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Chapter One

 


The adrenaline sizzle that
always came after he commanded an audience threatened to buckle his
knees, drench his skin with sweat, and lower his walls.

And then it intensified as
soon as he spotted her.

Good, she’d hung around.
While everyone else, a few lucky fans mixing with members of his
touring team, camped around applauding his surprise farewell
announcement, Cherie stood wide-eyed in a back corner. Every two
seconds she blinked while her hand patted her chest. That
bewildered look scrunching up her face must be his fault. She had
to be wondering what drugs he was on. Why else would he announce he
was done with the tour, give the rest of their styling team fond
goodbyes, yet insist Cherie still meet him for their usual
appointment after the show? As long as she showed up when and where
he’d told her. That was all that mattered.

The sight of her hand
really had him because it was all he could do not to slip and live
in the perfect space between her small, pert breasts. God, the way
she watched with those scope-like, unadulterated gray eyes tortured
him and poked holes in his resolve. This creature was not meant for
him, but her look emptied the room and held him.

His every other second?
War. The noble one he was enlisting for in the morning, the reason
for needing her help alone this time, and the wicked one he had to
fight against tonight, if she kept looking at him like
that.

Nick tipped his fedora hat
to quiet the few still clapping hands and signal the winding down
of the after party. “You’ve lived, breathed, and worked your asses
off for me this past year, and for that, as always, I’m humbled and
grateful. I appreciate the support you’ve shown…”

“Hey Nick, what gives? A
year off? You getting too tired for the back to back stuff, old
man?” His favorite roadie, Jones, never missed a chance to heckle
him.

Nick smirked, checked for
his worried wallflower standing in that dark corner, and then
trailed a heated glance past an adoring female foursome inching
their way toward him. He removed his hat and ran through his messy,
wet hair his fingers that still buzzed from playing only minutes
ago. Sweat dripped down his hand. This was it. The last thing he’d
say to the room before ghosting out and making his way to his
special appointment. He could already feel her fingers in place of
his. Nick cleared his throat.

“Who you calling old,
Jonesie? My brother, it is what it is.” And it would be more than
one year, more like three. But he hadn’t wanted to give many
details of his upcoming absence up for public consumption. Nick
winked and stepped through the small crowd, giving hugs and light
kisses on the cheek as a few slapped his ass or touched a loose
wave of hair he hadn’t slicked back. By the time he made his way to
the corner, she was gone.

Good. If tonight was meant
to be, she’d gone to her room alone to wait like he’d
asked.

He looked back, feeling an
unapologetic hand on his ass and caught the eye of one of the eager
foursome. While tonight would have been the perfect night for easy,
he knew he needed raw, innocent, and real. It was every bit as
wrong in reality as it was in his mind, but he wanted
her.

Nick bowed his head to the
guaranteed woman and slipped out the after party door to pursue the
girl he’d refused to be left alone with for the past year. When he
found her, he’d explain why this time they were having their weekly
appointment one-on-one, just him, just her. The thought spiked his
adrenaline, sending that cool dude who’d made jokes earlier packing
and ushering in the real man, hungry and needful. On the eve of the
most selfless decision he’d ever made, Nick suddenly had a very
selfish thought. After they finished their business, he hoped like
hell she’d let him stay this one night with her.

Of course, if she was smart, she
wouldn’t.

He removed his hat and
held it to his chest, then looked upward. “I’m sorry, man, I can’t
stay away anymore, not tonight. Please forgive me,” he faintly said
to the heavens before making his way to the elevator. “But I
promise, I’ll be good to her.”

****

The elevator couldn’t have
come any slower if it had been pulled up with ropes by tiny worker
mice wearing half shirts and caps. Okay, so she’d seen Cinderella a
few times too many as a child, but that was her brother’s fault for
never letting her play with his boy stuff. What did a high school
senior care about his first grader sister getting into his old
action figures anyway? God, she missed him so badly. Seriously, the
darned elevator could get here, preferably before her twenty-first
birthday. A few hours and counting. Let’s
go, Gus.

She was exhausted and
frankly overwhelmed.

Something was up with her
boss, she thought, as she yawned and tightened her ponytail, which
taunted a headache at her temples. Boss. She’d insisted on calling him
that. Partly to tease him because she remembered firsthand his and
her brother’s fan-boy love for Bruce Springsteen. Who could ever
forget the two and their shaggy hair held back with the classic
bandanas? Scott mostly just grossed her out threatening to shake
all that sweat at her after air-guitaring it in the old, musty
garage, but her boss had been nothing but cool and dreamy.
Especially back then. Now there was this funky distance between
them, and Cherie’s most important goal had been to ward off any
ill-will from the rest of the crew that her position as Assistant
Personal Hairstylist had obviously been created. As in especially
for her, baby sister of Nick Phillips’s best friend. Nick’s
chestnut brown eyes hadn’t been right just now though, so she
really needed to get to her room where he’d insisted she wait for
him.

Finally, the down arrow
beeped and turned green. Cherie stepped in, her hand instinctually
sliding against the door to hold it open for any late comers. When
no one showed, she let it go and took her place in the corner,
holding tightly to the bars for the ride down to her measly floor.
The initial drop caused a tickle in her belly that surprisingly
continued downward. She squeezed her thighs together as best she
could to satisfy the swelling and tingling happening between her
legs. Yeah, that wasn’t the elevator, was it? No, that was all due
to the boss’s intoxicating, deep singing voice teasing her the past
hour and then his completely unexpected request. Which made
absolutely no sense. At all.

Cherie pushed her floor
number again, thinking she could ensure she didn’t stop on any
other floor if she was insistent enough with the button. Any
visions of grandeur or ridiculousness at being booked on the
high-hat, top floor with so many of the other trusted team had
passed her by about three months into the tour. Whatever. She
didn’t care. She didn’t belong up there with them
anyway.

Nick Phillips had made
that abundantly clear, until tonight.

Cherie’s legs turned weak
from all her squeezing. She gave up and plopped down to the
elevator’s floor, knowing how far down she had to go, thinking of
all the times she’d hoped her brother’s best friend was finally
going to, well, she didn’t know. Be nicer to her? Treat her like
everyone else on the team? Um, say hello maybe without stacking as
many people as he could find between them? She wasn’t asking for
any special privileges, and the odd distance he’d insisted on
ensured she never would. It really was strange to have your hands
in a man’s hair and feel the heat of his scalp warming the long
silky strands only to look down and find him sitting as rigid as a
block of ice. Every week for a year.

Gorgeous, talented,
strange man. But he’d been that way as
long as she’d known him.

He was taking the year
off?

She’d worked hard and kept
quiet about who she was around the crew. And instead of getting a
heads-up, she’d heard the out of place news as one of the masses
just now.

For a second she thought
they were being punked. Nick Phillips was always on the road, had
been since her brother had joined the Army, years before that even.
But no.

Man, she must have looked
like a real winner shrinking back and gawking at the
party.

The worst part?

How silly she felt at
thinking he was actually making his way through their small crowd
to walk with her to this private meeting he’d requested. But
nope.

Wrong again. Darn
groupies.

Oh crud. She’d been dead,
throbbing weight on this elevator, and apparently it was now being
controlled by much speedier New Yorker mice yelling “Hey lady, we
ain’t got all day.”

Yeah, yeah, shut it,
Gus.

Cherie tried to stand in
time to push the “Hold door” button, but she was too slow for this
now sassy lift as it arrived.

In a second, the doors to
her floor closed, and she was making her way back up.

Great. She hadn’t had
enough time to figure anything out about this meeting.

Yes, Nick Phillips was
aloof and had often treated her like a stranger amongst their
little team, but she could admit it didn’t really bother her all
that much right now. So her childhood crush wasn’t ever going to
reciprocate, even with her fingers stroking his hair every week for
the past year. Fine. Again, she had no idea what she’d have done
had he swung her around to land straddled over his lap
anyway. Damn ungodly sexy
man.

She shook her head at how
loose and desperate she’d let her thoughts become. “I’m sorry,
Scott,” she whispered.

None of that Nick stuff
compared to losing her big
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