, heart. Settle the hell down.

      Stone picks up his cup and takes a swallow of tea. “What about you? Got a type?”

      “Definitely,” I admit, grateful to return to the broader topic.

      He wiggles his fingers. “Give me the deets.”

      I make a circling gesture with my finger, pointing at him. “Men who look . . . manly.”

      “You don’t like feminine men?”

      “I don’t. I like the masculine form. Strong legs, muscles, some chest hair and roughness and . . .” I sigh contentedly because this next one is my Achilles’ heel. “Stubble.” I hum low in my throat, getting lost in my happy place. “Love stubble. That is my favorite thing. I love what you have going on here,” I say, gesturing to his jaw, stretching my hand across the table to stroke his face.

      He murmurs as I touch him. “I like that too. But I also find women beautiful. Just intrinsically. The female form.” He arches a questioning brow as I let go of him. “You really don’t care? You sure?”

      “Others have cared? That’s why you’re asking?”

      “Yes. Others have.” His eyes are etched with vulnerability, with a worry that his orientation could be an issue for me.

      I take another bite of my food, then set the fork down. I level with him. “I like you just the way you are, Stone,” I say, and the man’s grin lights up the city.

      It could power the entire Strip.

      Maybe the whole damn state.

      “You do?”

      “I do.” I mean it, and I want him to know how deeply. I don’t want to change him. The man is who he is. “If we were a thing, I wouldn’t have an issue with your identity. What difference does it make if you’re gay and only attracted to men? What difference does it make if you’re bi and attracted to men and women? There’s zero difference. I’m not going to be more jealous because you might be attracted to one hundred percent of people versus fifty percent of people. It’s my job to satisfy you in and out of the bedroom, and it’s your job to be faithful.”

      He sits up straight. “I would. That’s not an issue.”

      I reach for his hand, reassuring him. “I know. I wasn’t saying it is. I’m simply saying that’s all that matters. I wouldn’t worry about the fact that part of your identity is being attracted to women as well as men. That doesn’t bother me. I mean, I’m not into women. I’m not going to have a threesome with you. I’m not going to share you with anyone—man or woman. But that’s me. That’s how I’m wired. I don’t share. But, if you were mine, I’d damn well make it my job and my pleasure to make sure you were happy with me and me alone.”

      I swallow a little roughly, wondering why I just put that out there like that. But it’s hypothetical. Totally hypothetical.

      Stone sets down his fork, his gaze meeting mine, a sharp breath slipping from his lips. “If we were a thing, I wouldn’t want you to worry about me straying or wanting anyone else. That’s why I asked if it bothered you. I like to look, but I’d never touch. Ever. When I’m with you, J, I’m more than satisfied,” he says, squeezing my hand, his eyes locking with mine and shimmering with something besides desire.

      Something deeper.

      Something more powerful.

      Something that feels like all I could need.

      That’s the scary thing. So much of what he’s giving me feels like all I need.

      I’ve got to zero in on the moment. The food. That’s it. I point at the plate. “Let’s eat before it gets cold. You’ve got a packed day.”

      He wiggles his brow. “And a packed night?”

      “Maybe. If you play your cards right.”

      “I always play them right. And then tomorrow you’re going to the game with me?”

      “Hawks versus Renegades?”

      “Hello? Sunday? Private suite. Don’t tell me you forgot?”

      A grin tugs at my lips. Nothing better than football in a private suite. “I did forget.”

      “Terrence went the other week. It’s your turn. Come with me. You like football, don’t you?”

      “Love it.”

      “Good, because Zane and my grandma are going too, and so is Nadia.”

      I’m going to meet his grandmother tomorrow. I try to hide a grin at how happy that makes me. So happy that I need some time away from him today so I don’t let on how much I like it.
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      I leave the room a little later and say goodbye to Terrence. I tell him what I’ve been doing—not the specifics, of course, but the general gist, because I respect the guy too much to keep it secret.

      “Can I just say not surprised? Not surprised at all.”

      “You and Cruz have been reading from the same script,” I say with a shake of my head.

      Terrence gives me a sly grin. “Or maybe you’re transparent.”

      What can I say to that? “Seems I am.”

      Terrence gives me a reassuring nod. “I’ve got your back.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      When I reach my room, I call my sister on FaceTime. As soon as she answers, I pick up where I left off the last time we talked.

      Biting off the truth.

      “I’m seeing Stone. It’s secret and all. It’s not going to last beyond a week. I don’t know what to say, except it feels like the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time.”

      That admission scares the hell out of me.

      “Oh, Jackson.” Her face goes sweet and melty.

      I sink onto the bed, dragging a hand over my neck, a knot of tension cropping back up. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Just let yourself enjoy something for once. You deserve all the good things.”

      I shake my head, my throat tightening. “It can’t end well.”

      “You don’t know that.” She flashes me a supportive grin, but it’s the kind that says I’m hosed.

      “I do. And you know it too.”

      “But why not? Why can’t it?” Hope springs eternal in youth.

      I slump back against the pillows, holding the screen in front of me. “Because he’s a rock star. Because I’m his bodyguard. Because he’s the boss and I’m his employee. We are just a ship. A silly little fantasy affair. That is all.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “What I believe doesn’t matter. That’s the reality. Things like this—they’re fairy tales. There’s no way a guy like him, who’s never been in love, who likes to play the field, who loves to have a good time, is going to wind up with anyone.”

      She twirls a strand of her hair, screws up the corner of her lips, then meets my gaze. “But do you want to wind up with him?”

      My chest clenches. Tension whips through my whole body. “That’s not the point.”

      “Seems like it might be,” she offers. “Are you wanting more?”

      More. Is that what I want?

      I barely have to ask to know the answer. It came this morning in the way I felt waking up with him.

      I do want more.

      “If he wasn’t my boss, if this wouldn’t compromise my career, then yes.” I breathe heavily but feel a little lighter. Getting that off my chest helps, though it doesn’t solve the problem.

      “Will it compromise your career?”

      “Who is going to hire me if this gets out? When Stone’s done with this fling, whether I have a job with him or not, who would hire me?”

      “You’re good at your job. You’re great at it. Do you think you’re the first person in the history of the world to fall for his boss? It happens. You’ll get through it.” She studies my face, tilting her head. “But why are you already ending it? Didn’t it just start?”

      A laugh falls from my lips, unbidden.

      She arches a very curious brow. “It didn’t just start?”

      I sit up, shifting my hand back and forth like a seesaw. “Yes and no. It started more than a month ago. But it was only a kiss. Then nothing. Then we just kind of . . . hung out,” I say, giving her the PG-13 version, though it’s true—Stone and I had plenty of platonic nights. Nights that left me wanting more, liking more, caring more.

      “You dog. You’d made out with him when I saw you the other month, and you didn’t tell me. You were all ‘Jackstone? What’s that?’” she says, imitating me. Setting her chin in her hand, she bats her lashes. “Why do you like him?”

      Where do I start? “He’s passionate. And clever. And he cares deeply. For people. For friends. For family.” I picture last night when he told me he couldn’t take it if I were to play games with him. “For me.”

      Her grin stretches from Maine to Vegas. “More, tell me more.”

      I draw a deep breath, letting the air travel through me, relax me. “We get along great. Like, we’re friends. We give each other a hard time, and it’s fun. And we talk openly.” My mind travels to this morning, to his words at breakfast—more than satisfied. I’m pretty sure he wasn’t just talking about in the bedroom. “And he’s into me too,” I say softly.

      “Then don’t think about it ending. Just enjoy yourself. The look on your face right now? It’s kind of magic.”

      Being with Stone kind of feels that way, and that’s terrifying.

      The last time I gave my heart to a reckless man, he took it and ran with it.

      There’s a reason Jackstone is only a ship. It’s make-believe.

      Stone Zenith might not be reckless, but falling for a world-famous rock star absolutely is.

      Correction: falling harder.

      The only thing more dangerous is thinking this thing between us might work beyond a week.

      I spend the rest of the afternoon with blinders on. Working out. Studying Spanish. Reading articles. Connecting with Ryan via FaceTime in my room.

      “Talk to me, my man. Your next interview is this week right here in Vegas. You ready?”

      The young guy gives me a crisp nod, strokes a hand over his baby-faced cheek, then says, “I think so, but any chance you can do a mock interview with me?”

      I flash a smile. “Hell yeah.”

      I spend twenty minutes putting him through his paces, and when we’re done, Ryan offers me his palm. I virtually smack it. “You’re going to crush it.”

      “Thanks, man. Appreciate all you’ve done.”

      “You’ve got this.”

      He draws a deep breath. “If I do, it is definitely thanks to you.”

      “Nah. You put in the work,” I say. “And I’ll take you out for lunch when you’re done. Sound like a plan?”

      He flashes a smile. “I’ll see you on Thursday.”

      I wish him well and hang up.

      I check the time on my watch. It’s nearly four.

      My stomach dips like a roller coaster, since that means it’s time to see Stone.

      A few minutes later, I relieve Terrence as Stone hits the VIP hotel gym with his brother.

      I’m all business with the boss, especially since we’re surrounded by others for the rest of the evening—Candi, Veronica, Zane, Sage, and Eliza.

      Somehow I pull it off, playing the role I’ve played the last few months—his bodyguard, not his lover.

      When I escort him backstage, he turns the corner to his dressing room and looks my way. Join me, his eyes say.

      I do, and the second the door shuts, he grabs my face and kisses me. In no time at all, my head goes hazy, my thoughts swimming with him. Moaning, I kiss him back, urgent and hungry, and absolutely out of my mind with need.

      I go hot everywhere, as blood rushes south and desire wraps around me. My hands travel up and down his chest, settling on his waist.

      But why stop there?

      My palm ventures lower, covering his hard-on.

      Stone breaks the kiss, shoulders heaving, eyes wild.

      The look in them is unmistakable and irresistible. I make a show of glancing at my watch as I stroke the ridge of his cock. “Just enough time.”

      He lets out a shuddery breath. “Yeah? Would you?”

      I answer with actions, spinning him around so his back is against the wall. Double-checking to make sure the door is locked, I drop to my knees as he unzips his jeans, pushes down his briefs, and offers me his dick.

      I don’t waste a second. I take him in, drawing him to the back of my mouth.

      His groan is carnal, but too damn loud.

      I stop, shaking my head and wagging a finger. Zoe is performing, so the joint is noisy, but it’s best to be safe.

      The rocker mimes zipping his lips. I nod my approval and return to my mission: to make him come in mere minutes.

      I lavish attention all over his fantastic cock, licking, sucking, and caressing his shaft with my tongue and lips. He’s quiet—his harsh breaths are the only noise in the dressing room.

      As I suck deeper, his cock melding to my mouth, his hands roped through my hair, I picture later tonight.

      After the show.

      The things I want to do to him.

      The ways I want to fuck him.

      As the images flash before me, I wrap my hands around his ass, grabbing harder, letting him own my mouth as I suck him to the back of my throat.

      His body trembles, and his hands coil tighter.

      Mere minutes before he’s set to take the stage, he shoves deep in my mouth and shoots into my throat.

      I drink him down, loving every last drop.

      When I rise, he’s panting, his eyes big, his cheeks flushed.

      It’s a good look. I lean in and dust a possessive kiss to his jaw. “There. Now I bet you really feel like a rock star. Getting blown before you go onstage.”

      He grabs my shoulders. “You’re going to be in my head the whole show.”

      I arch a brow, trying to keep the moment light. “Blow jobs have that effect on you, Stone?”

      Adamantly, he shakes his head. “No. You do, Jackson. You do.”

      My heart tries to perform gymnastics again, but I do everything I can to resist.

      A voice whispers in the back of my mind. Be careful.

      I reach for the door handle, but he grabs my arm. “I didn’t expect that. All I wanted was to kiss you because I knew I’d go crazy thinking about kissing you during the show.”

      He ropes one hand around my head and hauls me in for another kiss, somehow making me want him even more.

      When he lets go, I leave, waiting outside the door, checking my phone as he finishes his preshow prep.

      An email from the credit card company offers me an increase on my credit limit, along with a reminder of the balance. I grit my teeth, grinding them. Yes, universe, I get the message.

      It’s loud and clear—focus on the job.

      But I can do both.

      This is only one week. When this tour ends, we’ll go back to the way things were.

      Besides, when Stone takes the stage a few minutes later, I’m sure he’s not thinking of me at all. Not once when he performs.

      Except when he swings his gaze to me in the wings that night, locking eyes with me for several delirious seconds, I’m certain he is.

      When he slides into the chorus of “Bedroom Eyes,” I don’t hope he’s singing a few lines to me.

      I know he is, and worse, I like it far too much for my own good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Stone

          

        

      

    

    
      I bury my face in Jackson’s neck later that night.

      “Cedar,” I whisper. “And falling snow. That’s what you smell like.”

      His fingers skate down my back. “You sure about that? I’d think right now I smell like sex.”

      I laugh, inhaling him once again. The blow job earlier was the best way to start a show. And now, this is the best way to finish a show. This man—in my suite, tangled up in bed with me. “Fine. Right now you might be wearing eau de hot, sweaty, pent-up-all-day-from-wanting-you sex.”

      Jackson laughs, and it’s a great post-sex laugh. Husky and throaty.

      I sigh happily. “Admit it. I killed it onstage tonight. All because I was going to see you after.”

      “You weren’t so bad with the mic,” he deadpans.

      I roll my eyes. “Thanks.”

      “Fine. You were better than average.”

      I shove a hand against his shoulder.

      The man simply laughs. “Want me to say you were on fire?”

      “Yes. Because I was thinking about getting your clothes off,” I add.

      “Same. Same for me. Though I think nearly everyone in the audience was thinking that about you,” he says.

      I drag my fingers down his chest. “Doubtful. But you’re the only one I was thinking of,” I say, and dammit—this is what mind-bending sex does to me. It unlocks my lips. Makes me say all sorts of sweet, swoony shit to him.

      This is because of the sex.

      It’s only because of the sex.

      But then, I don’t think I’ve whispered sweet nothings like this before. Not to a man, and not to a woman.

      And I’ve got to get my act together. “Incidentally, this is so much better than whacking off to thoughts of you after a concert,” I say, since that’s keeping the focus on the sex, not the feelings.

      “I’d have to agree, but I would like to watch you do that.”

      A yawn threatens to overtake me. “Tomorrow? Can I have that for breakfast?”

      “You’re ordering up the sex you want tomorrow morning before you go to bed?”

      I flop to my back and mime checking off an item on a room service menu. “Dear concierge, please deliver chai tea, a breakfast bowl, and a hot hand job from the babe in my bed.”

      He laughs, chuckling deeply. “This is your week. You’ll get everything you want.”

      Week.

      The reminder that this thing between us has an end.

      The end will protect me. I won’t fall for him in less than a week. How could I? He’s not available for falling. He’s not interested in anything more than a hookup.

      I’d do well to remember that.

      Jackson slides his hand along the back of his neck, rubbing it, like he’s done before when he’s been tense. Like that time in the limo, on the plane. “J,” I say, trying to broach the subject of whatever’s weighing on him.

      “Yes?”

      “On the plane. You mentioned stuff you had to clean up from the past. Mistakes, you said. Does it have to do with Fabian?”

      Saying the name of his former partner is weird. But it also feels necessary.

      With a sigh, he says, “Yes. I have to pay off a debt of his.”

      I prop myself up on my elbow. “Can I help?”

      “No.” His answer comes out at the speed of light.

      Instinct tells me not to press. But I want to so badly. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I appreciate it, but please don’t ask again,” he says, gentler this time.

      I swallow roughly, accepting his answer with a nod while he keeps working his hand over his neck.

      He winces.

      “Let me help with that, at least,” I say.

      Saying nothing, he shifts to his side, giving me access. I slide my hands along his neck and knead my thumbs into his muscles, trying to ease his tension, since I can’t tackle his problem.

      He shuts his eyes, sighing, sounding more relaxed.

      “I hate when you worry. I want to take all your troubles away,” I whisper. “I’d do that for you.”

      “I know. And I like that you want to,” he says, shifting his body a bit closer to mine.

      I do the same, moving nearer, massaging his neck and shoulders until his breathing evens out.
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      In the morning, we trade blow jobs, eat breakfast, listen to some new tunes his sister sent, then shower. It’s the perfect way to start a Sunday. That’s the trouble. It feels like this is simply what we do before we see friends and family.

      Like we could do this every weekend.

      The more I think that, the more I want to stay in his orbit.

      But I can’t. We can’t.

      There’s only one solution to knock myself out of this mood— inject some dirty sex into the schedule before we go to the football game.

      I’ve got a plan, and once we’re out of the shower and Jackson wraps a towel around his waist, I tug it off with a flourish, throwing it on the tiled floor.

      There. Let the sexing begin.

      He quirks a brow. “You trying to tell me something, Stone?”

      I grab his ass, squeeze it, and drop my voice to a low and dirty tone. “Jerk off on me before we go.”

      He blinks, but his surprise disappears quickly. In its place is raw lust. “You want to watch me come all over you?”

      I stare at his dick, hardening to iron in seconds. My cock is steel too, ready to go. “I do.”

      “Get on the bed,” he growls.

      I leave the bathroom and turn into the bedroom, but before I can flop down on the bed, he shoves my chest, pushing me back on the mattress.

      I shudder, loving his roughness, even as I fire off, “What’s that for?”

      “It’s to get you where I want you.” The big man grabs the lube, tosses it on the covers, then climbs over me, pushing my legs open.

      “And where’s that?”

      His eyes travel up and down my body, drinking me in. “Naked for me. Hot for me. Coming for me.”

      My dick twitches, liking the sound of all that.

      Lust skates across my skin. Jackson kneels between my legs, pours some lube into his hand, then grips his cock.

      His hand glides slow and easy down his length, then back up. His eyes lock with mine as his palm travels that path once more, squeezing the head of his cock, pushing out a liquid bead.

      My jaw comes unhinged.

      My breath hisses.

      It’s so sexy, the way he’s down for anything in seconds, the way he takes over our pleasure in an instant.

      “Yes,” I groan, my fingers brushing over my chest. The muscles in his forearms flex and his biceps tighten as he works that thick cock in his fist.

      My pulse spikes, and my dick begs for attention.

      I slide my hand lower, reaching for my shaft. Lightning fast, his other arm whips out, slapping my hand away.

      “Just watch,” he instructs, rough and commanding. “Watch me jerk off on you. Like you wanted.”

      A rush of heat licks my body, then the flames roar to the ceiling as Jackson grips his cock harder, his hand shuttling up and down his length.

      “Look at you,” I groan, lifting my hips, desperate for him. His big hand is curled tight around his thick shaft. The head of his cock is slick with his arousal.

      His other hand cups his balls.

      I have a front-row seat to the hottest porn video ever. Only it’s real. It’s happening. It’s playing out in front of me. The man who turns me on more than anyone ever has in the history of my life is turning himself on.

      I’m burning up with desire. “You’re so close,” I murmur.

      His jaw clenches, and his breath comes in stutters as his hand flies. “You ready to get off?” he asks.

      “So fucking ready.”

      “I’m gonna help you out,” he grunts, his hand racing in a blur. “Give you something to jerk with.”

      He pumps his hips into his hand, snapping them so fast, so furiously that I nearly come from the sight of him chasing that high.

      “Here,” he growls, as he jerks himself off.

      On. My. Dick.

      Hot jets of come shoot onto my cock as he unleashes his climax on me, and I am down for this.

      Oh yes, I am motherfucking down for this.

      “Now,” he commands as he’s still panting, still groaning.

      Don’t need to tell me twice.

      I grip my dick, all nice and slick with his hot come, and I stroke myself. Dirty bliss rips through me, torching my veins. “Thanks for the lube,” I say as my hand rockets up and down my shaft, and I’m nearly there myself. I’m nearly at the cliff because it’s so insanely arousing to jack myself off with his release.

      It’s such a turn-on I don’t know how the hell I will keep my hands off this man for the rest of the day.

      I don’t know how I won’t touch him in public. How I won’t kiss him at the game like I want to.

      But I let all the forbidden fade away on an upstroke as pleasure pounds through me, as it roars down my spine, and I come in a blur of heat and lust.

      I’m panting, spent, and so damn blissed out.

      Certain, too, that all this sex will keep my heart safe.

      Trouble is, he bends close to me, kissing me in that tender, gentle way he has, and I’m so far gone already that my heart is climbing out of my chest to throw itself into his arms.

      Even sex tricks aren’t working.

      When he breaks the kiss, he runs his thumb along my jaw. “You were so sexy just now, Stone,” he says, his intense gaze meeting mine.

      “That so?” I can barely get words out with the way he makes me feel as he looks at me.

      “I don’t know what to do with how much you excite me,” he whispers.

      “Keep letting me excite you,” I suggest. I’m helpful like that.

      His lips curve into a soft smile. “Sounds like a plan.”

      And it sounds like we’re talking about sex and not about sex at the same damn time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      What the hell is this epic shit?

      I leap to my feet. “That was pass interference. That was the worst pass interference!” I shout at the glass window in the private suite, giving hell to the ref on the field.

      “That was beyond PI,” Jackson seconds, pacing too.

      “He missed the offsides call earlier,” my grandma chimes in, shaking her head in disgust.

      I flap my hand at the window. “Are these the worst refs ever?” I hunt for Nadia, spotting her chatting with Eliza by a tray of appetizers. “Nadia, your refs suck.”

      She rolls her eyes. “News flash. We don’t employ the refs. The league does.”

      “Even so, you need to fire them,” Jackson chimes in.

      “Send them back to school,” Grams adds.

      “Ref retraining. That’s what we need.” That comment comes from Zane as he cracks open a can of soda and returns to his seat by the window of the private suite. We’re huddled in the first row, watching the action in the third quarter. A backup bodyguard is stationed by the door, since Jackson is off duty.

      The game play resumes. “Fourteen’s a lot of points to make up,” I huff to Jackson.

      He snorts, casting a derisive glance to the field. “These refs blew a call the other week in the Miami game.”

      My brow knits. “You track the refs?”

      “Gotta know the enemy.”

      “Smart, man. That helps predict how things are going to shake out for your team,” Zane offers, then lifts his Diet Coke in a toast. “Hey, Jackson, maybe you can share your ref intel with Grams. She can use that to make some better fantasy football picks. What do you say, Grams?”

      She peers at Zane over her red glasses. “I’m not kicking your butt enough in our fantasy football league? You’re a glutton for punishment, kid.”

      He rests his head on her shoulder. “I am indeed. But only with you.”

      She pats his dark hair. “You’re my favorite grandson,” she coos.

      I catch Jackson’s eye, stage-whispering over their heads, “She lies. She tells vicious lies. I’m her favorite.”

      Jackson shrugs. “That’s not what the woman says, Stone.”

      Zane wiggles his brows, his eyes flashing with cockiness. “Face it, bro. I’m younger and better looking.”

      My jaw drops. “No way.” I jerk my gaze to Jackson. “Is he better looking? Say he’s not.”

      A laugh seems to burst from my guy’s chest. Then he lifts his hands in surrender. “Not touching that with a fifty-yard pole.”

      Zane swings his eyes to mine, his irises flickering with do tell.

      And . . . I might have dropped an anvil-sized hint that my bodyguard and I are more than coworkers. More than friends.

      That’s no good.

      “Grams, tell me more about how you’re kicking Zane’s butt in fantasy football,” I say, trying to steer the conversation to safer ground—away from this unruly mess of feelings I have for the man here at the game with me.

      I’m saved by another bad call on the field. Grams’s and Zane’s attention diverts to the game, and I slink away to join Nadia by the veggie trays, now that Eliza has taken off.

      I grab a carrot and crunch into it as Nadia shoots me a look that says spill.

      “What?” I act dumb.

      Her eyes slide toward my crew, her voice quiet. “How is your bet with Zane going?”

      “Great. So great,” I say, injecting lots of pep in my voice.

      But that’s weird.

      I’m not peppy. I’m an outgoing guy, but I’m chill, not cheery.

      Nadia knows it too, hissing out, “Liar.”

      I flinch. “What do you mean?”

      She rolls her eyes, tipping her forehead to Jackson. “You two get on great.”

      Is it that obvious?

      Oh, yes, it is, you dipshit.

      I scramble for an excuse. I don’t want to serve up the truth. One, Jackson doesn’t want me to. Second, it’s private. But still, I do kind of wish we could just be here together the way I want to be.

      “We’ve always gotten along,” I say.

      One brow climbs. “Always? You used to give each other a hard time.”

      “We still do.” In many ways.

      She pops a carrot in her mouth, nodding a few times. “Right. Sure.”

      I should leave this alone, but instead I poke the issue. I want to know how obvious my feelings are. “What are you trying to say, Nadia?”

      “I’m saying I think you’re going to lose the bet,” she says pointedly.

      My eyes drift to Jackson. The second I look at him, my chest aches. My skin tingles. And everything feels right. Everything feels good.

      My throat goes dry. My stomach flips.

      I don’t have a clue what to do with this torrent of emotions roiling inside me.

      It’s so much more than sex.

      So much more than contact.

      I turn back to Nadia. I can’t fight it anymore. They’re happening, these emotions, and they’re pulling me under. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”

      She rubs my arm. “It happens to the best of us. Or so I hear.” She sighs sympathetically. “What will you do?”

      I scrub a hand across the back of my neck, sighing. “No idea.” My heart is heavy, and I don’t want it to be, so I change the subject. “Did you and Zane meet yesterday?”

      “We did. I think I might have some opportunities for him.”

      My eyes widen, and a smile tugs at my lips. This is excellent news. “That would be great. I’ll owe you big time.”

      “You’ll owe me nothing. But I do want to be the first to know when it’s official,” she whispers, her gaze drifting to Jackson.

      My shoulders sag.

      Nothing will be official.

      Nothing can happen.

      He’s made that clear.

      I laugh off her comment and return to Zane a few minutes later, glancing around for Jackson and Grams.

      “They went to check out some trophies down the concourse,” Zane explains. “They’ll be back any minute.”

      Good time for me to catch up with my brother away from the hubbub of backstage. I clap him on the knee. “You’re doing great with the show. You feeling better about things?”

      “Definitely,” he says. “Dad called twice, but I ignored his calls.”

      “You’re going to need to talk to him soon. You know that, right?”

      “I do. Just wasn’t ready. I wanted to make sure I was doing a good job for you.”

      “You are. And don’t forget—you were meant to be here. Meant to be creative. This feels right for a reason. It’s who you are.”

      “I think so too. Thanks again for the chance.”

      “Anytime. I’m stoked to see you making the best of it.”

      “And speaking of business,” Zane says, lowering his voice, his eyes sparking with intrigue, “what’s the story with you two?”

      What is it, see-through-me day on the calendar?

      “The story with what?”

      He rolls his eyes. “C’mon. You and Thor.”

      “Thor, like Chris Hemsworth Thor?”

      “That’s what the internet calls your bodyguard. When they’re not calling him WHB.”

      “What does that stand for?”

      “World’s Hottest Bodyguard,” he says with a laugh.

      I laugh lightly too. “Sounds about right. Have you seen too that peeps call us Jackstone when they see pics of us?”

      “I have indeed.”

      “Crazy, huh?” I ask, a grin threatening to take over.

      Zane shakes his head, wagging a finger. “So . . . you broke the deal.”

      “Did not,” I say quickly. “I’m not in love.”

      He leans closer, draping an arm around me. “But you’re falling.”

      My stomach swoops. My stupid lips smile. “Shut up. Just shut up.”

      Zane sinks back into his chair, all satisfied. “I call it like I see it.”

      “I’m not in love,” I whisper.

      He squeezes my shoulder. “By the way, your boyfriend’s back.”

      I whip my gaze so fast to see Jackson stroll back in, and Zane cracks up. “Busted. So busted.”

      I drop my face in my hand and groan.

      He squeezes my shoulder again. “I won’t even collect. I just want you to say I was right.”

      “You’re not right,” I grumble.

      There is no way I can be in love. No way at all.

      When Jackson and Grams rejoin us, I repeat that mantra, even as they talk about the musical Jackson’s sister’s going to be in, even when he shows her pictures of Bethany, even when she asks him all about his family.

      Even when I hang on every word.

      But I’m not in love with him.

      I swear I’m not.
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      After the game ends with the Hawks coming back in the fourth quarter, we pile into Stone’s limo and peel away from the stadium. I told the backup bodyguard I’d cover him the rest of the evening, so he’s done for the night. The driver winds through the streets of Las Vegas as the four of us chat, recounting the game-winning touchdown, the energy in the stadium, and the play that the quarterback pulled out of his pocket at the last minute.

      “That’s why football is an awesome game,” I say.

      Stone’s grandma nods sagely. “I couldn’t agree more. But I do like baseball too, so if you ever feel like going to a ball game, you know where to find me,” she says with a wink.

      Zane’s lips round into an O as he nudges her elbow. “Grams, are you trying to take Stone’s bodyguard out on a date?”

      “I like having someone to chat about sports with who knows what he’s talking about,” she says.

      Zane brings a hand to his heart, gasping. “I know sports.”

      “But not like Jackson,” she says, patting his knee sympathetically.

      He mock-pouts as I smile at her. “I will talk sports anytime, Marianne. And I would love to go to a baseball game with you.”

      Stone turns his gaze to the window, but I catch the hint of a smile on his face, almost like he’s trying to hide it.

      We drop them both off, since Zane is going to spend the night at her house. When we get back in the limo, I close the door, and now it’s only us. Stone doesn’t even say a word. He slides closer to me, stretches his hand across the seat, and reaches for mine. As the car pulls away, he threads our fingers together.

      My heart stutters.

      “I want to do this in public,” Stone says, his voice warm, like whiskey.

      “Me too.”

      “So many times, I’ve wanted to take your hand when we’ve been walking around. Put an arm around you.”

      I look at our joined hands, bring them to my lips, and plant a kiss on his knuckles. “I want to do the same. Kiss you on the cheek. Ruffle your hair,” I say, reaching my free hand across to show him what I’d do. “Put a hand on you, but not as your bodyguard.”

      “You’d do all that? In public?” He sounds surprised.

      I laugh. “Out and proud, babe. Out and proud.”

      “Well, I know that now. I just like the idea.”

      “I’d do all that with you. Anywhere, anytime.”

      Stone leans his head back against the leather seat, sounding dreamy. “I’d be amenable.”

      “If you weren’t my boss, I would.” I squeeze his hand harder. Rub my thumb across the top of it. These are his instruments. This is the way he makes music, the way he entertains crowds.

      And right now, after hours, I get to hold these hands and touch this man.

      “I’m not your boss,” Stone says softly, a futile denial.

      I link our fingers more tightly, like I can send a message through touch—and the message is don’t lose sight of the truth. “You are, and you know what I’m saying.”

      With a heavy sigh, he whispers, “I do.”

      “And that’s the trouble, isn’t it?” It’s not the first time I’ve mentioned the problem. The big problem. But it bears repeating. It’s not going to disappear. We can’t sweep it under the rug.

      “Yes, that’s the damn rub.”

      As we pull into the portico of The Extravagant, the car slows, but I don’t let go of his hand. Instead, I inch a little closer and lean into the make-believe. “But if you weren’t, I’d get out of the car, open the door, put my arm around you, and walk into the hotel like that.”

      His green eyes sparkle even in the darkness. “Like Jackstone.”

      I laugh. “You know our ship?”

      He shrugs lightly. “I’m not oblivious to the internet.”

      “I thought I was, but then my sister mentioned it to me,” I say as the limo stops.

      “And what do you think about the fact that we’re shipped?”

      What do I think? I love it. It makes me so damn happy. It feels like all the possibilities we can’t have.

      But I don’t say that to Stone.

      That’s not what we are, though it feels like we’re teetering dangerously close to wrecking our deal—to smashing it, even. Lately, as in during the last twenty-four hours, it seems like he wants more. Like maybe he’s more serious than he’s let on.

      That gives me the courage to say the next thing. To test the waters.

      “I’m more interested in what you think.”

      Stone licks his lips, takes a breath, and flashes me his megawatt smile. But it’s not simply his celebrity smile. It’s the smile that comes from within.

      “I like that the internet likes the idea of us together,” he says, and my chest glows because I’m pretty sure I’m reading him right.

      Reading us right.

      I move to the door, open it, step outside, and look around. Make sure the coast is clear. Then I lean back in, meet his gaze, and answer him, letting him know I feel the same. “The internet isn’t the only one.”
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      The next few days pass in a blur of sex and work, work and sex.

      And nights with Stone.

      Nights that hardly feel like they’re part of a deal.

      On Wednesday, as the clock ticks closer to his concert series ending, we head to a local community center at the start of my shift.

      It’s located in an area that was once a hotbed for street gangs. The neighborhood has since been cleaned up, and Stone’s been a regular charitable contributor to the center.

      I head inside with Candi, and I stand by the doorway as the musician settles into a rec room with some teenagers for another visit. He plugs in his electric guitar and shows them a few basic chords. He hands his extra Strat to one of them, and a goofy smile spreads on the teen’s face as he slings the strap over his shoulder then plucks out a chord.

      Stone nods in time to the beat. “Yeah, just move like this,” he says, and shows the kid how to do it.

      With a smile, the kid does his best as Stone taps his fingers. “That’s how we do it. That’s how we make music.”

      They play together as Candi snaps photos on her phone.

      She nudges me, brandishing the screen. “These pictures are gold. You know why?”

      “Because a picture’s worth a thousand words?”

      “No. Because they’re legit. Look at him. This is who he is. It’s just magic.”

      Warmth radiates through my bones. “Yeah, he’s all kinds of magic.”

      “Funny thing is, he seemed a little lost for a year or so. He was traveling a lot. Not making as much music. Around five months ago, things started to change. It was like he was inspired again,” she says.

      I’m not a conceited person, so I’m not going to attribute his inspiration to me. But I sure as hell don’t mind that it happened.
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      After his show that night, we weave our way backstage, along the shops of The Extravagant, then past the restaurants. He stops to say hello to Callum, who’s having dinner with Ivy at Konu.

      I’m not jealous at all when I see them. Stone’s right—he did good for his friend. Hearts and arrows practically flutter over the couple’s heads.

      “Don’t you two look cute?” Stone says with a wink.

      Ivy raises a playful brow. “I could say the same about the two of you.”

      Callum lifts a glass, looking at Stone, then me. “Yes, I could too.”

      I deflect, glancing at their plates. “Good dinner?”

      “The best,” Ivy says.

      Callum nods to the guy by my side, then speaks to me. “Look out for my friend.”

      I clap Stone on the shoulder. “Always do.”

      We say goodbye and walk through the casino.

      Normally, we head straight to his room, but this time he motions to the tables on the floor. “How about a round of poker? I know you don’t like to gamble, so I’ll cover you.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re not paying for poker for me.”

      “So you’ll play?” He wiggles his brows.

      “Was that your way of goading me into playing poker?”

      Stone nods, owning it. “I want to play poker with you. I want to go out and do something with you in public. Sheesh. Is that so wrong?” He plays up the indignation.

      I flash back to the other night in his limo, to the things we said, then give him my best deadpan reply. “I’ll allow it.”

      As we make our way through the quiet back hallway, he leans a little closer. “I know we’re not going to play strip poker in public, but can we add in a little truth poker?”

      “You really always have to get your way, don’t you?”

      “I like my way. It’s the way that I want,” he says with a grin.

      We head to the VIP lounge and snag a table in the corner where he’s mostly away from possible fans and the spotlight.

      We’re the only ones here, and the dealer is a quiet man who says little.

      Stone wins the first hand, then says to me, “Do you like your job?”

      I give him nothing but the truth. “It makes me happy. I love what I do. Why do you ask?”

      “Just wanted to know. Seems like you dig it. Seemed that way when Callum said to look out for me. Wanted to see if I was reading you right.”

      “You read me right.”

      I win the next one, and it’s my turn. “What was the year you took off all about? What led to it?”

      He strokes his chin. “I think my dad was in my head. Some things he said to me on the last tour made me doubt myself. I needed to take a little time off and do some other things. Give back. Make sure I was in the right headspace.”

      “And you found the right headspace?”

      “I did. I’m glad I took the time away. But I’m even more glad I found my way back to music. Love it like I love air and food.” He dips his voice. “Almost as much as sex.”

      I lower my head, hiding a smile.

      Then I try to hide a blush when he adds in the barest voice, only for me, “Sex with you, J.”

      Stone wins the next hand, and he tosses a question at me. “Does it ever bother you to be on the road so much?”

      “I miss LA, but I’ve been on the road for a while and I think I’m pretty adaptable, so I don’t mind it at all.”

      “That’s your superpower. You’re adaptable.”

      “I think it’s one of them. What about you? Do you love the road?”

      “I do. But I’ve been on it a long time. I love LA too.” He stabs his finger against the felt table. “Ask me another question.”

      I frown. “Is that how this works? I thought the asker got to pick. You’re so demanding.”

      “Yes, but do me a solid. Ask me what my next song is. The song I’ve been working on.”

      I don’t know exactly what he’s getting at, but judging from the way his eyes sparkle, I’m pretty sure it’s someplace I want to go. “What’s your next song?”

      His grin is crooked, pleased, but a touch nervous too. “It’s called ‘The Guy in the Picture.’”

      His gaze holds mine.

      I slip back in time, and like it was yesterday, he’s looking at the shot of me with my sister and saying those words. Telling me, for all intents and purposes, he’s going to write a song for me.

      Now, here we are, and he is writing it.

      My chest tingles, then those tingles spread to my entire being, to my soul. “Would I like the song?”

      For a sliver of a second, nerves flash across his irises. But they’re gone in a heartbeat. He straightens his shoulders. “I hope so. It’s for you.”

      For the first time in my whole entire life, I swoon.

      My head is an electric haze.

      I want to haul him into my arms, kiss him in front of the entire casino, and tell anyone who’ll listen that he’s mine. All mine.

      I clench my fists so I stay still. “I want to hear it.”

      “I’ll play it for you soon. I promise.” He leans closer to me. I catch the ocean breeze scent of his hair, and I nearly lose my mind. His voice is a barren whisper. “Do you want to go?”

      “Yes. Now.”

      We leave, and once we’re in the elevator, we move to opposite sides of it.

      I grip the railing behind me. He does the same. But we stare at each other—with heat, longing, and something brand-new. The admission that I’m the guy in the picture.

      That’s who I want to be.
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      I’m buzzed as the door falls shut.

      My skin is singing, my cells longing for him. I launch myself at Jackson, pushing him against the wall, slamming my body against his.

      Frenzied and fevered, I’m driven by all the things we said, and all the things I still want to say.

      Everything I want to tell him. Everything I’m putting down in a song.

      But how do I give voice to this cyclone of emotions clawing through me? To all this newness?

      I don’t know, so instead I kiss him the way I feel.

      We kiss like fireworks, like an anthem, like lightning and thunder and summer rain.

      When we break apart, I drag a hand down his shirt, my breath coming hard. “Did you think about fucking me all day?”

      He growls his answer as he wraps his arms around me. “I always do.”

      “I thought about you onstage tonight. I think about you offstage too. All the time. I can’t get you out of my head, J,” I say, trying that on for size, taking steps to telling him how much I feel for him.

      His lips quirk into a dirty grin. “Sounds like tonight would be the perfect night to edge you, then.”

      My skin sizzles. My bones practically hum at the prospect. “Would you?”

      Jackson loops a hand around my waist, hauls me in close, and yanks me against his firm body. “Would I? Do you not get it? I want to do everything with you, to you, for you.”

      I groan, sparking everywhere at his promises. They sound like more than sex. They sound like he wants to be the guy in the picture.

      Right now, though, my body is plugged in, and my body gets priority. My desires are cranked high. I need to touch him and to be touched.

      I run a thumb down his jaw, tracing his carved features. “Edge me.”

      He lets go of my waist, holding up one finger. “One rule.”

      “Hit me up.” I’d probably agree to anything right now.

      He clasps my face, holding me in both hands. His touch feels wildly possessive. “Do you trust me?”

      I don’t have to think twice. The answer is self-evident. “Completely.”

      “That’s the only rule, then. Just trust me to take care of you.”

      “I do.”

      Tonight feels like we’re running to the edge of the cliff and jumping into the ocean.

      And I’m shouting in excitement as I fall.
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      We start in the shower, turning the water as hot as it can go. It beats down on both of us as we rinse off the day, getting clean. Jackson turns me around, lines up his chest against my back, and slides his hands down my arms.

      I shiver from the brush of his body as I heat up inside. His hands reach mine, and he pushes my palms against the tiled wall.

      “Stay like that,” he murmurs.

      “I will.”

      Closing my eyes, I relish the sensory overload—the sounds of the water, the heat of the shower, the feel of him.

      His big palms skate down my body, and I shudder at the way they travel along my frame. His hands meld to me, covering me, curling over my ass, brushing down my thighs, then up again. He loops his hands around my waist, travels them up to my pecs, and grips them.

      He pushes his strong chest against me, and I moan, lowering my head so I can sink into the feel of him.

      He paints a trail of hot, open-mouthed kisses along my neck, but he doesn’t stay there for long. His hands return to my back, roaming lower, then between my legs, cupping my balls.

      There’s a noise. The sound of Jackson’s knees touching the tile. He’s on the floor.

      I shudder with anticipation.

      I know what he’s going to do, and I want it so badly. Desire winds down my spine. Filthy images flash before me as my cock hardens impossibly more.

      “Yes,” I moan, before he even touches me with his lips.

      Just knowing he’s going to is enough to make me throb.

      I am aching.

      My whole body is screaming out for him. Longing for what’s next.

      He bites my ass, and I groan. He nibbles on my flesh, nipping at the musical notes, humming as he goes. More bites and nips and kisses. Like he’s marking me all over.

      Lower, then lower.

      And then, wicked bliss begins.

      He flicks his tongue down my ass, and I shiver. I’m going to die of pleasure.

      “J,” I groan.

      My lover presses his mouth to me, and it is torture. Beautiful, exquisite torture.

      Electricity flares in my veins, sparking, sizzling.

      Sensations rocket through me.

      His tongue is soft and eager.

      So intimate and so deliciously dirty.

      I can’t form words. I can’t speak. I can only moan, because this is phenomenal.

      He rewards my incoherent groaning with a slow, tantalizing lick.

      Then another.

      One more.

      Lust roars through me, and I groan, a feral sound that drives him on.

      My head goes hazy from the intensity of the sensations.

      My knees buckle; my hands start to slide down the wall. I’m not sure I can stand much longer.

      And he knows it.

      Jackson rises, turns off the water, and hands me a towel. “You need to lie down for this because I’m going to drive you crazy.”

      “You already are.”

      A minute later, I’m lying in bed. This beautiful man settles between my legs, and this time he’s a tease. He sucks on my balls, drawing one into his mouth, then the other, making me grab his head hard. Seconds later, he lets go, moving lower, tracing a line right under them with that naughty tongue. Down lower, almost there, tantalizing me.

      Teasing me as he blows warm breath against my skin, then whispers in a hot, filthy voice, “I want to taste you everywhere. Kiss you all over. Make you mine.”

      “Do it,” I urge. Those last words light me up. I don’t know if he means sexually or in some other way. I choose to imagine it’s both because that’s how I want him. I want to be his.

      His big hands are on my thighs, and he pushes me open even more. He raises a hand, grabs my dick, and strokes me as his tongue explores me. Pleasure rushes through my veins, and I’m close.

      I writhe at the intensity, grab his head harder, grip him tighter.

      But he stops.

      I tense.

      He lifts his face, squeezes the base of my dick, then lets go, leaving me hanging.

      I’m buzzing. “I was so close,” I moan, complaining, but not entirely.

      I want to be worked over.

      I want to be pushed.

      I want to be teased.

      “I’m going to get you there.”

      With a wicked grin, Jackson moves around, dips his face, and hoovers my cock into his throat.

      It’s a gorgeous sight as I stare down my body, enjoying the view of this man between my thighs, taking my dick between his blow-job lips.

      He sucks me deeply, relentlessly, and I am lost.

      I get the full candy-shop treatment, like I’m a lollipop and he’s sucking and swirling his tongue all over me.

      He gives me a long, delicious suck, and in seconds, bliss roars through me again, the promise of exquisite ecstasy. I’m close once more.

      I wrap my hands around his head, arching up, fucking his mouth. He curls his palms over my ass, and he sucks me like he loves it. I love it too. I love everything he does to me.

      Maybe too much, since I’m close again, pleasure coiling in my spine.

      “J,” I warn.

      Instantly, he lets go of my shaft, and I fall from his mouth, desperate to return to the warm paradise.

      I groan in misery until my breath evens out and the pending crush of pleasure abates. “I can’t take it much longer,” I tell him.

      He rises, kneels between my legs, and meets my eyes. “It’ll be worth it. I’m going to make it so good for you.”

      I breathe heavily, my chest rising and falling. “You always do,” I murmur.

      He runs a hand down my chest, touching me like he adores me. Maybe that’s wishful thinking. I don’t know anymore. All I know is I am on the brink of desire, the edge of falling.

      His fingers trace the grooves of my abs. “That’s because I love touching you, Stone. And I love fucking you.”

      I’m dying for him to add one more statement to those. One more use of the same verb.

      Say it. I feel it too.

      But I can’t focus on words when he reaches for the lube, slicking up his hands.

      My God. Those hands. The things they do to me. The things he wants to do to me. Those hands are wicked magic.

      Seconds later, one hand strokes me; the other plays with my ass.

      He’s doing it again. Fucking me everywhere.

      His fingers slide inside me; his hand fists me.

      I can’t focus.

      I can’t think.

      I can only feel this wild pleasure.

      The mind-bending ecstasy of twin sensations as he jerks my cock and fucks me with his fingers.

      Maybe two fingers, maybe three. I don’t even know. Don’t even care.

      I’m a bomb about to explode as he gets me ready.

      Tick-fucking-tock.

      Lifting my hips, I arch into his hands, fucking up, fucking down, groaning, writhing.

      I shove my hands in my hair then slide them down my body, reaching for him.

      “Get in me. Please.”

      Mercifully, he stops before I can shoot all over him.

      He lets go, eases out his fingers, and crawls over me, stopping to kiss my lips before grabbing a condom. “On your side, babe.”

      Babe.

      He calls me babe now, and I think it might kill me—this term of endearment.

      I shift onto my side, reaching for my cock, giving it a tug that makes me moan like an animal.

      With a soft laugh, he says, “I’ll get you there, Stone.”

      Once he’s covered up, he adds more lube to the condom, moves behind me, and lines up, spooning me, his chest to my back. He adjusts my leg, setting it on top of his thigh, giving himself room to enter me.

      He presses against me, and I swear I’m seconds from blastoff. “I’m not going to last,” I rasp.

      Jackson grips my hip, digging in his fingers as he pushes into my body. “Don’t need to. This is for you now. Come anytime, babe.”

      I’m dying to come in my hand this second, but I also want to hold off now that he’s in me. Now that he’s sliding his cock where I want him, I’d like to savor every second.

      Don’t want it to end. Don’t want it to stop.

      “You feel so good,” I moan, stroking my dick as he bottoms out.

      His breath is hot and sharp against my neck, like he can barely take it. Like he can barely withstand the intensity of our fucking.

      And it is intense.

      Those big fingers dig into my hipbone. His other arm slides under me, around me, wrapping across my chest. “Need you close to me,” Jackson grunts as he jerks me against him, pulling my back tight to his body. I grip his arm, keeping him right there with barely any space between us.

      He thrusts into me, and the sound he makes is insane.

      His groan is carnal.

      Filthy.

      I’m an inferno as he lets go of my hip, brings his free hand to my cock, and grips it, taking over for me. I grapple at the sheet, clutching it, rasping out yes after yes.

      “Stone,” he says, groaning my name like he’s in love with me too. “I love this. Love being in you.”

      There’s that word again.

      The one I long to hear.

      “It’s never been like this,” I grunt, reaching my other hand behind me, grabbing his ass as we move together like water, like air, like life itself.

      His arm on my pecs tightens. His voice goes smoky. “Never.”

      And that’s it. That’s all I can take. I can’t last. I can’t survive this. I want only him.

      Just him.

      Always him.
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      I can’t get close enough to my man.

      But I can absolutely try.

      I wrap my arm tighter around Stone’s chest, stroke him faster, and grit my teeth. I have to stave off an orgasm. Need his first. Need it badly.

      But keeping it at bay won’t be easy.

      Because . . .

      “This is my favorite position,” I tell him as I rock into him, going deep, sliding almost all the way out, then filling him again.

      “Yeah? Why?”

      “Because I get to feel as much of you as possible. Get to have you so damn close to me,” I murmur, my lips brushing across his neck, up to his ear.

      His cock jerks in my hand, and his breath comes fast and wild. “Same. It’s the same,” Stone says, his voice cracking.

      “But there’s something I want to try next time,” I tell him, as my need for him unspools.

      “Anything,” he murmurs, his voice hoarse. He’s so close, and I love doing this to him. I love giving him the most intense pleasure.

      I push deeper, hold tighter, then kiss his earlobe. “Top me,” I whisper.

      A shudder racks his body. “You want me to fuck you?”

      “I want to feel everything with you,” I say, burning up at the prospect of him fucking me, lust tearing through me as I picture it. “Will you?”

      He answers with a grunt. With a growl. Maybe with my name. Somewhere in there is a long, stretched-out yes as he detonates, coming all over my hand.

      And I love it.

      So much that my skin sizzles, my mind crackles, and I succumb seconds later, my climax tearing through my body as the world spirals away.

      This man, this bliss—it’s all there is.

      And all I want.

      My body shakes as the aftereffects of my orgasm rip through me.

      He’s still enjoying his, moaning, smiling, breathing hard.

      A satisfied man.

      My satisfied man.

      I want to be the only one to ever make him feel this way.

      “Mmm,” I murmur as I kiss his neck. I don’t want to leave him, but I need to ditch this condom.

      I head to the bathroom, take care of business, grab a washcloth, wet it, and return to him, cleaning his chest. He’s flopped on his back now, supremely content.

      Grabbing the blanket, I tug it off the bed, then toss it and the washcloth in the laundry bag in the closet. I snag another duvet, get in bed, and cover us.

      Finally, I bring him into my arms, run both hands through his hair, and meet his eyes.

      I see everything in them, and my chest aches.

      I nearly serve up my whole entire heart.

      But he goes first, his voice all gravelly sexy. “It’s incredible with you. I’ve never felt this way before,” he says in a midnight confession. “I never feel like you’re fucking a rock star.”

      Emotion rips through me, flooding me as I drag my hand down his chest. “Because I’m not. I’m not fucking a rock star, Stone. I’m fucking you.” I spread my hand across his pecs. “I’m fucking the man.” I take a beat, drawing a breath, digging down deep. “And I’m making love to you.”

      He shudders, parts his lips, and closes them again. Then he speaks softly. “Is that what you’re doing?”

      “You tell me. How does it feel to you?”

      “It feels that way, Jackson.”

      “For me too,” I say, then I cover his lips with mine and pour all those emotions into a kiss—one that can’t possibly convey anything other than how desperately I’ve fallen in love with him.
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      I leave early in the morning, whispering goodbye.

      Stone’s eyes barely flutter open. He murmurs something I can’t understand—a cross between hi and don’t go.

      “I promised Terrence and Cruz I’d go for a five-mile run with them, then work out. And Ryan is in town for his interview, so we’re having lunch. He’s the guy I’m mentoring.”

      With a yawn, Stone lifts his arm, reaching for my face. “Miss you already. Come see me later.”

      I clasp his hand to my cheek, holding him closer. “I will. I promise.”

      A soft smile plays on his lips. “Good. I’ll be thinking of you.”

      “Same.” I run a hand over his hair as he drifts back to slumber.

      I leave, saying hi to Cruz outside the room.

      He wiggles his brows. “Did you have a good pizza?”

      I flip him the bird. “I’ll see you in a half hour so I can destroy you.”

      He scoffs. “Good luck with that.”

      I go to my room, brush my teeth, and wash the night off me so I won’t smell like the sex maniac I am when I work out with my friends. I put on running clothes and head to the lobby.

      As Cruz’s shift ends, and a backup bodyguard covers for Terrence, I meet the guys outside the hotel.

      We pile into a Lyft and make our way to Red Rock to run there. We talk some as we go. Terrence says he misses Melody. Cruz misses his little girl and his wife. I tell them I’m going to see Bethany in a few more days.

      “And will you miss Stone?”

      The question comes from Cruz as we crest a hill. Simple, direct.

      On the downhill, I answer him the same way. “Yes, but . . .”

      Terrence snaps his gaze my way. “Yes, but what?”

      “Yes, but there are a million issues.”

      Cruz knits his brow as he pounds the path. “A million, man? A million? Seems more like one.”

      “Yes, one. Feels like a million,” I say as the sun rises higher.

      “Does it though?” Terrence counters.

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Or does it feel like a million because you don’t know what you’re going to do about the fact that you’ll miss him?” Terrence asks.

      I swallow roughly, my throat dry but not from the heat. More from the inquisition. But it’s a grilling I need.

      I slow my pace some more, shake my head, then opt to level with my friends. Now is not the time to be macho. Now is the time to ask for help. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Like a car slamming on the brakes, we all slow to a jog.

      “What are your options?” Terrence asks.

      I drag a hand over my hair. “I don’t know. That’s the thing. I just don’t know.”

      “Do you want to be with him? Does he want to be with you?” Cruz asks.

      Those are valid, important questions. A few days ago, I didn’t know the answer to either of them. Maybe twenty-four hours ago I didn’t know the answer to the second one.

      Now I’m pretty sure the answers to both are the same.

      “Yes, and yes,” I say with a heavy sigh.

      Terrence offers me a palm to high-five. Cruz makes a fist for knocking. Shaking my head, I push out a laugh. “Guys,” I say, smacking back, then knocking. “It’s not that simple.”

      “You’re right,” Cruz says in his no-nonsense fashion. “It’s not simple in the least. But it’s awesome.” He raps his fist against his sternum. “It’s awesome right here that you feel that way for another person. Life is short. Love is beautiful. Grab it, bro.”

      A smile threatens to take over my mouth. “You think so?”

      Terrence claps me on the shoulder. “I’ve been hoping you’d meet someone again. Someone who rocked your world but respected your wishes. Who didn’t put himself in harm’s way every day. Now you have. And now we need to figure out how you’re going to deal with it.”

      My throat tightens as a new swell of emotion rises in me, the feeling that comes from good friends having your back.

      “Got anything in mind?” I ask as we resume our pace.

      Both guys shake their heads at the same time. “Not a clue,” Terrence says.

      “But I bet we can figure something out,” Cruz adds.

      For the first time in a while, I feel like maybe I can too.

      I feel hope.
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      Hope can trick you though.

      Hope can make you believe that wishes and wants are more powerful than reality.

      Reality sets back in later that day as I head to meet Ryan for lunch at a Chinese restaurant.

      The hopeful feeling fades, and another feeling takes its place—a prickle of dread spreads over me when the Lyft driver pulls into the strip mall.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to ignore this new emotion.

      But as I thank the driver and get out of the car, I can’t shake this uncomfortable, nagging feeling, like a pebble in a shoe.

      I put on my shades as I walk to the restaurant, trying like hell to be in the moment. The issue is that the moment requires me to be someone else. Helping Ryan—a young, impressionable US Marine looking for a solid gig now that he’s out of the military—means I need to be his mentor.

      I need to be the guy he can look up to and hopefully admire. Definitely respect.

      I can’t be the guy fucking his boss and be the guy giving Ryan job advice.

      The two men don’t coexist. Honor and dishonor can’t share the same real estate.

      Truth and secrets don’t fit in the same body.

      That’s the crux of the issue. I can’t be the man I want to be if I keep sneaking around with Stone.

      That is what we’re doing.

      Sure, we want to be free to touch in public.

      To walk into the hotel together. To kiss in the casino. To hold hands in the elevator.

      If he were here with me right now, joining me for this lunch for whatever reason, I’d take his hand.

      But he’s not.

      And I can’t.

      That has nothing to do with being gay and everything to do with telling lies.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, blow out a long stream of air, then walk into the restaurant.

      Ryan’s at a booth already, and when he spots me, his blue eyes sparkle.

      He rises, giving me a slow thumbs-up, and when I reach him, I clap him on the back. “You got the job?”

      “I did,” he says, beaming. “Thanks to you.”

      I wave it off. “It was all you, man.” We sit. “Tell me everything.”

      He dives right into it, giving me the play-by-play of the interview. “And then at the end came the Whitney Houston question.”

      My brow creases. “Come again?”

      He laughs. “Sorry. That’s what my sister calls it. She loves that Kevin Costner-Whitney Houston flick, The Bodyguard, where he falls for her.”

      My stomach twists. My skin prickles. “What was the question?”

      He squares his shoulders. “What would you do if you had feelings for the person you were protecting?”

      I swallow, but there’s a rock in my throat. “And?”

      “I said the only thing you can say. Don’t act on them.”

      I try to draw a quick breath, but my lungs are so tight they can barely hold air. I grab the water glass in front of me and take a drink, practically gulping.

      When I set the glass down, I do my best to offer an encouraging remark, but I can’t seem to speak. I don’t know what I can say that won’t reveal what I’ve done.

      “That’s the right answer, isn’t it?” Ryan asks, his voice rising with uncertainty. “That’s the right thing to do? Just because you feel something doesn’t mean you should act on it.”

      My stomach coils into a painful knot. This is what I needed to hear. Sure, I was hopeful this morning after talking to the guys about where this relationship with Stone could go.

      But hope is a lie.

      Hope won’t change the facts.

      I can’t be the man I want to be if I’m with my boss.

      This is the reminder I needed.

      “That is definitely the only answer,” I say, then I grab the menu and stare at the sea of offerings, not really seeing any of them.

      When lunch ends, the answer to my own problem is crystal clear.

      How I’ll manage to act on it is . . .  I won’t.
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      When we were younger, Zane liked to say that someday he’d run away to join the circus.

      The carnival would work too. Or even an amusement park, if that was an option.

      The lights, the action, the noise of the games were all carrots to his rabbit.

      When he calls me in the morning to tell me the gig with Nadia is a go, I insist we head over to New York-New York to celebrate in true Zane fashion.

      At that hotel, we ride the roller coaster and scream all the way down, arms high in the air, hurtling across the Vegas skyline.

      When we get off the ride, I wrap my brother in a hug, patting him on the back. “Now, the hard thing. Telling Dad.”

      Zane gives a heavy sigh then shoots me a hopeful look. “Do it with me?”

      “Absolutely.”

      We return to our hotel and head to his room, where my backup bodyguard stations himself outside, keeping watch. Zane rings Dad.

      With a gruff voice, our father answers. “Let me guess. You’ve joined the circus.”

      Zane winces, squeezing his eyes shut.

      I clench my fists, trying to keep my irritation at bay.

      Zane opens his eyes and draws a breath, his jaw ticking. “Dad, I’m not taking over the family business. I’ve been doing my own thing in Vegas, and I’m staying. I got a job here.”

      He snorts. “I suppose you’re following in your brother’s footsteps.”

      I jump in. “Listen, we appreciate everything you did for us as kids. But we’re adults now. We make our own choices.”

      Zane clears his throat. “I’m sure you can find someone to sell the business to.”

      “And if you can’t, I’ll help out with buying it,” I offer, even though I don’t want to. But if it gets him off my brother’s back, it’ll be worth it.

      Dad scoffs at me. “I don’t need your help, Stone. But thanks for the heads-up, Zane. Really appreciate it after all these years.”

      His tone drips with sarcasm.

      The line goes dead.

      Zane shakes his head, staring out the window.

      I squeeze his shoulder. “You can’t change him. But you did what you needed to do. For you.”

      He turns to me, the guilt in his expression reminding me of the day our dad caught him skipping out of geometry class early to go to an art show at a local gallery. “Thanks, Stone. I know this is the right thing to do. I just wish it were easier.”

      “I wish you didn’t feel guilty.”

      He shrugs with a heavy sigh. “But I do. I’ll get over it though.”

      “You’re resilient. You’re tough. And the right thing isn’t always easy. But it’s worth it.”

      “It is. Thanks for being there.”

      “Anytime.”

      When I return to my room, Jackson is waiting for me outside.

      That’s a welcome sight.

      At first, a smile curves my lips, but as I get closer, my pace slows and my Spidey senses tingle.

      He’s not himself.

      Jackson stares at his shoes.

      When he finally looks up at me, his eyes are dark. That twinkle that I’m used to has vanished. “Got a minute?”

      My gut churns. An anchor drops in my chest. “Sure.”

      The backup stays outside, asks no questions.

      “Come in,” I say to Jackson, sweeping a hand wide to invite him into my suite. It’s a gesture I’ve made many times before with him, usually playfully.

      Nothing is fun right now. I can read his energy. I can sense his mood as he follows me in and I shut the door. It’s upside down, inside out. It’s all wrong. “Are you okay?”

      He takes a minute to answer. “I am. But I’m also not.”

      “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on,” I say. Even though I know this is about us, I care about him and every instinct tells me to be here for him.

      Jackson drags a hand across the back of his neck. “Listen . . .”

      That one word is like a chair leg scratching across the floor. Like a doorbell signaling bad news is coming my way. He runs his hand through his hair. “I had lunch with Ryan. He got the job.”

      “That’s great,” I say, but I doubt he’s here because of Ryan’s employment.

      “I’m proud of him,” Jackson continues. “He’s done everything I wanted to help him with. It’s gratifying to see him as this upstanding young man.”

      Jackson winces, like those last words taste bitter. His lips curl. His eyes go dark. “I want to be the kind of man he is. I want to be a man you can trust. A man of his word. A man of honor.” He lifts his chin and locks eyes with me. His are etched with sadness, but self-loathing too, and that guts me. “I can’t be that man if I’m sneaking around with you.”

      The anvil drops.

      Crash.

      It lands on my heart.

      I knew it was coming, but it hurts like hell.

      “And that’s what we’re doing, Stone.” His voice is hurt, but resolute too. He paces back and forth. “I’m lying about this to the world, and I can’t be that person. There’s a reason we can’t be together in public.” He stops, turns, and meets my eyes. “And it has nothing to do with us being two guys. It has to do with the fact that this is my job—to protect you.” He moves closer, setting his hands on my shoulders. His voice goes softer. “And I can’t do my job properly with the way I feel for you. You’re not supposed to fall for the person you’re protecting—it compromises you. I’m so damn compromised by how I feel.”

      For a split second, my heart rejoices. It sings loud and strong to the back of an amphitheater with that glorious verb—fall.

      I fell for you too, I want to shout.

      But the joy is short-lived, because it’s over between us.

      My bones are lead. My insides are tar. This is the end of the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me.

      I want to fight him on this. To say we can make it work, that he can be my boyfriend instead. To tell him to say screw the job and that I’ll take care of him and love him and give him everything he needs.

      But he’d never stand for that.

      He’s his own man, and that’s one of a million reasons why I’ve fallen for him.

      I’ve fallen for him because he cares deeply about the people he loves.

      I want to be that person for him, but I can’t fire him so he can be my boyfriend. Then I’d be a liar. And a selfish liar at that.

      He loves this job. He needs this job.

      I can’t fix this problem with music or money or a wish. I can’t do a single thing except show the man I love that I respect his choice.

      I purse my lips and search for the strength to do the right thing, but it’s hard. It’s like ripping off a limb. I don’t want to say goodbye, but I have to so he can be the man he needs to be.

      That means I have to give the performance of a lifetime right now.

      “You’re right,” I say, as evenly as I can manage. “We can’t be together in public if you work for me. It’s against your code.”

      Jackson breathes what looks like a sigh of relief. “It is against my code. Thank you for understanding that.”

      That’s what this issue comes down to. This isn’t about job contracts or employment rules that we could bend because the employer—me—doesn’t care.

      His decision comes from something bigger. From honor and duty.

      From respect.

      From identity.

      Jackson Pearce wants to be a man who leads by example. One who follows the rules. Who supports his friends, who does the right thing, and who helps other guys become better men. A man who shines with honesty.

      That’s his personal code.

      I understand codes. I have my own, and I leaned on mine today with my dad.

      I’m the kind of man who tells his father to back off his brother.

      Jackson’s the kind of man who doesn’t screw his employer and ignore the consequences.

      If I could fix this situation for my man, I would.

      But Jackson always had more to lose than I did.

      I get to live in a rock-star bubble. I reside in a land of Grammys and riches and music and fame.

      The only thing I’ve lacked is love.

      Ironic, since I never knew I was missing it until now. I never knew I wanted it. And now I want it more than anything in the world.

      And I’m losing that epic, soul-searing, write-a-song-about-it-and-sing-it-to-the-world kind of love.

      The love I felt last night with him.

      The love I’m going to miss like hell.

      My chest aches in a whole new way, like someone has excavated my insides, shoveled out my organs, and left me with a gaping, raw hole.

      That hurts so damn much.

      “You’re right. We should stop,” I say, forcing out the hardest words I’ve ever had to say.

      He shrugs, his voice filled with potholes too. “We always planned to.”

      “We always did.”

      He draws a shaky breath. His eyes are miserable. I bet mine look that way too. “I guess this is it,” he says, and I can tell his voice is breaking too.

      I have to do this. Have to be strong enough for both of us.

      I lift my chin, find the guts, and act some more. “I guess it is. I’ll see you when your shift begins.”

      As I show him out, I fight like hell not to kiss him goodbye at the door, not to touch him one more time, not to say a word.

      I do what I know I have to do.

      And because I love him so damn much . . .

      I let him go.
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      The concert that night is electric.

      Stone jams hard in front of thousands of fans, belting out the tunes that have made him a legend.

      He croons “Make It Last,” he sings “Bedroom Eyes,” and he plays the hell out of “Take Me as I Am.”

      With Candi next to me, and my arms crossed over my chest, I watch every number from my spot in the wings. It’s my usual place, where I’ve been for the last several months as I’ve toured with Stone.

      Before I joined his detail, this is what I did in my other jobs, working with actors in LA.

      I waited backstage for them too.

      Not once was I tempted. Not once did I break the code. Never was I compromised.

      In five years on the job, Stone Zenith has been my only transgression.

      One.

      This should be easy, going back to basics. I can return to the man I was before.

      Stone strums the last chord, holding it as the music reverberates across the theater. When it fades into the night, he shouts, “Las Vegas, I love you like crazy!”

      Someone screams back from the audience.

      The sounds are hard to make out. Maybe they’re saying New song?

      He cups his ear. “What’s that you said?”

      Someone else shouts again, then another fan, and another, until it becomes an echoing chorus throughout the theater.

      “New song, new song, new song.”

      Stone freezes for a few seconds.

      Then he casts a glance to the side of the stage, and my heart springs in my chest.

      He’s looking for me.

      I’m sure he’s going to lock eyes with me, but then he snaps his gaze quickly back to the crowd.

      My heart thuds. Stupid organ.

      He’s not searching for me. Hell, he didn’t even fight for me in his suite. I told him I couldn’t do my job with the way I felt for him. What did he think? That I just liked him? That I had a simple crush? I said I’d fallen for him. Did he think I’d tumbled into the kiddie pool?

      He’d have been wrong.

      I fell into the ocean, and I’m drowning in the middle of the sea.

      All he said was You’re right. It’s against your code.

      My jaw clenches, and I grit my teeth. Tension skewers me. I will myself to shuck it off because I don’t deserve anything more. I didn’t ask for his heart. And God knows I can’t want it.

      But still, Stone’s uncharacteristically quiet for a few seconds onstage, and strangely enough, his silence gives me a flicker of hope.

      Like maybe he’s tormented too.

      Maybe he feels this empty ache the same as I do.

      Candi mutters under her breath, “Just sing it.”

      I turn my gaze to her, desperate to know if the new song is my song. “He mentioned it on his Instagram, didn’t he? That he was writing a new song?”

      “He said he was going to share it with them tonight. His fans went crazy. They’re dying to hear it. I am too.”

      The crowd roars again, a collective plea for the tune. I get it—I want to stomp my feet and beg for it too.

      Stone shakes his head. “It’s not ready yet,” he booms into the mic. “Maybe someday. Will you wait for me?”

      That’s enough for his fans. They cheer a deafening yes.

      “You rock! How about an encore?” Before they can answer, he dives into one of his most famous tunes, and that gets them to stop asking about the new song.

      It’s a song I might never hear. A song he may never play.

      But it’s the song the guy in the picture wants to hear most in the world.

      Candi sighs. “He’s been teasing them with it. He should just play the damn thing.”

      “You know how it goes with inspiration,” I say, all casual, like it isn’t eating me alive too. Like I’m not dying to hear his song.

      To ask him to play it for me.

      Just for me.

      But that is definitely against the code.

      And I’m following the code now.
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        * * *

      

      When the show ends, Stone stalks straight to his dressing room, shuts the door, and doesn’t come out for much longer than usual.

      Twenty minutes that feel like they last an ice age.

      Candi’s tapping her foot, eager to go. “He’s got a VIP thing, and then a late-night interview.”

      When he finally opens the door, his green eyes are cold, and they slay me. “I can’t do the interview tonight. Can you just reschedule it?”

      She doesn’t protest, and that’s unlike her. She must be able to read the hard edge in him tonight. “I’ll take care of it for you, but you’ve got to do it tomorrow.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Stone marches to the VIP room and does the meet and greet with smiles, grins, hugs, and pics. The same way he did the night before. And the night before that too.

      And I’m howling inside. Missing him with every breath I take.

      When he swaggers out of the VIP room, he yawns, big and long, like these are just more rock-star shenanigans and this day wasn’t a big deal to him after all.

      Like I’m the only one who feels the void, the only one with this giant canyon of emptiness inside me.

      “Go to bed, Stone,” Candi says softly.

      He keeps his eyes on her, only her. “Yeah. Need to hit the sack. I had a shit day.”

      I blink. That gives me another flicker of hope.

      We both had awful days. He’s affected too, and that is awesome.

      Except what the hell?

      Why do I want to know he’s miserable as well?

      Because it hurt that it seemed easy for him today when I ended it?

      Then again, I made it seem easy for me. Like splitting up with him is as simple as rules and codes.

      It is, but it’s also not. I didn’t simply fall for him, like I told him.

      I fell in love with him.

      Big, epic, messy, heart-wrenching love.

      With a rock star.

      God, I’m a cliché.

      Candi reaches for his arm, ever the mama hen tending to her chicks. “Are you okay? Are you getting enough sleep? Are you doing your yoga?”

      “I am. It’s not a yoga issue.” He doesn’t look at me at all, and I do my best to only look at him through professional eyes.

      As we leave with Candi, I want to kick myself.

      How did I ever think getting involved with my boss would be easy? I’m madly in love with the guy, and I can’t act on it. But I’ve never been able to act on it. This return to the old world order should be easy. This should be all I’ve ever known.

      When we reach the elevator banks, Candi says good night and peels away. Soon we’re alone in the steel machine, shooting up several floors.

      Stone barely makes eye contact with me. He leans against the wall and mutters, “Good show.”

      “Great show,” I say, my voice wobblier than I’m used to.

      He parts his lips to speak, but no words come.

      He looks away and doesn’t meet my eyes again.

      So, the way we were before we got involved is over too. The joking, the teasing, the poking fun at each other. That’s all gone.

      And now we are this—quiet, tense, terrible.

      We reach his room, and I say good night. He doesn’t look back.
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      Hell.

      This is hell.

      For six days in a row, I have woken up next to Jackson, and on the seventh day, I pat the side of my bed . . .

      The big, empty, sad, depressing, awful, terrible side.

      I pull the covers up, turn off my phone, and go back to sleep.

      But the universe must hate me, because I wake twenty minutes later.

      I drag my ass out of bed, order some food, and try to meditate.

      But meditation hates me too, because all I can see, all I can think about, is Jackson.

      Those hazel eyes. Soulful, caring, tender.

      Those strong hands. Rough and loving.

      His big heart. Steady and deep.

      His dry sense of humor, his eager mind, his laughter.

      The way he knows me. How he pokes fun at me. How he looks out for me. How he lets me be me.

      And this is officially not relaxing at all.

      Meditation, I hereby pronounce you awful too.

      I flop on the couch and read some news stories, but the words swim before me on the screen.

      I can’t focus. I can’t think. I can’t do a single thing but mope.

      When Becca raps on the door a few minutes later, I open it half-heartedly. She gives me a quick once-over.

      I must look like hell, because the normally unflappable, cool, and professional Becca arches a worried brow. “Are you okay?”

      This woman has seen me after late nights spent partying. She’s seen me after groupies have left with satisfied grins.

      She’s seen me when I’ve been exhausted.

      But she’s never looked at me like this.

      “Define ‘okay,’” I say, my voice flat and dead.

      As she walks inside with my quinoa bowl, she says, “You’re not okay, then. That’s clear.”

      She sets my breakfast on the table then puts a hand on my shoulder. “Is there anything I can get for you?”

      I tap my chest. “A new heart would be good. One that doesn’t hurt. Do you have that on the menu?”

      She frowns. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      I drop my head in my hands. “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      A little later, Nadia and Zane rap on the door. I let them in, then return to the couch that has a Stone-shaped indent on it. Nadia taps her wrist, pointing to a watch she doesn’t wear. “It’s nearly two. We have a charity event this evening. The final one before your last show.”

      I heave a sigh. “I know. Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”

      “We’re getting you out of your room now though,” my brother says.

      “Why do I have to get out of my room?”

      Nadia whirls around, gesturing to my suite. “Because. This room has negative vibes for you. It’s the scene of all the crimes.”

      “Guys,” I say. But I don’t even know what I’m protesting. I curl up into the cushions. “Maybe I’ll write a song about this couch.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Nadia tuts.

      “We’re taking you to an arcade. Someplace to get your mind off him,” Zane declares.

      I muster a sliver of a smile. “I like pinball.”
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        * * *

      

      They drag me to an arcade. Terrence waits by the door.

      I play some games, besting my brother on an AC/DC pinball machine, then Nadia defeats both of us in the Raiders of the Lost Ark one. After that, we go to grab some snacks, but there’s nothing on the menu that appeals to me, so I snag a water and nurse that half-heartedly.

      Nadia stares at me with inquisitive eyes. “So, you broke up, obviously.”

      “Yes,” I say, nothing but misery in my tone.

      “Why?”

      I roll my eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? He works for me. He’s my employee.”

      Zane furrows his brow. “Right, but other people who have worked together have gotten involved, like, in the history of time, right?”

      I stare at the smart-ass. “Yes, but that’s not what’s going to happen here. He has a code. A code of honor.”

      Zane nods a few times, like he’s thinking this through. “Fine. But isn’t there a way around it? A way to deal with it?”

      I toss up my hands in frustration. “Don’t ask me. My life is easy. His isn’t. He has debt and bills and shit like that. And he can’t be the man he wants to be if he’s working for me and is with me at the same time.”

      “Why not?” Zane presses.

      “Because it’s his code. I respect it.” I do. Truly, I do.

      Nadia drums her fingernails on the table. “Fair enough. But does he at least know how you feel? Does he at least understand that this isn’t a normal boss-falls-for-his-employee situation? Or rock-star-falls-for-his-bodyguard situation?”

      My brow knits. “What do you mean,”—I sketch air quotes—“‘normal’?”

      She makes a rolling gesture with her hand. “Did you tell him this isn’t a simple workplace affair? That this is much more than an office romance? I mean, it is, isn’t it, Stone?”

      “Yes, this is much more than that.” I go full deadpan. “Who woulda thought? I fell in love for the first time in my life.” I mime tossing out a fishing line. “Hook, line, and sinker.”

      Nadia grins. Zane grins wickedly.

      “Look at you. So in love,” Nadia says, like a cat feasting on a mouse.

      “I always knew this day would come.” Zane crosses his arms, delight in his eyes.

      “Thanks. Want to kick me while I’m down?”

      Zane cocks his head to the side, then adopts a more serious expression. “Love seems like a good thing.”

      “Did you not get the memo that he dumped me?”

      My brother waves, like that’s no big deal. “Does he know that you’re in love with him?”

      “Yes, did you tell him how you really feel?” Nadia choruses.

      I scratch my jaw, flashing back to yesterday.

      Did I? How could I not have said it? “I mean, sure. I’m sure I did,” I say, but I choke on my words because as soon as they come out, the gong rings and I realize—“I didn’t say a word. I simply said, ‘You’re right. We should end this. We always planned to.’”

      Zane scoffs. “Brilliant move.”

      Nadia pats my hand.

      I groan, gripping my forehead. “I let him walk out the door. I let him get on the plane. I let him ride off into the sunset without telling him he’s the love of my life.” I raise my face. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

      “Hmm. How much time do you have?” Zane asks.

      “Seriously, guys. Do you really think that’ll change things? If I tell him?”

      “Well, it can’t make it worse,” Nadia says.

      “How can you expect the man to make a hard choice unless he has all the facts?” Zane puts in. “I couldn’t make the choice to leave Dad and his business until I had all the facts in front of me.”

      Nadia reaches for my arm, squeezing. “Maybe he didn’t want to sneak around. Maybe he wants to be your boyfriend, but he feels like your sidepiece. Maybe he feels like your mistress. What if he doesn’t know that he’s the love of your life?” Her voice breaks on the question, and her eyes swim with tears. “You idiot. Do you know how lucky you are? Do you know how rare it is to meet the love of your life? Tell him. Then at least he’ll have all the facts to make the choice.”

      I spring to my feet, energy propelling me. “You’re right. I need to find him and tell him.”

      I fish for my phone in my pocket, but when I try to call him, he doesn’t answer.

      “Dammit,” I curse.

      Nadia holds up a hand. “Maybe this is a good thing.”

      I stab the table with my finger. “How? I just figured out where I fucked up. I need to fix it stat.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Stone. You literally just decided to tell him you love him. Let’s make sure you tell him in the right way at the right time.” She taps her wrist. “Because you have a charity event and then a concert.”

      My shoulders sag, and I exhale heavily, then sniff myself. “I need to shower and get dressed. Should I tell him at the start of his shift?”

      Zane arches a brow. “Didn’t you say you had an interview to do as well? I’m guessing Candi will be there, then you have the event, then the concert.”

      I drag a hand down my face. “You two are geniuses, and I love you and hate you.”

      Because there is a way to tell someone you love him, and I’m going to do this right.
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      My phone flashes with a text message as I practice my Spanish.

      My heart jumps in the hope that it’s Stone.

      But when I click over to my app, it’s my sister.

      I’m happy to hear from her. I’m happy to hear from her. I’m happy to hear from her.

      

      
        
        Bethany: So, tell me stuff. How is everything going? Is there going to be a Jackstone any day soon?

      

        

      
        Jackson: I don’t think so.

      

      

      

      Three seconds later, my phone rings.

      I answer it, and Bethany launches at me. “What happened?”

      I heave a sigh. “I ended it.”

      An epic wail across the halls of time pierces my eardrums. “Why?”

      “Because I work for him.”

      “Ugh. You make me crazy.”

      “Bethany, this is the real world,” I say, frustration coloring my tone. It’s been less than twenty-four hours since I put the brakes on things, and I don’t feel an ounce better. But soon I will. I have to. “I have to earn a living. But more than that, what happens next? Do you think I’ll ever get another job again? This is the worst line I can cross in my profession. It’s the golden rule—never ever fall for your client. And I did it. And this could haunt me for the rest of my life.”

      She sighs in the way only a teenager can—egregiously. “Jackson, you lost your partner. The man you love died. He died.”

      “I know that,” I bite out. “What does Fabian have to do with Stone?”

      “You were devastated,” she soldiers on. “You were broken, and that man didn’t even respect your wishes. And now, you’re not devastated. You’re not miserable. You’re the opposite. Stone makes you happy. Ridiculously happy. Happier than you’ve ever been with anyone. And you’re going to throw it away because of a rule?”

      “It’s kind of an important rule,” I say with a huff, even though my heart is slamming against my rib cage—because I am happy with Stone.

      Was.

      I was happy.

      But I’ll be happy again.

      “Love is an important rule,” she says. “Love is the most important rule of all—love, just love. Do you love him?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut as a sharp pang rips through me. “Yes. So much.”

      Her voice trembles. “Then find a way, Jackson. That is what you’ll regret more than not taking a chance.”

      “How are you so wise about love?”

      “Easy. Music. I’m in Rent right now. It’s all about living without regret.”

      I don’t know if she is right.

      I don’t know if I’m wrong.

      All I know is—I miss him more than I ever imagined.
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        * * *

      

      A little later, Cruz works out with me, and when we finish, we grab a bite to eat at our favorite diner.

      As we’re waiting for our lunch, he sets his phone on the table, opens the camera roll, and shows me a picture of his daughter. She’s riding a bike, and she’s utterly adorable.

      “She’s so damn cute,” I say.

      He nods, but his brown eyes are wet. Like he’s on the cusp of tears.

      “You okay, man?”

      He shakes his head. “I missed it—her riding a bike for the first time. That’s the problem. I keep missing all of these milestones.”

      “That must be hard for you,” I say with a sigh.

      He swipes his hand across his cheek. “I can’t take being on the road much longer.”

      “Terrence was saying the same thing.”

      “This job, it’s for younger men than me. I want to be back home in Los Angeles.”

      “So does Terrence,” I say, and the second I say those words, a light bulb goes on above my head. It flashes bright and brilliant. It’s studio wattage. It’s all the lights in a TV station. It’s the entire electrical grid of Las Vegas.

      I beam. “I know what to do,” I say, practically giddy.

      “About you and Stone?”

      “Yes. No. Mostly I mean about everything.”

      “You mean the million issues?” he asks with a laugh.

      “Yes. The million issues.” I laugh too because, holy hell, I’ve got it. I can see a way through.

      I can see it because all the reasons come down to one reason— you don’t let a second chance at love pass you by.

      And not just any love.

      But big love.

      Epic love.

      Love that touches your mind, body, and heart.

      Love with someone you trust.

      Someone who trusts you.

      Who adores you.

      Who you adore in return.

      I adore that man.

      Emotion grips my throat as I replay all the nights I’ve spent with him, including the last one, and the things we said under the covers.

      I should never have doubted how Stone feels.

      He wears his heart on his sleeve.

      He lets his feelings show.

      He feels the same way I do.

      The way we are together is all the proof I’ll ever need.

      I’m no more a hookup to him than he is to me. We’ve never been a hookup. We’ve always been real.

      Every day, every night, every morning.

      All of it has been happening to both of us. All this falling, all this feeling.

      We’re in it. All the way.

      But there’s only one of us who can make the decision. The choice—that’s in my power.

      And I’m going to do it.
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      I don’t tell him at the start of his shift, because we aren’t alone.

      I don’t tell him at the charity event, because I have to shake hands with everyone, smile for the cameras, and make a speech.

      I don’t tell him when we arrive at the theater, because my whole entourage is there.

      When I reach my dressing room, all I want is to grab him, tug him inside, and tell him he owns my heart.

      But when we arrive at the door and I motion for him to come in, adding a please, he shakes his head.

      My heart plummets twenty floors—then slingshots back up when he shoots me a smile as he hands me back my phone. He’s had it for the last few hours, keeping it safe.

      “Jackson,” I say, desperate and excited all at once.

      His voice is firm. “Read my email.” He presses the phone tightly into my hand, curling my fingers around it then squeezing his hand over mine.

      Sparks tear through me.

      He runs his thumb over my hand, and it’s a miracle I don’t grab him and kiss him right now.

      But this is a time for words. He wants me to read whatever he’s sent to me.

      I step inside. He shuts the door after me, and I’m alone.

      My pulse spikes. My nerves rocket to the sky.

      I offer all the pleas in the world to the universe, and I click open my email.

      Then, I read.

      

      
        
        Stone,

      

        

      
        I hereby tender my resignation from my position as your bodyguard. Please consider this my two weeks’ notice. I would like to tell you why after the show. I hope you have a fantastic one, and that you play your heart out like you do every night. I will be in the wings, watching you, enjoying every second of watching you, like I have done for the last several months.

      

        

      
        Like I’ve enjoyed every night we’ve worked together.

      

        

      
        Every night we’ve been together.

      

        

      
        Then, when you’re done, if you want to know why I’ve quit, you know where to find me. I’ll be the guy by your side.

      

        

      
        If you’ll let me.

      

        

      
        Jackson

      

      

      

      I want to kiss the phone. I want to jump to the sky. I want to hoot and holler.

      I. Can’t. Wait.

      But when I push open the door, Candi tackles me. “Picture for Insta before your last show?”

      “Sure,” I say, frazzled.

      “Wait. This is a bad location. Let’s move over there,” she says, gesturing closer to the stage.

      I follow her, and she snaps a shot, then shakes her head when she looks at it. “No. You look flustered.”

      “I am flustered,” I say, since Jackson is mere feet away. I want to talk to him, but Zoe is finishing her last song, and the show is timed to the second.

      Candi sets her hands on my shoulders. “Breathe. You’ve got this. It’s just a pic. Just a show.” She glances around, having no clue it’s not the show that has me rattled. “Where’s your guitar? Let’s get this man his Strat.”

      A stagehand chimes in. “Got it!” He carries it over and hands it to me.

      I sling it on, and Candi brandishes the phone. “Better.” But when she checks the shot, she screws up the corner of her mouth. “Nope. You look annoyed.”

      I sigh. “I’m not annoyed.”

      “Then give your signature smile.”

      I try to smile, but all I want is a minute with Jackson.

      The song is ending.

      Candi needs a picture.

      My heart is bursting.

      I’ve got to get onstage.

      “Smile like you’re happy.”

      I groan, gritting my teeth, but then my eyes find Jackson. He’s standing a few feet behind Candi, smiling like he knows why I’m suddenly grinning too.

      I am happy. I am ecstatic. He is here.

      She clicks. “Perfect.”

      I only have eyes for him. I walk around her, touch his arm, and melt. “J.”

      He’s all soft and swoony when he says my name. “Stone.”

      The notes from the stage fade away. Then Zoe says my name too. I have to get out there.

      There’s a guitar between us. I don’t care. I reach for him, my hand on the back of his head.

      One touch, and it feels so right.

      The world is silver and gold, beautiful and brilliant.

      “I love you something fierce,” I say to Jackson, and his eyes glimmer with happiness and hope and something I’ve never seen before and never want to lose—love returned.

      His smile is all I need.

      It’s big and real and all mine.

      He parts his lips to speak, but the noise is deafening. My cue sounds, and I don’t know what he said.

      I mouth, Stay here, and point to the wings.

      He mouths back, I will, still smiling.

      Hell, I am too. I may never stop.

      Then I hit the stage to thunderous applause, to seismic cheers, and it is glorious.

      But the way I feel for Jackson is better than anything else in my life, and I want the world to know.

      “Look at you!” I shout to the audience through the mic I wear. “Look at all you beautiful people.”

      They roar back at me, rocker salutes appearing across the theater, voices echoing everywhere.

      “I am in love with all of you,” I say, then I grin, wiggle a brow, and give a dramatic pause. “And someone else. And I wrote a song about it.”

      Cheers erupt like wildfire.

      “Wanna hear it?”

      The yes is a reverb, an anthem.

      I strum the first chord. “This is the new song I’ve been teasing you about.”

      Noise rains down.

      I power through the next few notes, playing them before a crowd for the first time, still talking. “You sure you wanna hear it?”

      The shouts are electric.

      “It’s a love song. It’s my favorite one.”

      I swing my gaze to the wings, and there he is. That man. Tingles rush over my skin. My pulse surges.

      I turn back to the audience. They are stomping their feet, clapping their hands, screaming.

      I am the luckiest man in the world.

      I launch into a new song.

      

      
        
        I remember the day, when you shared them with me . . .

        All of these pictures . . .

        Pictures of you . . .

        That’s when it started . . .

        That’s when I knew . . .

        That someday I’d want it all . . .

        And want it with you . . .

        With the guy in the picture . . .

      

      

      

      I walk across the stage as I play, walk toward my man without giving him away, holding his gaze as I hit the line with the title in it.

      Jackson dips his face for a second, then raises it again, his cheeks pinker than they’ve ever been, his blush noticeable from several feet away.

      It is the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen, and I fall deeper in love with my guy.

      I launch into the next verse, returning to the center of the stage, giving the audience everything they came for.

      I sing my heart out.

      Play my ass off.

      And I do something I’ve never done before.

      Pour the entire truth of my soul into a song.

      When it ends, I lock eyes with Jackson, and I hold his gaze as a brand-new happiness floods me. Possibility. A future. A forever.

      The audience hollers. They cheer and roar for nearly a minute.

      When the noise settles down, I clear my throat and ask, deadpan, “You like it?”

      They whoop.

      And then it’s my turn again. “I want to tell you all about the song. I want to tell every last person here about this guy. I wrote it for him.”

      I grin, and they howl.

      “Want to know why?”

      A collective yes resonates.

      I flick my gaze to the wings. Dude is still smiling.

      My life is awesome.

      I pluck a few notes from the chorus, since words need music. “I fell in love for the first time. Has that ever happened to you?” I ask the crowd.

      They shriek in response. And kiss—lots of them kiss whoever they came with.

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about,” I say with a grin, turning once again to the guy in the wings. “See, I’ve written all these songs, but I didn’t truly get it till a few days ago.” I stop, shaking my head, still amazed that this crazy thing called love is happening to me.

      I drag a hand through my hair. “There’s this guy, and, my God, I love him like crazy. Like, he’s the one.” I take a beat, look to my left, and repeat the words that matter most as my chest flutters—fucking flutters—when I look at him. “He’s the one.”

      Jackson is more than twenty feet away, but this time when he parts his lips, I can read them.

      You are.

      I soar. I could probably fly to the moon right now.

      I face the crowd. “Do you know what I mean? He’s the one I think about. The one I want. The one I long for. I can’t imagine my life with anyone else. I can only imagine it with him.”

      The audience turns into a chorus of awws.

      “Ah, hell, this is why I love you guys. You get it. You get me.” I stop, take a breath, and go for broke. “And the guy in the picture? He’s here tonight.”

      The screams are intense and electric.

      I don’t look at Jackson, just in case.

      I keep my eyes on the audience. “The guy in the picture is here. And I swear if he feels the same, if he comes onstage right now, I will smother him in kisses in front of everyone. Because that is what I want for the rest of my life. He is who I want.”

      The cheers are electrifying.

      I hold my breath, let all the hope I’ve ever felt fill me, and I wait.

      But not for long.

      Jackson Pearce is a man of action.

      He steps out of the wings and strides across the stage, so incomprehensibly sexy in that button-down shirt, rolled up to show his forearms, those pants that hug his legs, and that smile.

      For me.

      All for me.

      And for everyone.

      Because here he is, declaring his feelings in return.

      This most private man walks to me, and I swing my guitar behind me so it’s slung across my back.

      When he reaches me, the first thing he does is press his cheek to mine, brush his lips against my ear, and whisper just for me, “I’m in love with you. That’s why I quit—so I can do this now.”

      He clasps my cheeks and kisses me in front of all my fans.

      The crowd goes wild, and so does my heart.

      It is better than music. Better than poetry. Better than anything I’ve ever had.

      This man is my love, and he’s kissing me in front of thousands of fans who are all cheering, clapping, hollering.

      And taking pictures.

      The guy in the picture is about to go viral, and I couldn’t be happier.

      Jackson Pearce is kissing me in public for the first time, and I want the world to know he’s mine.

      There’s one surefire way to do that.

      When we break the kiss, I sling an arm around him. “This guy is mine. All mine.”

      The audience erupts into another round of cheers as he raises a hand, waves to them, then returns to the wings.

      I finish the show.

      It’s the best show I’ve ever done.

      And the best part is walking offstage to the love of my life.
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      Stone is mobbed when he heads into the wings.

      Candi. His manager. His brother. Sage. Ivy. Stagehands. Roadies.

      Or, I should say, we are. Everyone wants to touch him, talk to him, congratulate him—and me too.

      Guess that’s what happens when one of the world’s most famous rock stars kisses you at his concert in front of all his fans.

      Stone gives his guitar to Zane then lifts his palm. “Give me a minute, peeps.”

      He pulls me into his dressing room, slams the door, locks it, and lets out a long exhale. A vein in his neck pulses from the exertion of performing. His shoulders rise and fall from what’s pretty much a workout onstage. He stares at me, smiling stupidly.

      Pretty sure my smile is of the stupid-in-love variety too.

      “Holy shit. Did that just happen?” He shoves a hand through his hair.

      I grab the neck of his T-shirt. “Are you backing out?”

      Stone shakes his head. “No way. You’re stuck with me. I’m just feeling like this is a dream.”

      “Does this feel like a dream?” I slide my hands down his sweaty shirt then under it, trailing over his abs, his pecs. He shivers as I touch him.

      “I’m not going to lie. That is kind of all my dreams,” he says. He clasps my face. Looks in my eyes. Grins. “Jackson Pearce, I love you something fierce.”

      I laugh. “Are you trying to rhyme?”

      “Yeah. Or write another song. But I do. I love you something fierce.”

      My heart thunders. It gallops away, and I let it because it belongs to him. “I am so in love with you,” I tell Stone. And nothing has ever sounded better to say, nothing in the whole world.

      He quirks a brow, grabbing my waist. “But what the hell? What are you going to do? You quit?”

      I shrug, maybe a little impishly. “I’ve got a plan. A brilliant one.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I’ll tell you later. I think you should do your VIP thing, and do it fast because . . .” I brush my cheek to his, my stubble rubbing against his skin. “If memory serves, I’m pretty sure we had a deal about the next time we fucked.”

      He groans low in his throat, his eyes darkening. “Now I’m going to be sporting a flagpole the whole time I do the VIP event.”

      I slide a hand over his erection, squeeze him, and drop my lips to his.

      I kiss him hard at first, deep and possessive. My head goes hazy; my body heats. The kiss is both familiar and wonderfully new. It’s long and slow, and it tastes like forever.

      As we kiss, his words from the stage float through my mind and all I can think and feel is love.

      Deep, passionate love.

      Then the kiss shifts to teasing and sensual as I nip on his bottom lip, tracing his lips with my tongue.

      This, too, feels like a promise of our future. A long and amazing future. “We were never going to be one time only,” I say when I break the kiss.

      Stone gives me a lopsided grin. “I know.”

      I run a hand over his cheek, stroking that stubble that drives me crazy. “Ever since I met you, I’ve been falling for you. And ever since we first kissed, I was done for.”

      Stone presses his forehead to mine, curling his hands on my shoulders. “You changed me. You changed everything. I can’t believe I’m thirty-four and never knew what it was like to be in love.”

      “Get used to it, babe. I’m going to show you every single day what it’s like,” I say, joy filling every cell.

      “Who would have thought? My bodyguard is such a romantic.”

      I shrug, an admission. “Can you blame me? That I want to show you love every day?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s the only thing I want now.”

      “Good. Because you’re going to get it.” Then I smack his ass, narrow my eyes, and growl—go all bossy, since he likes that. “Now go. I need some good hard fucking from a rock star when you’re done.”

      He grips my hip. “Did you ever hear the story about the rock star who fell for his bodyguard?”

      I smile. “I hear it has a very happy ending.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We walk through the casino together. I’m still on duty, so I don’t stray from the job.

      I scan left and right, looking around, on alert. My hand is on his arm, but I don’t worry if it’s professional or not.

      It is what it is—my hand on my guy’s arm.

      Somewhere near an Avengers slot machine, Stone leans over, giving me a peck on the cheek.

      “You sneak,” I say.

      He shrugs. “No guilt. I feel no guilt.”

      We reach the elevator and punch in the key code.

      A voice calls out. “Jackstone!”

      I wheel around. Two twentysomething women flap their arms in the air as they dash toward us.

      They’re a couple, both sporting sashes that read “The Bride.” One points to the other and vice versa, and the taller of the two says, “We got married today. Before your show. We love you so much.”

      Stone holds his arms out wide. “Bring it in. Want a picture?”

      Both of them squeal. I step aside, but they shake their heads. The taller one points to me. “You better get in the picture. We want a photo with Jackstone.”

      “Jackstone,” Stone whispers. “The internet likes us.”

      “So do I.”

      We gather in, and one of the brides snaps a selfie.

      When they leave, we step into the elevator. As the door closes, I reach for his hand.

      Let the world see.

      In the lift, we’re surrounded by half a dozen people. A young family, an older couple. Some look at us; some don’t. But I don’t let go of his hand.

      We are together.

      When we reach his floor, we leave the elevator hand in hand, and this, right now, feels like everything I’ve ever wanted with him.

      When the forbidden becomes free.

      When you move a love affair from after dark into the light.

      When you take it out of hotel rooms and declare yourself to each other in front of everyone. When you say that this love matters more than anything else and you make it happen.

      But right now, I’d like to be in a hotel room with my man. And that’s where we go.
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      Inside his suite, the first thing I do is grab my wallet from my pocket. I flip it open, fishing around for a piece of paper.

      “Stone,” I say, broaching a topic that’s important. No reason to beat around the bush or to be embarrassed. This is the necessary next step. “Since we’re kind of a thing now, do you want to talk about going bare? Because I’ve been tested, and I’m clean.”

      I unfold the sheet of paper and show him my test results.

      Stone grins wickedly. “Did you think all I did to prep for you was buy a ton of dildos? I got checked too.” He lunges for the coffee table at lightning speed, grabbing his wallet, then he opens it and snags a sheet of paper to show me. “What can I say? I’m an optimist. I was hoping we’d get to this.” His expression turns more serious, his brow creasing, and he lifts a finger. “But I do take issue with one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      He lowers his voice, imitating me. “Kind of a thing? We’re not kind of a thing, Jackson. We are a thing. A big thing.”

      My gaze darts to his crotch. “Why don’t you give me some of that big thing?”

      “I’m going to give you all of it.”

      My dick jumps to attention as I grab his face and haul him in for a kiss, my tongue sliding into his mouth.

      Our hands fly over each other while I walk us backward to the couch, flop down on my back, and pull him on top of me.

      He grinds against me, and I wrap my legs around him, positioning him so our hard-ons rub ruthlessly against each other. We kiss endlessly, and adrenaline spins through me, a potent mix of love and lust.

      My mind slides into a sex-drunk haze as we grind. But my need to get closer skyrockets, so I break apart and clasp his face. “Like this? Want me like this? Missionary?”

      Stone trembles, breathing hard. “Any way. I want you any way.” He takes a beat, looking me in the eyes. “But when did you last bottom? Was it, like, ten years ago?”

      I laugh. “I top most of the time, but I can handle switching if that’s what you’re asking. I’ve done it before.” I leave it at that, letting him fill in the dots—it hasn’t been years, just about two.

      “Are you sure about this? You don’t have to.”

      “I want you inside me,” I say, and it’s like my mind is naked before him, raw and vulnerable but truthful. “I told you—I want to feel everything with you. Do you want to fuck me?”

      He lets out a low groan. “Of course I want to. I’m going to fuck you, but I’ll be making love to you the whole time because that’s what this is with us.”

      “It absolutely is,” I say.

      His eyes flicker with mischief. “Good. Now, I’m going to have so much fun playing with your perfect ass and getting you ready,” he says, sliding off me, then reaching for my hand and tugging me up. We head to the bedroom, where we strip down to nothing, and I lie on the bed as we change roles. He grabs the lube, nudges my legs apart, and settles between them.

      He looks like I just gave him the keys to a new sports car and he’s going to take it for a ride. He’s smitten with the shining set of wheels and stares shamelessly at my erection. “Have I told you I love your dick?”

      I laugh. “Why don’t you show me how much?”

      He licks a long stripe up my shaft, swirling his wicked tongue over the crown.

      “That’s good,” I groan.

      He smiles as he sucks the head between his gorgeous lips then draws back, locking eyes with me. “Your dick is my dream cock. I can’t believe this is the dick I get to play with every day.”

      “Play with me, babe. I’m all yours,” I say, and I can’t stop grinning—or moaning when he takes me to the back of his throat, swallowing me in one impressive move.

      Pleasure whirls through me. As he sucks, he reaches for the lube, clicks it open, and pours some on his fingers. Pushes one against me.

      I let out a loud moan. He presses in, and I tense for a second at the intrusion. But he sucks me harder into his mouth, his tongue doing wicked things to my cock as he slides his finger deeper into my ass, coaxing me open for him.

      I love this like crazy, but I want to watch him.

      “Stone, let me see your face.”

      He lets go of my dick and rises up on his knees, pouring more lube on his fingers. “Better?”

      “Yeah,” I say, as he works his fingers in deeper, his eyes on mine the whole time. I breathe in, out, in, adjusting as he plays with me, pressing, crooking.

      Then he gets me right there.

      He hits my P-spot. My vision blurs.

      “Oh, fuck me,” I moan as everything turns white-hot inside me. “I nearly forgot how good that is . . . fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      “I’ll help you remember anytime,” he says, and adds another finger. Lust ripples through me, a blinding wave as he bends that magic finger in just the right way.

      “Is that good?” he asks.

      I nod savagely. “So good.”

      “I bet it’d be even better if we could get some cock action,” he says, adding more lube to his palm then wrapping a fist around my shaft. He strokes my cock while he fucks my ass with his fingers.

      My cells light up, lust careening through me everywhere. I push up onto my elbows, raise one arm, and reach for his face so I can cup his jaw. “Fuck me now.”

      “Hell to the yes.”

      He lets go of my dick, pours some more lube onto his shaft, then settles between my legs, nudging them apart.

      For a few seconds, vulnerability tears through me. This is not my MO, not the position I’m usually in.

      But when I look at him, all I see is a man who wants to make it good for me.

      I whisper, “Stone.”

      As he presses against me, he looks up. “Yeah, J?”

      “Look at me,” I say, because I do feel vulnerable, but I want to experience every second of this with him and me connected.

      Our eyes lock. “No place else I’d rather look. Ever.”

      With his gaze holding mine, I let a big breath fill my entire body, spreading relaxation and desire at the same time. He pushes a little deeper then lets go of his dick, wraps his hand around my length, and strokes up with a nice, tight grip that makes me shudder.

      The pressure is intense. I burn as he goes deeper. I grit my teeth for a second.

      “You okay, J? Do you need me to stop?”

      I shake my head. “Don’t you dare.”

      I slide my knees up higher, giving him more room. That does the trick. He sinks deeper into me, stroking me as he goes.

      I breathe in and out, taking him. When he bottoms out, his eyes go glossy with desire.

      He shudders—a full-body tremble that seems to move in a wave through him.

      It’s gorgeous and breathtaking at the same time.

      His shoulders shake. He mutters, “So good,” over and over.

      I grip his ass, pull him tighter, and let all of these new sensations fill me at once—the physical that’s so much more.

      That’s become everything I’ve longed for. Everything I’ve wanted.

      And now I get to have that kind of love.

      Big and true and passionate.
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      I am in heaven.

      Officially in dirty, filthy heaven.

      That’s how it feels to slide deep into my man’s beautiful, carved body.

      To look at Jackson and move inside him.

      He’s hot and tight as he clenches around me. I unleash a feral groan because it feels spectacular to fuck him, and to fuck him bare. It’s so damn good that I tremble, shaking all over as I go deeper.

      He breathes out hard, his lips parting beautifully. A bead of sweat slides down his chest. He lets out a long, delicious murmur. “Mmmmm . . .”

      That sound alone gets me going. I push a little farther, pump a little harder. “Fucking you is amazing, J,” I rasp out.

      He grabs my ass harder, pulling me deeper into him. I love that he wants it like this. That he wants me as hard and deep as he gives it to me.

      “But it’s better if we kiss,” he growls, grabbing my face, yanking me close.

      He smashes his lips to mine, and holy hell. Magic sparks in my body as he kisses me like he owns me.

      He does own me. He owns my pleasure.

      He owns my heart. He owns my soul.

      As we kiss, my hand slides down his chest, over his abs, on a tantalizing track for his cock. I take it in my fist.

      He groans louder, grunting, thrusting up against me. “Why don’t you fuck me harder and jerk me off?”

      I heed the call, swiveling my hips, working my man the way he works me.

      Deeply, relentlessly, ruthlessly.

      And hell, does it work.

      Jackson is a hot mess.

      He is a moaning, groaning mass of muscle and sweat and sin breaking apart beneath me.

      He arches, bowing his back, grappling at my arms. “Gonna come any second. Gonna come so hard.”

      Pleasure coils in me, gathers in my balls, then intensifies as he shoots all over my hand and his chest. It’s gorgeous and filthy. And it sets me off. I fuck him so hard I lose my mind and come too, in a spiral of bliss.

      As I lie there on him, panting, his release smearing my chest, his arms wrap tighter around me, pulling me close. “I’m going to make you so happy every day,” he says in a beautiful bedroom promise that I have no doubt he’ll keep.

      “You already do,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, neither one of us sneaks out. We leave and get breakfast downstairs like two lovers in Las Vegas do after a night of epic passion.

      Our love is no longer a secret. It’s no longer one time only. It’s every time, and this morning feels like it’s going to be the start of every day for the rest of my life.

      Ever since I felt the first flicker of attraction to another person, I was open to both men and women. Now, I feel wild attraction for one person. One person who happens to be a guy.

      A guy I love with my heart, mind, and body.
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        * * *

      

      When our food arrives, I thank the waiter then take another sip of my chai and give Jackson a pointed look.

      “So, are you finally going to tell me?”

      His brow furrows as he drinks his coffee. “Tell you what?”

      I roll my eyes. “Your plans? Job plans? Hello? You did quit last night, you sneak.”

      He laughs and sets down his coffee. “I had a moment yesterday with Cruz where everything became crystal clear. And I talked to the guys. Cruz and Terrence,” he says, gesturing to the front of the restaurant where Terrence stands guard.

      “And the moment was discussing how awesome it is to work with me?”

      He doesn’t laugh. Instead, Jackson blows out a long stream of air, like he’s about to tell me something hard. He scrubs a hand over his chin. “Yeah, about that . . .”

      Nerves prick across my shoulders. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “You might be needing an entirely new group of bodyguards.”

      My eyes bug out. “What? You’re all defecting? Like, en masse?” I rub my ear in case I didn’t hear him right.

      “We are. We’re starting a company in Los Angeles. A bodyguard training company. We want to teach new men and women how to do the job, and we want to do it in LA. Terrence wants to see his wife more, and Cruz is missing out on his little girl growing up. It’s hard for them on the road, Stone.”

      My shoulders sag. “Those guys are awesome. All of you are.”

      He gives me a small smile. “They’re giving notice today, but they told me I could tell you. We’ll help and make sure you have detail as you transition, but I think this is going to be great for all of us. And for you and me, since I can do what I love and be free to be with you.”

      I snap out of my momentary funk.

      Jackson is right. This is great news. I am happy for all three of them. For me, and for them.

      But right now, this isn’t about me. It’s about three good men doing right by their loved ones.

      I slide out of the booth, move to Jackson’s side, drape an arm around him, and drop a kiss on his cheek. “I’m happy for you, J. That’s awesome.”

      A smile curves his lips, and his cheeks flush. He speaks softly. “You’re so affectionate.”

      I squeeze his shoulder. “Does that surprise you?”

      “No. Just getting used to it.”

      “Get used to it, J. You quit your job for me, and I told the world I loved you for you.”

      He quirks a brow. “Well, that was kind of for you too.”

      I laugh. “Yes. For me and you. And I want to hear more about these plans. I’m stoked for you.”

      I let go of his shoulder, bring my breakfast bowl to his side, and dive in. We eat as he tells me about their plans, what they want to do with their new business, how he sees it taking shape.

      I listen to every word, loving my guy’s brain, the way he’s devised this in such a short period of time, but how it feels so right. He’s so good at helping and mentoring. It’s part of who he is—someone who looks out for others and guides younger folks as they rise up in their careers and lives.

      Plus, there’s another aspect of it I dig.

      I slide my hand under the table, squeezing his big, strong thigh. “I love that you’re going to be in LA.” I shoot him a devilish grin. “Did you happen to know I live in LA when I’m not on the road?”

      “You do? I had no idea,” he deadpans.

      I nod, big and long. “In Venice. I’ve got an awesome pad. Looks over the ocean. Badass third-floor balcony too, with a perfect view. Also, an infinity pool.”

      “Show-off.”

      I shrug, taking a sip of my tea. “Maybe. I don’t have another tour for a few months. I’m going to be there a lot.”

      “You don’t say.” Jackson shoots me a grin as he takes a bite of his eggs.

      I wiggle a brow. “You should come over.”

      “Yeah? Just to check out this pad?”

      “Or to see me.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You dumbass. I better see you.”

      I lean over, planting another kiss on his cheek. “I want to see you so often that you’ll get sick of me.”

      “Stone,” he says, all serious. “Don’t know how to break this to you, but I’ve seen you nearly every day for the last six months, sometimes for eight hours a day. Lately, more. I’m not sick of you at all. In fact, it’s the opposite.” Jackson slides a hand along my leg and lets out a low murmur, “I want to see you as much as I can.”

      “Every day?”

      “Every day. Every night,” he says, and my heart melts.

      “You, me, Los Angeles. It’s going to be motherfucking awesome.”

      “Yes, it is. But for the record, you had me at ‘balcony,’” he says with a smile.

      We finish breakfast, and his phone buzzes. He grabs it and slides open the screen.

      “Text from Bethany. She is dying for me to call. She texted me twenty million times last night.” His brow furrows like he’s lost in thought. “Would you want to go to Portland and see her perform in Rent?” He looks at his watch. “Say, tomorrow?”

      There’s nothing I want more than to have that life with my man. So I say yes.

      “On one condition,” I add.

      “What’s that?”

      “Can we take my plane?” I ask with a wicked grin.

      “Like I said. Show-off,” he mutters.

      I kiss him one more time. “Is that a yes?”

      Jackson nods, then brushes his lips to mine. “Yes. On one condition.”

      “What’s your condition?”

      He whispers in my ear what he wants to do to me on the plane.

      “Check, please,” I say, then we go back to my suite, where he gives me a preview, and I’m moaning and groaning and loving every second of it.

      When he’s done, it’s time to go hit a local studio.

      I’ve got a track to lay down.
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      Terrence waggles his eyebrows when I meet him and Cruz at the blackjack table that night. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Five Million Views.”

      I blow on my fingernails. “Is that all?”

      As I grab a seat, Terrence laughs. “Seems like a lot to me. Melody said it was, at least on YouTube.” He furrows his brow as he checks his cards. “But now that I think about it, hell if I know what that means. Is that a lot, Cruz?”

      Our buddy shrugs. “Don’t ask me. I can’t even remember my password for Instagram,” Cruz offers, studying his cards.

      The dealer clears her throat and shoots us a lip-glossed smile. “That’s a lot. There were seven hundred thousand views on Facebook, two million on Insta, and about the same on Twitter.” The blonde giggles like she’s in on a secret. “That was something, all right.”

      “It sure was,” Terrence chimes in.

      “I was hoping I’d catch a glimpse of you,” the dealer says to me, a little shyly.

      “Want to ask him for his autograph?” Cruz asks, like he’s my publicist now. “If you have a pizza box somewhere, that’d be worth a ton of money.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ignore him.”

      The woman smiles and shakes her head, a little amazed. “Everyone’s been talking about it. It’s one of those ‘I was there’ moments.”

      Cruz punches my shoulder. “Aww. Can we make you the spokesperson for our new company?”

      Terrence’s dark eyes twinkle with delight. “Yes. Let’s say ‘Founded by . . . The Guy in the Picture.’”

      Both of those assholes break into song, crooning the lines to Stone’s new hit. The one he’s recording right now for a quick release, with a backup bodyguard watching over him.

      “All of these pictures . . .” Terrence sings.

      “Pictures of you . . .” Cruz weighs in.

      And the dealer harmonizes with “That’s when it started . . .”

      “C’mon, guy. Sing with us,” Cruz says with a smirk.

      I wave a hand dismissively. “I’m outta here.”

      My buds crack up, slapping down their cards. “Man, we are going to have so much fun giving you hell.”

      “It’s going to be the best. Every single day we can give this guy a hard time for being Pattie Boyd,” Terrence adds. “This song could be the next ‘Layla.’”

      Cruz nudges me. “Hey, if it becomes Stone’s next big hit, you need to get in on the royalties.”

      I laugh it off as they finish their hand. “Don’t need royalties. I’m all good.” But that’s not true yet. I do need to get the motorcycle monkey off my back. That’ll happen in due time though.

      We’re starting our company as soon as possible, and once these guys finish their hand, we’re going to grab some grub and discuss the next steps.

      Funny, how that familiar knot of tension doesn’t appear in my neck anymore as I think about paying the bills, either for the credit card company or our new venture.

      Who knows when we’ll start making money? But I’ll figure it out. I’m not going to let the past stop me from enjoying every second of my present.

      “Want to play a round?” the dealer asks.

      “No, thanks. You need me to give up my seat?”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “You can stay here all night. You’re half of Jackstone.”

      Terrence huffs, faux annoyed. “Can’t believe we’re going to have to put up with your big head.”

      “You are, because I’m the brains and the brawn,” I say coolly.

      “You wish,” Cruz says, but our conversation is cut short when his phone beeps.

      Mine does too.

      So does Terrence’s.

      “Simultaneous beeps,” he muses.

      We all grab our phones like we’re drawing weapons.

      I slide my thumb across the screen.

      An envelope icon pops up at the top of my notifications.

      From . . . Stone.

      The email is titled: Candy and Puppies Included in This Email.

      I laugh quietly, as Terrence murmurs, “Candy.”

      What the hell? Stone is emailing him too?

      I thought it was just to me.

      Turns out the note includes everyone on the team—Candi, Zane, Terrence, Cruz, Veronica, me, and countless others.

      

      
        
        Dear peeps,

      

        

      
        Congrats on a kick-ass concert series! We are talking best ever in the history of concerts. And I couldn’t have done any of this without all of you.

      

        

      
        You are wonderful, beautiful, and talented, every single one of you, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart.

      

        

      
        But there are other ways to thank the people who make you look good, keep you safe, and help you put on a show.

      

        

      
        You’ve all been bonused for your work on the show. It should be in your accounts now, or so the bank says.

      

        

      
        THANK YOU.

      

        

      
        Xo

        Stone Zenith

      

      

      

      With a burst of excitement, I click over to my bank app. When I steal a glance at Cruz and Terrence, they’re doing the same.

      And when I open it, my jaw falls to the floor.

      Cruz’s drops to the basement.

      Terrence’s hits the center of the earth.

      “Shit, your boyfriend is generous,” Terrence says slowly, awestruck.

      I stare at my bank account. I can barely move. This feels so unreal. The hair on my arms stands on end. My throat is dry. Cruz’s eyes are the size of a cartoon character’s. Terrence is frozen, still hasn’t moved. So, I can’t be reading this wrong.

      I look back at my phone.

      At the number.

      Fifty thousand dollars.

      “Holy shit,” Cruz whispers. “Fifty grand.”

      “Fifty flipping grand,” Terrence echoes.

      A grin spreads like wildfire across my face.

      I can’t believe what my boyfriend did.

      But then again, I absolutely can.
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        * * *

      

      I stalk into his suite that night, off duty and loving it. The second I see him, I grab the neck of his T-shirt, jerk him against me, and growl, “I know what you did.”

      He grins like a cat. “Whatever did I do?”

      “You made it impossible for me to turn down your offer.”

      His eyebrows wiggle. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      I haul him closer still, yanking on his hair. With his head tugged back, I kiss his neck. I’m breathing hard, already turned on. “You know what you did with those bonuses.”

      “Thanked everyone?”

      I hum doubtfully as I blaze a trail of kisses along his flesh, letting go of his hair and biting his earlobe. “And paid off my debt.”

      “Oh. That. I’d nearly forgotten,” he says, all breezy.

      “Yeah, right,” I say, licking the shell of his ear.

      He melts against me. “I just wanted to thank everyone for a great show. Can’t believe you doubt my intentions.” His voice turns husky as I smother his neck with kisses.

      “I don’t doubt you. I love your intentions. I love your mind. I love your heart.” I drag my lips over his jaw, kissing his stubble, inhaling his sexy, sinful scent. I stop when I reach his lips, then pull back to meet his eyes. “Did you do that for me?”

      “I did it for all of you,” Stone says, then slides his fingers through mine. His touch is so tender—like his voice is right now. “And for you. I don’t want you to worry about anything, J. Well, except for helping me find a new bodyguard who won’t give a shit that I’m the kind of guy who likes to have his paws all over his boyfriend in public.”

      I laugh, sliding my hands up his back. “And in private too.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Duh. That goes without saying.”

      I turn intensely serious for a few seconds, holding his face. “Thank you. I paid off the motorcycle. I feel like I’m free,” I say with relief coursing through me. “And the rest will go to starting the new company. Cruz and Terrence are going to put some of theirs to our new venture too. You’re fucking amazing.”

      His lips curve into a crooked grin. “And I’m amazing at fucking. But if you want to be sure, you can just bend me over the couch and remind yourself how good it feels to slide your cock inside me.”

      I curl a hand around his ass. “You are filthy, and I love it.”

      “Right back atcha, big guy,” he says, slipping away from me, stripping off his tee, unzipping his jeans, and then working open the buttons on my shirt.

      And when we’re both down to nothing, when he’s ready and open, I do as he requested.

      I fuck him.

      Having him.

      And loving him something fierce.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, we head to the airport together. He heads up the steps to his Gulfstream first, his hand in mine. He lets go when he steps on the plane, fist-bumping the pilot.

      I stop at the door, take a beat, and look around, swinging my gaze behind me to the tarmac, in front of me to the galley.

      Is this my life?

      I’ve been on this plane many times before, but never like this—as his boyfriend.

      A rock star is my boyfriend.

      But that’s hardly what’s so surreal about this moment, surrounded by the trappings of the lifestyle.

      It’s not the fame.

      It’s the luck.

      That here I am after heartbreak, after loss, after my heart was shattered, and I’ve found something new.

      Something wonderful.

      Someone I want to love for the rest of my life.

      My heart thunders in my chest.

      I join Stone in the back of the plane, wrapping an arm around him, emotion clogging my throat.

      “Hey,” I say softly.

      “What is it?” A crease knits his brow.

      “You know I don’t love you for your plane, right?”

      He laughs, his green eyes flickering with mischief. “Don’t worry, J. I know you love me for my dick.”

      I’m undeterred though. I wrap my hand tighter around his bicep, my thumb sliding over his ink. “Know this. It’s you. It’s not anything else. It’s not anything you have. I’d get on a tiny plane, a commuter train, a beat-up car, or an old rowboat with you. We could stay in a motel on the side of the highway. I’d come home to you in a studio apartment.” My hand travels to his heart, and I spread my palm over it. “This is why I love you. For this.”

      He swallows roughly, his eyes shining. “And you wonder why I write songs about you.”

      Our lips crash together, and we kiss—a long, slow, deep kiss that feels like a promise.

      Later, as we’re cruising over the country, he takes me to a private room in the back of the plane. It’s small, like a sleeper cabin on a train.

      But it does the trick.

      I might love him for his heart, but he’s right—his dick is definitely an attractive part of the deal.

      I show him how much I love the whole damn package of Stone Zenith.
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            Stone

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s weird having a new guy watching my back.

      I’ve become so accustomed to the guys I know.

      But I’d better get used to this, since it will be my new normal any day now. A whole new rotation.

      My new normal will also look like this—walking into a high school auditorium in Portland with my man.

      Parents and teachers turn their heads, do double takes. All in a day’s work. And this day is a good one.

      Wait. Make it a great day. My hand is in Jackson’s as we walk down the sloped aisle toward the front of the theater.

      His mom waves at us, her hazel eyes crinkling at the corners, her brown hair in a neat, trim ponytail.

      “We saved you seats,” she says, patting the aisle chair and the one next to it.

      “You rock, Mrs. Pearce,” I say, bringing her in for a hug.

      “Well, I didn’t say I was going to give you the good seat,” she says, deadpan.

      “Mom never gives up an aisle seat for any of her kids,” Jackson says.

      “Only for pregnant women or little old ladies,” his dad chimes in, then lifts his chin at me. He’s a handsome older dude, big and bulky. Like father, like son. “Good to see you again, Stone,” he says. We had lunch earlier today with Jackson’s parents, his sister Caroline, and her boyfriend, Ben. “Fair warning—Bethany may not ever come down from cloud nine, knowing you’re here.”

      Jackson taps his chest. “It’s me she wants to see, Dad.”

      His dad rolls his eyes as we take our seats. “You keep telling yourself that, son. Yup. It’s her brother she wants to see. Not her favorite singer of all time.”

      My eyes pop. “J!” I smack his leg. “You never told me I was her favorite.”

      “I think my father is exaggerating.”

      His dad shakes his head. “Nope. She’s pretty much obsessed with you.”

      “I’ve heard every one of your songs in the twenty-four hours since Jackie told us you were coming,” his mom puts in.

      I snap my gaze to my man. “Jackie? You didn’t tell me your mom calls you Jackie.”

      Jackson shoots daggers at his mother. “Please don’t call me that, Mom.”

      “You’ll always be Jackie to me,” she says, the way only a mom can.

      “Jackie,” I tease.

      He growls low in his throat. “Don’t you dare.”

      “I’ll do my best, but I’ll make no promises.”

      “You will make all the promises,” he says.

      I lean in closer, whisper low in his ear, “We can discuss a bargain later.”

      A voice calls out, “Hey, everyone! Thanks for saving us seats.”

      Caroline waves and slides into the row along with Ben. A few minutes later, the lights go down, the music begins, and I watch my boyfriend’s sister play Maureen in a high school production of one of the best musicals ever.

      Like I said, today is a great day.

      When the show ends, I’m one of the first to stand and clap, and seconds later, the entire audience gives the actors a well-deserved standing O.
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        * * *

      

      Later, Jackson and I take Bethany to her favorite diner for a milkshake and fries as their parents and Caroline and Ben head home.

      I pepper her with questions after she orders.

      “Beach or mountains?”

      “Lake,” she says.

      “Camping or swank hotel?”

      “Camping.”

      “Beethoven or the Beatles?”

      She cringes. “Don’t make me pick between two of the greats.”

      “But if you had to,” I push.

      She shoots me a stern look. “If you had to, who would you pick?”

      I blink. “You’re right. That’s a terrible question.”

      Jackson laughs. “Music should never be restricted, babe. Enjoy it all.”

      Bethany chuckles, swiping a lock of pink-tipped hair away from her face. Her eyes twinkle, her stage makeup making them look big and bright.

      Jackson raises a brow at her. “What are you laughing at?”

      She points at Jackson, then at me. “Babe. You call him babe.”

      A faint blush spreads across his cheeks, but he lifts his chin, owning it. “I do call him that sometimes.”

      I press my shoulder to Jackson’s. “And I call him J. Not the height of creativity, but I like it.” I drop my voice to a stage whisper. “And it’s better than Jackie.”

      Jackson gives me the evil eye. We’re talking knives, daggers, the whole nine yards.

      “So much better than Jackie,” Bethany says with a nod.

      Soon, a waitress in a pastel pink dress and white sneakers brings Bethany’s food.

      We thank her, and Jackson snags a fry from his sister’s plate, swipes it through some ketchup, and pops it into his mouth.

      Bethany breaks out into a grin. “I told you so.”

      “Told me what?” he asks.

      She points again at him, then at me. “Magic.”

      I set a hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “Magic? You got magic, J?”

      He turns to meet my gaze, then hers. “Tell him, Bethany.”

      She smiles like she can’t stop. “I told Jackson when you guys were first seeing each other that the way he looks when he talks about you is magic.”

      I grin, feeling the same way. “Sort of like how I look right now?”

      She laughs, flopping back against the red vinyl booth. “You guys are just so very Jackstone. I love it.”

      “I love it too,” I say, wrapping my arm around him.

      “I love it something fierce,” he adds.

      I snap my fingers. “That should be my next song.”
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, my label drops the single of “The Guy in the Picture,” and it tops the charts.

      The video of me telling the world I love Jackson skyrockets in views on social media once again.

      And I start writing my next song.

      “Something Fierce.”

      A few days after that, I play it for Jackson at my house in Venice.

      He’s been working here all day with the guys, planning for their new company. But Terrence and Cruz are gone now, and it’s only us in the living room as I strum the final notes and sing the last words.

      When I finish, I’m on the edge of my seat, waiting for his opinion, hoping he loves the tune.

      Jackson’s face is stony, his voice calm as he says, “So it’s another love song?”

      “Yes. Obviously.”

      “And it’s about some guy?”

      I roll my eyes. “Not just some guy.”

      “Oh, a specific guy?” One eyebrow arches.

      I tap my foot. “Yes.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      I drag a hand roughly through my hair. “Did you like the song?”

      He chuckles. “Get over here.”

      I set the guitar on the floor and join him on the couch. “So?”

      He runs his fingers through my hair, then meets my gaze. “I’m never going to be a great judge of your love songs now. You know that, right?”

      “No. I don’t know that. You’ve always been a tough critic.”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “I’ve always loved your music.”

      My dumb heart swoons. “So, what did you think? I’m dying to know.”

      “It sounds like you really like this guy,” he says.

      “Just a little.”

      “That’s how much I like your song, then. Just a little.” Jackson slides a hand around my head. “Or maybe . . . a lot.”

      “You mean it?”

      “I love it. I do.”

      Those last two words make my heart jump a little more than it usually does around him.

      Make my pulse spike.

      Make me picture possibilities I never thought I’d want.

      I rope my arms around his neck. “At the risk of being a total romantic, you’re kind of all my songs now. You’re every song, every lyric, every damn word.”

      He laughs softly. “Who’s the romantic now?”

      I wiggle a brow. “Both of us, J. Both of us.”

      He brushes a soft kiss to my lips, then says, “Guilty as charged.”
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      Stone

      

      A month later

      

      Jackson pulls up to my house in the evening—in his Prius. The earth-hugger in me loves that he drives a hybrid. My security system signals that the gate to the driveway has opened, then he enters the garage.

      I glance at the clock. It’s seven thirty. He’s been working all day, holding training sessions both in person and online.

      As for me, I tried to make a lasagna.

      Yup. Ambition, thy name is Stone Zenith.

      Also, Kitchen: 1, Stone: 0.

      The sound of my guy’s feet on the stairs has me striding away from the stovetop, wiping my hands on the towel slung over my shoulder.

      He turns the corner, lifts his nose, and sniffs. “You were in the kitchen?”

      “I tried cooking.”

      “You tried cooking, or you tried burning?”

      “Let’s just say there’s a kale lasagna in heaven thanks to me.”

      Laughing, he jerks me close for a hello kiss on the lips. “Babe, what did I tell you? There are phones. They have apps. You order out. You don’t cook.”

      I shrug lightly. “That seems to be the case.” I pat my belly. “Want to go and get something to eat?”

      “I do. Just let me get changed.” Jackson heads to the master bedroom, where he keeps a few changes of clothes, toiletries, shoes, his laptop . . . In short, tons of shit he needs because he stays over pretty much every night.

      Here, where I want him.

      He emerges from the bedroom in khaki shorts and a maroon polo that shows off his rippling biceps.

      “Mmm. Hello, muscles.”

      He wiggles his brow. “I hit the gym today.”

      “Good. You can throw me down on the bed later with those.”

      “Consider it done,” he says, and we go to a sushi restaurant that has epic veggie rolls and scandalously good seaweed salad. Bonus—it’s not far from my house.

      We sit outside, ordering as the sun dips low in the sky, the ocean waves lapping the shore. I meet his gaze and toss him a question that’s been on my mind. “Do you like it here on the beach?”

      Jackson shoots me a wry look. “What’s not to like?”

      “But do you like being here? You’re here a lot.”

      His brow knits. “Do you not want me to be here a lot? At your house?”

      I laugh, a little higher-pitched than I’d planned. I settle my voice. “Actually, I kind of want you here all the time.” The nerves fly up my throat. Crazy that I can tell the world I love him, but I’m still a little unsure how to ask for these next steps.

      This is all new to me, navigating a serious relationship, wanting to be with someone every single day.

      But Jackson doesn’t make me wait for long. “Are you asking me something, Stone?”

      I heave a sigh. “You always want me to work for it, don’t you?”

      He sets his elbows on the table, drops his chin in his hand, and shoots me a starry-eyed look. “Work for it, babe.”

      I lean closer, reach for those big hands, and clasp them in mine. “Will you move in with me?”

      His answer is swift. “Yes.”

      It’s so very him. Simple. Direct. Honest. I grab his face and plant a kiss on his lips, tugging on the bottom one.

      I blink when a bright light shines on my face. Breaking the kiss, I snap my gaze to the left.

      The paparazzi.

      No biggie.

      It’s part of life. I give them a wave, since I know some of these guys. A bearded guy nods a hello.

      I call out to him. “Feel free to post this—Jackson Pearce is moving in with me.”

      The guy gives a thumbs-up. “Thanks, man, for the scoop.”

      Jackson sits back in his chair and laughs. “You love telling the world, don’t you?”

      “I really do.”

      What can I say? I like letting everyone know where I stand with the guy in the picture.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jackson

      

        

      
        Six months later

      

      

      

      We finish a tactical training session at our corporate offices, and then it’s time to go for the night. Terrence, Cruz, and I head out together.

      After we lock the door, Cruz raps his knuckles on the doorframe, something he often does for luck.

      “Business is going great, guys,” he says.

      Terrence taps his chest and points to the sky. “May it continue that way.” He gestures to each of us. “Softball game this weekend?”

      “I’ll be there,” I say.

      “Me too. Marisa and Isabella are coming to cheer us on,” Cruz adds, mentioning his wife and daughter.

      “Tell Isabella I’m going to practice Spanish with her at the game,” I say.

      He switches languages and tells me, “She loves it when you do that.”

      We head out to our respective cars and our respective homes. When I reach mine in Venice, a jolt of excitement slides down my spine.

      Stone returned home this afternoon after a three-week tour in Asia. He wanted me to join him for those twenty-one days, but I wasn’t able to get away.

      And holy hell, did I ever miss him. It’s the longest I’ve been away from him since I went to work for him.

      We talked, texted, and Skyped, but there is nothing as good as getting my lips on my man, something I plan to do in mere minutes.

      Once I’m home, I bound up the steps, unlock the door, and head inside.

      “Stone Zenith, you better get your sexy ass over here. And right now.” My voice booms across our home.

      His laughter answers from outside. “Balcony, you horn dog.”

      I stride across the tiled floor to the open sliding-glass doors. Lounging on the patio couch, reading a paperback, is Stone. The sun is setting, and it’s a gorgeous sight. He’s reading a book, shades on, shirt off.

      Home.

      I join him on the couch and cover him in kisses.

      It feels so good to have him back. I tug him against me. “I missed you.”

      “Missed you so much too.”

      I nuzzle his neck, growling against him. “Need to have you.”

      “You better have me,” Stone says. “Also, I pregamed, so I’m ready, and the lube’s on the table.”

      I laugh. “I love that you’re so wound up that you’re good to go.”

      “I want you right here, right now. Gimme some balcony banging, J.”

      That’s a favorite of his.

      It’s become a favorite of mine too.

      It’s risky in LA. We could be seen. We could be photographed. But I don’t mind taking this type of risk.

      I don’t mind at all, because the risks the man I love takes are ones that have to do with love. Never safety. Never his body. Never his life.

      His risks are all about putting his heart on the line, and maybe his privacy. But our balcony’s high enough, with trees and foliage, and also, I don’t care.

      What’s the worst that could happen?

      The world finds out that I fuck the man I love?

      Let them know. Because I can’t think of anything better than loving and fucking the same person every day.

      We stand. He sheds his shorts and sets his elbows on the railing.

      I undo my pants, stroke my cock, and grab the lube from the nearby table. As he watches me slick up my dick, Stone murmurs, “Get inside me. I’m so ready.”

      I press my body against him, cage him in, and line up my cock. I kiss his neck as I work the head of my dick into him, my skin sizzling with need, my chest flushed.

      My eyes close, and I let out a long, shuddery breath. “Yes, this is good.”

      “So good,” he groans as I push deeper. He clenches around me at first, tight and hot. “Give it to me hard.”

      “Oh, babe, you did miss me,” I say when Stone moans so loudly that I’m sure they can hear him across the ocean.

      And then, I slide all the way home.

      It’s filthy bliss.

      I wrap a hand around his hip, my fingers digging in, the other hand coiling over his shoulder.

      I move in him.

      His skin is hot.

      My blood is tight.

      And we burn together, grabbing and grappling and loving.

      In no time, my fist is curled tight around his cock and I’m jacking him off in my hand.

      Doesn’t take long for him. Doesn’t take long at all until his release hits my palm.

      Seconds later, I’m coming inside him, my world blurring into white-hot pleasure as I follow him to the land of orgasms.

      I slump over him, savoring the feel of his warm body, and wrap my arms around my man. “It’s good to have you back home, babe,” I say.

      “Good to be here.”
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        * * *

      

      Stone

      

      We head to the bathroom and shower, pull on shorts and eat dinner, and then we snuggle in bed, because that’s what we do. We talk, catching up on all the things we haven’t caught up on through our chats on FaceTime or our text messages.

      I yawn, jet lag assaulting me, and it’s only nine. “I’m gonna crash, J.” My eyes flutter closed, but before I drift off, I need to remind him of something. “You didn’t forget I’m going to Vegas this weekend for a one-night-only show?”

      Jackson smiles. “I know you are.”

      “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “Vegas. You and me. Sounds like trouble.”

      “Sounds like the best weekend ever,” I say, getting sleepier.

      “Maybe if we can fly on your plane,” he says playfully.

      “Like we’d do anything else, especially now that I’ve got it all tricked out to be as green as a plane can be.”

      “And stay on the penthouse level of The Extravagant.”

      “We’ll do it all like we did the last time we were there. You in?”

      “All in.”

      He wraps an arm around me, and my eyes float closed once more as I breathe in his scent. Cedar and falling snow. My mind returns to the first night I ever got close enough to know what he smelled like. I love that smell. I want to inhale it every single day for the rest of my life.

      I shift onto my side, meeting Jackson’s gaze once more before I fall asleep. “You know I want you with me always. Every day. You know that, right?”

      “Every day?” he murmurs, all soft and sexy.

      I nod, dropping a kiss on his lips. “Every day for the rest of my life.”

      As I fade into sleep, I’m pretty sure Jackson says, “That can be arranged.”
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        * * *

      

      Jackson

      

      The night of his show, I’m not nervous. Nor am I cocky. I am, quite simply, full of faith.

      Faith in what he wants.

      What I want.

      What we can have together.

      As I watch Stone’s performance from the wings, once my nightly spot, I let the music wash over me, fill me, give me hope.

      When Stone launches into the song right before “Something Fierce,” I slip away to find Candi.

      She mics me up, then sets her hands on my shoulders. “Ready?” She’s all mama hen with her chick, like usual.

      I nod, telling her I’m good to go.

      When the song ends, Stone holds the final chord for long, delirious seconds of music and art and beauty, letting it reverberate through the theater.

      “Damn, it’s good to be back here,” he says to the crowd. “Remember the last time I was in your city?”

      Not sure how many were actually here that epic night, but most of his fans know the story of us, and their cheers rain throughout the auditorium.

      “Remember what went down?” He continues talking to the crowd. “I told my man that I loved him. I told him in a song. Told him he’s mine. And you know what? I wrote another song for him. ‘Something Fierce.’”

      He strums a few notes.

      But before he can play it, I’m taking my turn.

      “That’s true.” My voice carries across the theater too, thanks to the mic.

      Stone flinches and then turns his gaze on me as I stride across the stage. “Well, hello, handsome,” he says. He’s not a performer for nothing. He goes along with my surprise appearance in a snap.

      I walk over to him, stopping a few feet away, my heart sprinting as thousands of his fans shout Jackstone. “You did tell everyone, and I was so damn happy,” I say. “And I told you I’d make you happy every day.”

      “You sure do,” he says with a smile.

      My chest tightens with emotion, but with certainty too. There are no doubts. I haven’t had any questions about us in the longest time.

      Every day, I have answers, over and over again.

      Beautiful answers that all start and end with Stone.

      I waste no time.

      But holy shit.

      I was wrong about nerves. A cargo ship docks in the harbor of my chest, loaded full of them. But I push through the jitters as I get down on one knee in front of the whole theater.

      The audience gasps.

      “I want to keep making you happy every day for the rest of our lives,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady as my heart gallops away.

      The crowd goes wild. Gasps. Awws. Shouts.

      Stone’s eyes widen. He’s speechless at first. His lips part, but no sound comes out. Then, a few seconds later, he clears his throat, his voice husky. “Are you asking me to marry you in front of an entire audience?”

      There is only one answer. “I am.”

      Please say yes.

      And since there’s no point in keeping that inside, I say it out loud. “Please say yes.”

      He stares at me in wonder. “J, I’d have married you the night I told the world I loved you. I’m so ready to be your husband.”

      Happiness bursts inside me like starlight. Joy fills every cell as I slide a platinum band on his finger. I rise, cup his cheeks, and kiss the man who’s going to be my husband.

      The cheers the crowd gave us that night last year? They have nothing on tonight.

      Tonight is thunder and lightning.

      It’s an earthquake, and we are the epicenter of big, bold, beautiful love, right here in Las Vegas.
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        * * *

      

      Stone

      

      We don’t get married that night.

      Because family matters.

      We don’t wait for long though. Two weeks later, I fly everyone to Portland, Maine, and we head to a little cabin we rented on a lake.

      Everyone we love is there: Zane, Nadia, Sage, Ivy, Eliza, Veronica, Callum, Bethany, Caroline, Ben, Candi, Terrence, Cruz. Terrence’s wife, Cruz’s wife, their daughter. Jackson’s parents. My mom, my grandmother.

      My dad’s not there, but that’s okay. I made peace with that long ago. And I have this family.

      I have family through blood, I have family through friendship, and I have family through love.

      My man.

      We marry on a dock overlooking a crystal blue lake. Jackson looks so damn beautiful in slacks and a button-down shirt, the cuffs rolled up to reveal those forearms I love.

      I’m casual too, in pants and a button-down. This is how we do things. His sister Caroline, an ordained minister thanks to the internet, stands in front of us. Bethany is by Jackson’s side. My brother, Zane, is by mine. They are our wedding party. Brothers and sisters, standing with the two of us.

      Caroline straightens her shoulders, and then she says the best words I have ever heard. “Do you, Stone Zenith, take this man to be your husband? To love, to cherish, and to take care of for the rest of your life?”

      I look into Jackson’s hazel eyes, and my pulse jackhammers. My grin is bigger than the lake. “I absolutely do.”

      She turns to him. “And do you, Jackson Pearce, take this man to be your husband? To love, to cherish, and to take care of for the rest of your life?”

      He swallows roughly, then says two simple words. “I do.”

      Peace flows through my whole body. Peace and happiness and promise.

      “I now pronounce you husband and husband. You may kiss the groom.”

      I don’t need to be told twice. We kiss before our friends and family.

      Tomorrow, this kiss will go up online, since Zane is recording it.

      I don’t mind that my fans will see me kissing my husband for the first time in front of the lake on a beautiful summer day in Maine.

      Because they know—they’ve always known.

      And they’re getting it, just like I am.

      Jackstone.

      For the rest of our lives. Yes, our love belongs to us, but before it was ours, others wanted it too. In a way, our love story is everyone’s, and I’m a lucky man to share a little bit of our life with the world.

      That is an incredible gift—to live and to love in a world where our ship is someone else’s wish come true—and my reality, for the rest of my life.

      I slide a hand around Jackson’s neck, curling my fingers over his skin, whispering just for him, “Did I ever tell you about the rock star who fell for his bodyguard?”

      “Let me guess. Did the bodyguard fall hard for him too?”

      “So damn hard.”

      “Sounds like our love story. And maybe your next song.”

      “It absolutely does.”

      We walk along the dock to join the party with our families, stopping to kiss one more time. Me and the guy who changed my life. Who shows me love every day.

      The guy who makes me feel like a rock star in every way, but most of all, in the way that matters the most.

      With love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Another Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Stone

      

      Next year

      

      Life is good.

      I still tour, and Jackson comes with me sometimes, when he’s able to get away.

      His business is booming, and I’m so damn proud of him. I love what he and his friends have built. Something of their own. Something that lets them all lead the lives they want.

      Cruz and his wife had another baby, a little girl, and she’s absolutely adorable. We see them a lot when we go to their house for barbecues. Because Jackson’s friends are obsessed with barbecues, something I will never truly understand, but hey, at least the salads they serve there are good.

      The next one we go to is for Isabella’s birthday, and she has a bounce house.

      Bounce houses are officially awesome. She is the cutest kid ever, and we discuss important topics as we bounce, like unicorns and chocolate cake and books she wants to read someday.

      After we leave the barbecue, Jackson and I go home to Venice and walk on the beach.

      No bodyguard this time.

      Sometimes we leave home without one.

      The fact is, I feel safe with this guy. Jackson looks out for me. He protects me. That didn’t stop when we fell in love. It didn’t stop when we came together. That’s just who he is.

      A protector.

      He can’t not have his eyes on me.

      His arm around me.

      His mind watching out for me.

      Tonight, we walk across the sand toward the Pacific, the waves beckoning, and I tell him how thankful I am that he’s by my side. Then, because it’s us, I need to tease him. “I’ve gotta say, being married to you isn’t too shabby.”

      “Glad you find it tolerable,” he says dryly.

      “That’s a fair way to put it,” I tease.

      He ruffles my hair. “I don’t mind you so much either.”

      “Good. Let’s keep each other around.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      A little later, we walk back up the sand toward our house, weaving our way past a volleyball net.

      A group of college guys, from the look of it, are smacking the ball around, shouting in Spanish. One of them serves the ball, but it rolls away.

      Jackson grabs it, lobs it back to them, and says something that I think is “Here you go” in that language.

      That gets the wheels in my mind turning.
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        * * *

      

      They turn some more that weekend.

      On Saturday afternoon, we head over to the ballpark for a Major League Baseball game.

      We go to a private suite, meeting Nadia, who’s friends with the woman who bought this team recently.

      Cruz joins us too, along with his wife and their two little girls. He takes them to a playground inside the park, telling us he’ll be back soon.

      As the players go through batting practice, Nadia introduces us to some of her friends, including a guy from the New York Comets, a major leaguer named Declan. His team’s not playing today, so he’s here to scope out the competition.

      I shake his hand, furrowing my brow. The tall, dark-haired dude looks familiar. I try to place him. “Don’t I know you?” I snap my fingers. “Wait. Weren’t you that guy who was all over that charity auction a few years ago in New York?”

      Declan laughs. “You follow the player charity auctions in New York?”

      “Yeah, Stone. Do you?” Jackson asks pointedly. “Or were you bidding on Declan? Wait. Don’t tell me. You lost out on the bidding?”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. One, I didn’t bid. Two, if I did, I wouldn’t have lost. I remember you because my publicist showed your pics to me. Candi thought it was cool when that guy in the three-piece suit won you, and she was hoping you’d become a couple. Guess she likes ships too. Did anything ever come of that?”

      Declan shakes his head. “We went on a date or two. That’s all. That’s about my speed.”

      “That’s always been your speed, Declan,” Jackson says with a laugh.

      I arch a brow at my hubs. “You two know each other?”

      “We have some friends in common. When he was dating a TV star a couple years back, before I worked for you, I provided coverage at some of their LA events. Don’t worry, babe. Just like you didn’t bid on Declan, I didn’t date him.”

      I pinch Jackson’s waist. His hard, firm waist. “Did you think I was about to be all jealous that you once dated this New York Comet?”

      Declan laughs, holding up his hands in surrender. “Don’t put me in the middle of this marital spat, bros.”

      I clap Declan’s shoulder but look at Jackson, laughing. “No worries. We are all good. My man knows I only have eyes for him.”

      “Good answer,” my husband says. He smacks a possessive kiss on my cheek, then turns his focus back to the ballplayer. “You’re in town for your series with the Devils? Does that start tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, I’m just scouting these guys before our first game,” he says, waving toward the field. His expression shifts, and he clears his throat. “Listen, I keep wanting to tell you—you two are my heroes.”

      Jackson arches a brow. “We are?”

      Declan gestures from Jackson to me and back. “Yeah, getting married. That’s awesome.”

      “I thought you were into playing the field,” Jackson says.

      Declan laughs. “I’m plenty happy being single, thank you very much. I just mean, I love all that you’ve done. Posting about your life together online. It’s awesome. Every time I see two dudes getting married or two women getting married, it does something to my heart.” He taps his sternum. “For so long, we couldn’t.”

      I hold out a fist for knocking. “Times they are a-changing. But you’re not going to change your player stripes?”

      The pro baller glances at the field, holds his gaze for several long seconds on the guys on the diamond, then swings it back to us. “Nah. I’d have to meet someone really special again to change my stripes. And I don’t see that happening.”

      I key in on one word. “Again?”

      Declan quickly shakes his head, like he’s covering up a faux pas. “I just meant…it probably won’t happen.”

      “Hmm. Don’t be so sure about that. Happens to the best of us,” I say, briefly wondering if there’s someone on the field he’d want to meet again.

      “Maybe,” Declan says, but he doesn’t sound convinced.

      When Nadia grabs him for a chat, I tug Jackson closer. “Wanna bet he falls hard when he least expects it?”

      Jackson smiles. “I bet it happens any day now.”

      Once the game starts, we turn our attention to the field. A few batters in, Cruz and his wife return with their girls, and Isabella makes a beeline for me.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about unicorns and horses,” she says.

      “Hit me up. What’s on your mind?”

      As we discuss manes and tails, I can’t stop the train of thought that started rolling on the beach the other day.

      The idea that maybe, just maybe, there’s even more out there for my guy and me.
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        * * *

      

      When we get home, I pour a glass of whiskey, lean against the kitchen counter, and dive into the deep end. “Do you ever want to have a kid?”

      Jackson lifts a brow. “Not the typical way, I assume?”

      “I mean one of the other ways, obviously.”

      He takes a beat, drawing a breath, giving weight to his answer. “I would love to.” His eyes are etched with vulnerability, but hope too. “Do you mean it?”

      This should be hard to do, talking about kids, a family.

      But it’s not at all. It’s remarkably easy. “I do. I kind of think we’d be awesome dads. Don’t you?”

      He swallows roughly, like a knot of emotion is tightening his throat.

      Jackson closes the rest of the distance between us, wraps his arms around my neck, and just nods with a soft, shuddery yes.
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        * * *

      

      Another year later . . .

      

      The plane touches down in Bogotá.

      We spend the first few days signing paperwork and meeting with the international adoption agency. Getting ready.

      The morning of our gotcha day, I pace our hotel room. I check the time. I bounce on my toes.

      “Ready?” Jackson asks.

      “I. Can’t. Wait.”

      We leave to meet our little girl.

      She’s eighteen months old, and her name is Sofia.

      When the woman who runs the orphanage puts her in my arms, my heart squeezes then grows ten times bigger. It glows like the sun in my chest. Instant love—that’s what I feel as I hold her, running a hand over her soft dark hair.

      I’m already wildly in love with her and with this family that we have. And I know I’m going to write all kinds of songs about her.

      I press a kiss to her perfect cheek. “Hey, sweetie pie. I’m your dad now. Want to meet your other dad?”

      My husband brushes his lips to her cheek too. “Love you already, baby girl,” he whispers. Then he says it to her in Spanish.

      Like this was all meant to be.
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        * * *

      

      Jackson

      

      One more year later

      

      It’s a long day, but a damn good one.

      We nabbed a new client, helped some of our trainees snag jobs, and also, my daughter has discovered crayons.

      Too bad she likes to draw on the walls, but we’re working on that.

      As the sun dips over the Pacific, I sink onto the couch on our balcony as Sofia works at the table on a chunky puzzle with animal shapes.

      “Giraffe!” She waggles the long-necked animal piece.

      “That’s right. That’s a giraffe,” I say.

      “What’s this one?” Stone asks, pointing to a lion.

      “Roar!” Sofia says.

      Stone catches my gaze. “She’s brilliant and beautiful.”

      I give an easy shrug. “She takes after me.”

      Sofia sets the lion in his home in the puzzle, then claps. “I did it.”

      “You sure did. Now give Daddy a hug,” Stone says, and she clambers into his lap and smacks her lips on his cheek.

      But she’s an equal opportunity kisser, stretching across to smooch me. “For you, Dad.”

      “Aww. I love your kisses, baby girl.”

      She gives me one more, then grabs a purple crayon and climbs back into Stone’s lap again, pretending to draw on his arm.

      “Are you giving me new ink now, Sofia?”

      “Hey, that’s better than drawing on the walls. Also, I bet Candi would love a shot of Sofia drawing on you,” I suggest.

      “Take it, J,” he says, tipping his chin toward his phone on the table.

      I grab it, turning on the camera to take a pic. I snap it and smile. “Too cute for words.”

      “Get one of all of us.”

      I inch closer, wrap an arm around the two people I love most in the world, then snap a picture.

      I show it to him.

      “That needs to go on my feed.”

      I regard the shot one more time. The three of us, living life. Loving hard. “It absolutely does.”

      Later, he’ll post it, let the world see what we have.

      What we have is beautiful and fierce. There is nothing one-time-only about our family.

      This is us, for all time.

      For always.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      Author’s Note: This book was written in 2020, and the country of Colombia is among those that currently allow same-sex couples to adopt internationally. That’s why I chose that country for Jackson and Stone.

      

      Want to know Declan’s story?  He has a sexy, passionate romance coming soon in Scoring With Him and you can preorder it everywhere! Read on for a snippet below…and sign up for my MM newsletter to be notified of new books with LGBTQ heroes!
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      Have you read A GUY WALKS INTO MY BAR? That’s my sexy American hockey player meets a charming British bartender romance and I think you’ll love it! It’s my first MM romance! Grab it everywhere! And read on for a preview of SCORING WITH HIM below!

      

      Declan…

      

      A good thing about being a major league baseball player is that dates aren’t hard to come by.

      The pickings are plentiful, and I definitely enjoy the offerings that come my way.

      I’ve wined and dined TV stars, entertainment executives, a footballer from the Renegades, a rich-as-sin internet executive, a blues singer.

      Maybe that sounds like I’m bragging.

      Maybe I am, but reality is what it is.

      I’m picky, and I get to choose. The whole situation works out well for me. I date here and there, on my own time and dime. I keep most of it off social media and that works out just fine.

      I might like dudes, but I don’t post about it, or trot around San Francisco showing off my preference for dick.

      I’m not in the closet, but I am a private guy. This approach has served me well for the last three years in the major leagues.

      Especially since I follow one ironclad rule.

      Don’t date a baseball player.

      The corollary to that is don’t hook up with a baseball player.

      And the footnote is definitely don’t ever ogle one either.

      Which means it should go without saying—don’t date one on your own team.

      In fact, that goes without saying so much that I don’t even have to say it to myself.

      Because I’d never do it. That’s the height of foolishness.

      It’s been an easy enough guideline to follow. Like I said, there aren’t that many options on pro sports rosters, and there are tons of options outside of the ballpark.

      That’s where I like to play.

      But then one February, as spring training begins, a certain hotshot rookie walks into my locker room.

      Grant Fordham.

      The rising star.

      The guy you want behind the plate.

      The guy who’s everything I need to resist.

      Looks like my resolve is about to be put to the test.

      

      Grant…

      

      Not gonna lie.

      This is the moment I’ve been waiting for since I was four years old.

      Since I first picked up the well-worn baseball glove my father gave me. Since I threw a ball to him in the backyard. Since he tossed it back to me and I caught it on the first try and he said, “You’re going to be an all-star catcher someday.”

      He was right. That’s what I became. And I’ve worked my ass off ever since then to get the call to The Show.

      Years of practice.

      Early mornings.

      Late nights.

      Long games.

      Sore muscles, broken bones, heartbreaking losses.

      But victories too.

      High school state championships, college World Series, the Major League Baseball Draft. Then I spent one glorious year in the minors, and the call came.

      Here I am.

      It’s my chance to show my team that I have what it takes to be their starting catcher for the next decade. That’s how big my goals are, how bright my dreams are, how far I can see into my future.

      I’ve always been a hopeful guy. I’ve always looked on the bright side. Believed in the positive.

      Now it’s fucking happening and I couldn’t be more stoked.

      As I head into the team’s spring training facility for the first time ever, a sense of awe spreads through my body. Wonder fills my veins.

      Holy shit.

      I look around. Stare at the plaques, the trophies, the photographs.

      I’m in the presence of greatness, staring at the pics of all these guys who’ve come before me, won rings, snagged batting titles, earned Cy Youngs.

      They played here first, took batting practice out on the diamond, and fielded ground balls and fly balls and bunted balls.

      I get to do that. I can show my team, my manager, the whole damn world what I’m made of.

      Nothing will distract me. Nothing will throw me off.

      I make my way down the corridor, my shoes echoing against the concrete, as I say hello to everyone I pass. I greet the groundskeepers, the janitors, the staffers, asking how they’re doing, because that’s who I am.

      I like to be one of the guys. I like to be the one people can turn to if they need a friendly face, an encouraging word. That’s how I fit into the team and the organization.

      I turn the corner towards the locker room, excitement tripping through my veins since I’m about to walk into it as a member of the twenty-five-man roster.

      But I nearly run smack-bang into a wall of man. A two-hundred pound, six-foot three, mass of muscle and cut abs and carved jaw.

      A man sporting a grin that makes my skin tingle.

      “Hey there.”

      That’s it. Two words. They’re all Declan says.

      But already I know this is going to be a big fucking problem. The major league baseball player I’ve crushed on from afar for the last three years is my new teammate.

      And I’m going to have to pretend like I haven’t thought of scoring with him so many damn times.

      

      Scoring With Him is coming soon and you can preorder it everywhere!

      

      If you’re interested in Nadia’s story, you can find it in THE VIRGIN RULE BOOK!
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