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Chapter One

REUNITED

 


~

 


Lexi closed her eyes and reclined her first
class seat. It had been weeks since she’d seen Baxter, and now that
she was finally on her way to join the Black Widow’s concert tour
she was growing more anxious by the minute. She fought the urge to
call the steward back and drown her sorrows in the airline’s
complimentary champagne.

“No,” she muttered through gritted teeth.
“Never again.”

Lexi had opened up and told Bax more about
herself than she’d ever told a soul—even Rena—and the memory of how
she’d blabbed about her pathetic life made her cringe. She’d worked
hard to put the horror show of her lousy childhood behind her, and
now she was hurtling through the sky towards the only person in the
world who knew most of her deepest, darkest secrets.

She recalled the look of sympathy in Bax’s
eyes with a little shudder of revulsion. The last thing she wanted
from him was pity. She felt exposed, and unresolved feelings of
guilt and shame were bubbling to the surface, along with a terrible
sense of dread.

Lexi took a compact from her purse and
checked the makeup that concealed the faded bruise James had left
on her shoulder. She made a mental note to keep her hair swept
forward until it disappeared entirely. Like a magician, Lexi was a
master of misdirection, and she knew how to distract a man. She
freshened her lipstick and powdered her nose, turning her head from
side to side to make sure she looked flawless.

After a too-short flight the plane landed and
Lexi looked out the window to see a cold and drizzly Seattle
evening. She reminded herself that she was bought and paid for,
only there to keep Bax on the straight and narrow so that the
record company got a return on its investment. She sat up straight
and set her jaw defiantly. She was a professional—the best in the
business, and she was going to make damn well certain that they got
their money’s worth.

Lexi snapped her purse closed and paused at
the sight of the tattoo of Bax’s guitar on her wrist. Their
peaceful week holed up in the bungalow seemed like a million miles
away, and dozens of questions crowded her mind … Exactly what did
Bax think of her? Was she remembering him as being nicer than he
actually was? What did he expect from her? Would he be
disappointed?

As it turned out, it was Lexi who was
immediately disappointed to find Bax’s manager Billy Joe waiting
for her at the gate.

“Looking good sweetheart,” he said,
his eyes roaming up and down her curvy frame.

His compliment did nothing to alleviate her
nerves. “Where’s Bax?” she asked as her eyes darted around the
terminal.

“Relax honey, the band’s performing tonight.
He sent me to bring you straight to the auditorium.”

Lexi nodded stiffly, and followed Billy Joe
to the baggage claim where he made a great show of gallantly
offering to take her bags. He groaned as he heaved them from the
luggage carousel.

“What do you have in here, rocks?” he
asked.

“Shoes,” Lexi replied curtly.

He led her out to where a black sedan sat
idling at the curb and handed her luggage over to the car’s
uniformed driver. Lexi slipped inside after Billy Joe, placing her
purse between them on the bench seat. She took a deep breath and
looked out the window, even more nervous than before.

After they got underway Billy Joe broke the
awkward silence. “We’re all real glad you decided to take Bax up on
his offer.”

Lexi turned to face him. “Who’s we?”

“Me and the rest of the band.”

“Why?”

“You know, for Bax.”

“Is he okay?”

“He hasn’t fallen off the wagon or anything,
but he’s just been, I dunno … moping around. Hopefully you can work
your magic on him again. I told him you were overpriced, but he
says that you steady him.”

“I steady him?”

Billy Joe chuckled. “Like a goat in a
racehorse stall.”

“What?”

“You know—you’re a security blanket. When I
was a kid I used to hang out at the track, and the horses would get
real flighty if they were alone in the stalls, so sometimes they’d
bring in a goat to keep ‘em company. It calmed ‘em down.”

Lexi was not amused. “Are you calling me a
goat?”

He laughed in her face. “A very hot, very
expensive goat.”

Lexi turned to watch the lights of the city
flying by. “I’m sure the record company can afford me.”

“Not this time doll,” Billy Joe told her.
“Bax is paying for you out of his own pocket. I offered to expense
you, but he insisted.”

Lexi was silent, letting it sink in. She was
not working for his bosses anymore. She was working for him. What
would he expect from her? Her palms started to sweat.

When they reached the stadium the driver
dropped them off at a security gate, and Billy Joe gave him
instructions to have to Lexi’s bags taken to Bax’s hotel room. She
followed Billy Joe through a maze of hallways with the muffled
rumble of a crowd in the background. The stench of pot smoke filled
the air as they passed a couple of roadies who stood smoking a
joint before the stage door.

One of them looked up to see Lexi with a
bleary eyed grin. “Well Hello Seattle!” he winked at Billy
Joe. “Nice one.”

“Watch yourself bud, this is Bax’s girl. And
you’d better put that out before the band catches wind of it. This
is supposed to be a dry tour.”

“Hey! I thought that just meant no booze
backstage,” the roadie protested.

“It means no nothing at the venue.
Party on your own time fellas.” Billy Joe swept past them, opening
the door and motioning for Lexi to follow him inside.

They entered a dark area to the side of the
stage, tinted an eerie blue by the reflection of the bright lights
that illuminated the band wrapping up one of their popular hits.
The noise was deafening.

Lexi caught sight of Bax from the darkness
and froze. He’d lost weight, and he looked nearly as good as he did
back in the days when he was her teenaged crush. His voice was
strong, and when he belted out the last lines of the song the crowd
went wild. He bowed and gestured to his band-mates who soaked in
the thunderous applause.

Billy Joe raised his voice over the din, “You
can watch the rest of the show from here. I’ll let him know you
made it.”

Lexi stood transfixed, watching as Billy Joe
darted onstage to lean in and speak into Bax’s ear over the roar of
the screaming crowd. Bax signaled to the band and took up his
guitar, waiting for the crowd to settle down.

“We’re gonna slow it down with a song from
our brand new album,” he said. He adjusted the familiar instrument
on his newly lean hip and started to strum a haunting melody. He
leaned into the mike to add, “This is dedicated to a very special
lady.”

He cast a glance in Lexi’s direction, and
even though she knew he couldn’t see her she gasped and took a step
backwards. Her heart started pounding in her throat.

“Looks like I finally met my match,”
Bax sang, “but I’m afraid there’s only one catch.”

The guitar’s haunting cry echoed his words,
and he went on to sing about the week they’d spent together,
mentioning details that only she would know, like how she’d cried
at the sight of the fawn they’d spotted on the hike. Lexi felt like
she was being stripped naked in front of the whole stadium.

“She’ll show you anything you want to see,
and she knows how to put on an act. But you’ll never get any closer
than she wants you to, and I’m still searching for the key, the
key, the key to her heart.”

This can’t really be happening, Lexi thought.
She looked up at the overhead lights, fighting to keep the tears
from ruining her makeup. She bit the inside of her lip and dug her
crimson nails into her palms.

When Bax finished the song he dashed
offstage, searching in the darkness until his eyes adjusted and he
spotted Lexi. He rushed over with a grin and swept her into a bear
hug, lifting her from her feet and spinning her around. He finally
set her down and held her at arms length, taking a good look at
her.

“You’re even more beautiful than I
remember.”

“Thanks,” she managed to croak out. Bax
looked better than she remembered too, his skin flushed and
healthy, his waistline firmer, the muscles in his arms more
defined.

He turned towards the rest of the band who
stood gawking at them. “Lexi, I want you to meet Kevin, Tom and
Blaze.”

Lexi nodded robotically, her eyes glazed over
with shock.

“Whoa! You really are the girl from
the tattoo!” said Tom. Lexi recognized him from an old album cover.
He was the drummer.

“We didn’t believe him,” Blaze the keyboard
player laughed.

“Yeah, we figured he dreamed you up at
rehab,” added Kevin.

Overwhelmed by the weight of all eyes focused
on her, Lexi broke into a cold sweat. One of her ankles buckled and
she staggered. Bax caught her and held her up against him.

“You okay?”

“Yes,” she flushed pink, completely
mortified. “I’m fine.”

The crowd in the auditorium went from
applause to stomping, and Billy Joe came up to interrupt them, “Hey
guys—we need to do an encore before they bust the place down.”

“You sure you’re okay?” Bax searched Lexi’s
eyes.

“I’m fine—seriously,” she insisted. She took
a step back. “Go ahead.”

“Take Lexi to the lounge,” Bax told Billy
Joe. He bent down to give Lexi a quick kiss on the cheek. “Just
kick back and relax. I’ll be there in a minute.”

The band took the stage again and launched
into one of their crowd-pleasing oldies. Lexi steadied herself and
followed Billy Joe to a room backstage where a pretty, petite
blonde and buxom brunette sat waiting on a couch. They looked up to
inspect her with equal parts suspicion and curiosity.

“Help yourself to the refreshments,” Billy
Joe said, pointing to a table bearing trays of sandwiches with
sodas, fruit juices and flavored teas on ice. “Girls, this is Lexi.
You can introduce yourselves.” With that, he turned and left the
room.

Lexi stood awkwardly, uncertain of what to
say. As a rule, women tended to dislike her, and the way they were
inspecting her was not very promising. Finally the sweet-faced
blonde stood, revealing a hugely pregnant belly stretching an
already tight t-shirt. She waddled over to offer Lexi her hand.
“I’m Angie. I’m married to Kevin.” She pointed to the other woman.
“She’s Jennifer—Blaze is her guy.”

Lexi nodded towards Jennifer and shook
Angie’s hand. She looked down to state the obvious. “You’re
pregnant.”

“Yep. Third kid, second girl,” Angie said
with a smile. “I make it a point to come along on all of the tours
no matter what.”

Jennifer rose to join them. She was wearing
jeans and a t-shirt, with ballet flats that looked a lot more
comfortable than Lexi’s red-soled high heels. She looked Lexi up
and down appraisingly, taking in her short skirt and low cut top.
“So… you’re the chick that got Bax all straightened up.”

Lexi stiffened a little at her tone. “I
haven’t seen him for awhile,” she said defensively.

The two other women exchanged a glance.

“Well, whatever you did it worked,” Jennifer
quipped. “He’s better than ever, and it’s giving the band a new
lease on life.”

“Yeah—if the new album does okay it’ll be
good for all of us.” Angie rubbed her belly with a chuckle. “Baby
needs a new pair of shoes.”

The music stopped and applause came
thundering through the walls.

“Finally,” groaned Angie, rubbing the small
of her back.

Within a few minutes the band burst into the
room, pumped full of post-show energy. Bax came over to join the
women, asking Lexi, “Did you meet Ange and Jen?”

Lexi nodded yes, suddenly shy. She watched as
the couples reunited and began discussing the show with each other.
The roadies from the hallway came in to grab some food and tell Tom
about some girls that were waiting outside to meet him. Lexi
realized that there would have been a few waiting for Bax if she
wasn’t there.

“Have you eaten?” Bax asked her. “Are you
hungry?”

“No.” Lexi stretched up to whisper in his
ear, “Can we go somewhere and be alone?”

Bax grabbed a couple of cold drinks and
ignored his bandmate’s knowing grins as he took Lexi by the hand to
lead her down a hallway and into his dressing room. There was a
small loveseat in the corner and he flopped down onto it, patting
the cushion next to him. “How have you been?”

“Okay,” she said. She sat down and sipped her
soda nervously.

“It’s good to see you,” Bax said, leaning
closer. “I missed you.”

“What did you tell them about me?” Lexi asked
casually, glancing up at him out of the corner of her eye.

“The guys? I told them we met in rehab.”

Lexi exhaled with a wash of relief. They
didn’t know. She turned to face Bax. “You look amazing.”

“I’ve been staying clean and working out,
eating right. I make a mean green smoothie you gotta try …” Bax
smiled, proud of himself. “I feel like a new man.”

Lexi set her drink down and ran her hand
across his chest, lingering on his much flatter stomach. “You look
like a new man.”

“Do you like the song I wrote for you?” Bax
asked.

Her hand froze. “It was for me?”

“Of course! Who else?”

“It was—I was just surprised.”

Bax chuckled, shaking his head in amusement.
“It was a good surprise, I hope.” he said.

“Yeah … sure … of course.”

Lexi realized that thousands—no millions—of
girls would probably be ecstatic to have a song written and
performed in their honor. Why was she so stupid? Why couldn’t she
just be happy about it?

“We’re releasing it as a single. This is the
first time we’ve performed it live,” Bax explained. He reached over
to grab a dog-eared notebook that sat on an end table, flipping it
open to a page filled with his handwriting. He thrust it into her
hands. “I changed a few words around … But this is the original
version. I wrote it the day after I left the resort.”

Lexi looked down at the paper with a flicker
of panic in her eyes. “I’ll read it later.”

She leaned over him to set the notebook back
down, pressing her breasts into his chest.

“First things first,” she said breathily.

She raised her hands to his face and kissed
him slowly, sensuously, in a way that was designed to make him
forget about everything else. Sex was the only way Lexi was truly
comfortable dealing with anybody, and she was very good at it.

“Mmm,” he growled deep in his throat.

One of Lexi’s hands dropped to Bax’s crotch
and traced a sensuous, teasing line around the bulge she found
there. She expertly worked down the zipper on his leather pants
while her tongue explored the contours of his mouth.

“Don’t you wanna talk a little first?” Bax
asked when Lexi finally broke the kiss.

“About this?” she asked as she freed his
pulsing cock. She got down on her knees before him and took him
into her mouth before he could answer.

Bax looked at her in a way that said she
wasn’t fooling him, but when he tried to lift her head she gently
but firmly pushed his hands away

“We can talk later.” She circled the velvet
tip with her tongue, and her beautiful eyes were glazed with
passion when she looked up at him.

Bax groaned, unable to resist her. “But Lexi
… babe … I wanted to take you back to the hotel and take my time
with you.”

She smiled, triumphant in the knowledge that
she’d won this round. “Don’t worry. I can go all night long, baby.
We have all the time in the world.”


Chapter Two

RESORT

 


~

 


The morning dawned bright and shiny, and Lila
cuddled up next to Hudson, not quite ready to leave his warmth. The
two of them had come to an understanding, and settled into an
unspoken agreement to avoid the topic of money. Lila busied herself
with her horses, and Hudson put his plans to sell his interest in
Xanadu on the back burner while he focused on refreshing his
construction skills.

The two of them exchanged house keys, which
was the closest to a commitment that Hudson had ever come. They
regularly met for dinner and split their evenings between his place
at the resort and her house at the ranch, which was shaping up
nicely now that Chantal had thrown herself into the remodeling
project.

Hudson stirred, and Lila turned her face up
to watch him. Thick black lashes fluttered against sculpted
cheekbones on a face that was too masculine to be called beautiful,
but Lila found gorgeous nevertheless. His dark eyes opened and
smiled at her.

“Morning,” he said, leaning over to brush his
lips across her forehead.

He flopped back down to his pillow and laced
his hands together behind his neck, already thinking about the day
ahead. Hudson had immersed himself in the building of the resort’s
new club, and spent his days shadowing the contractors and
architects. He was excited about going to work for the first time
in years, and felt reinvigorated with purpose.

He sat up abruptly and stretched out his arms
with a glance towards the clock on the bedside table. He patted
Lila’s flank over the blanket. “I need to get going.”

She yawned and watched while he stood up,
gloriously nude, his powerful body chiseled into a thousand hard
angles. After a few minutes she followed him into the bathroom,
admiring the shape of him through the water sliding down the
glass.

Lila opened the door a crack. “Mind if I join
you?”

Hudson stepped back to make room for her.
“It’s your shower.”

She took a bar of soap and stood behind him
to wash his back, laying a row of little nibbling kisses across the
smooth bronze skin on his shoulders. Her hands slipped lower and
circled around to frame his groin. She pressed her body into his
and felt him tense.

“You’re going to make me late.”

He turned to pull her under the water,
cupping her breasts and sweeping his thumbs back and forth across
the tips. Lila sighed, leaning into the light scrape of fingers
calloused by manual labor.

He kissed her, and his hand dropped down to
tease her lips apart, rubbing her clit gently as the warm water ran
down between their slick bodies. He drew her close and she could
feel the full length of him pressed hard against her belly.

“Now look was you’ve done,” he groaned.

She took him in her hand and pumped. Lila
braced herself with one foot on the wall, lifted her hips and
guided him to her entrance, already slick from the night before.
They moved together as the sound of water falling drowned out the
slap of wet flesh on wet flesh.

~

Lila stood on the porch with a mug of coffee
to watch Hudson get into his car and drive away. She waved across
the yard to Chantal, who was already up and consulting with a
landscaper. Over the past few weeks the ranch had been a beehive of
activity as Chantal worked tirelessly to get it ready for Jon and
Bruno’s wedding.

Chantal was a natural manager, going between
the designer and the contractors, harrying and harassing them with
a tenacity that kept them on schedule. Lila was paying top dollar
for the best in the area, but even so, Chantal exuded such a
natural authority that nobody wanted to disappoint her.

Although Lila liked having Chantal as a
housemate, things were a little awkward when Hudson spent the
night, so after purging every last trace of James from the
guesthouse Chantal moved in and made it her home base. Hudson and
Bruno beefed up the security system so both women felt as safe as
it was possible to feel without being surrounded by armed
guards.

Despite all of their precautions, Lila kept
up her target practice at the gun range.

Coleton came sauntering nonchalantly out of
the bunkhouse, followed by Bear. The old dog had taken a liking to
the young cowboy, and followed him wherever he went—much in the
same way that Coleton seemed to shadow Chantal.

He stretched out his good arm before
thrusting it into his pocket in a classic cowboy slouch, and Lila
snickered at how he suddenly appeared every time Chantal stepped
foot out of the guesthouse. Chantal denied that there was anything
going on between them, but anyone with eyes could see the way he
looked at her.

Although Chantal might not want to admit it,
sparks flew whenever the two of them met face to face. As far as
Lila was concerned, it was simply a matter of time.

~

“Is everything on track for the grand
opening?” Sally asked.

Rena looked up from the papers on her desk
with a rare smile. “Hudson is working with the contractors today,
and he says they’ll be finished with the wiring on Friday. We’ll
get started on the décor by Saturday.”

“I can’t believe we’re actually going legit.”
Sally shook her head in wonder. “I never thought I’d see the
day.”

“Neither did I,” Rena agreed, “but times are
changing.”

The windfall of Lila’s vast inheritance and
her subsequent generosity meant that all of Rena’s dreams for the
resort were coming true. Ultra high-end prostitution was passé, and
the idea of private sex clubs was catching on, making the remote
resort the perfect location for a discreet getaway.

“Everything certainly fell into place all at
once,” Rena mused. “Only a few
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