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He sat at the keyboard while roadies
and other crew set up the rest of the stage equipment. Quinn
Edwards, latest darling of the rock music world, played a driving,
dissonant classical piece. Blond hair swept back from his high
forehead, his face was lean and angular. He had a propensity for a
wide, toothy, predatory smile when amused, but it certainly wasn’t
there now. Long blue jean clad legs stretched under the keyboard;
his expression was solemn and focused.

“Quinn, dude, what the hell are you
playing?” asked Carl, head of the road crew.

“Bartok.”

“Um, okay. Oh hey, Trent was looking
for you. He said he hired you a replacement PA, since Thomas is
going to be gone for weeks,” said Carl.

“I’ll go look for him in a few minutes.
Is he in the building?”

“No, I think he’s back in the
bus.”

“I need Ron to go out with me.” Ron was
one of Quinn’s bodyguards. So what if it made him look like some
paranoid freaking prima donna? After being kidnapped last year by a
couple of money hungry psychos who had mistaken him for the son of
a billionaire, Quinn was justifiably paranoid.

“I’ll tell him,” Carl said.

Quinn returned to playing. Jesus God he
had a love-hate relationship with his career. He loved music, wrote
half his own songs, made obscene amounts of money and played to
sold out twenty thousand seat venues. Up until the kidnapping,
there had been a lot more love and a lot less hate of his high
profile job. Just one thought of the month and a half he’d spent in
that hell hole… and it took several deep breaths to quell the surge
of nausea.

He played for another ten minutes
before he decided he really ought to go find Trent. Quinn jumped
down off the stage. Ron was quietly sitting in the front row
waiting for him. Two hundred and eighty pounds of solid muscle, the
Latino bodyguard had become a comfortably familiar figure in
Quinn’s entourage, along with his twin brother Don.

“Where’re we going?” Ron asked,
standing up.

“Just out to the bus, I need to talk to
Trent.”

“Okay.”

Ron strode along beside Quinn in
silence. The man wasn’t exactly the strong silent type, but neither
was he much of a chatterbox.

***

“Quinn, I want you to meet your new
PA,” said Trent Rouse as Quinn climbed up into the bus. The manager
was a chunky dark haired man in his forties who always struck Quinn
as just a little frazzled, but he did a steady reliable job
handling the marketing and contractual facets of Quinn’s career.
They were friends after a fashion, but never close, and things had
become progressively more strained over the past year.

Beside Trent stood a slender man with
brown hair, wearing a blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up
and a pair of dark gray slacks. He was very fair, the sort of skin
that probably needed SPF 50 if he spent any time in the sun and he
was a good four to five inches shorter than Quinn.

“This is Josh Malone,” said Trent. “He
came highly recommended.”

“Nice to meet you Mr. Edwards,” Josh
said, holding out his hand.

Quinn shook Josh’s hand and took in the
intense blue gaze. At least the guy gave the impression of being
competent. He was easy on the eye too.

Trent continued. “I was just telling
him about Tim, your usual PA, breaking his leg in the car accident.
Last I heard it was going to be a minimum of eight weeks until he
was back, but possibly longer, maybe until the end of the
tour.”

“The email he shot me implied longer.
He said something about the doc wanting to make sure the screws and
all were going to stay in place or something along that line,” said
Quinn. Looking at Josh, he said, “I appreciate you being able to do
this on really short notice. Here I am smack in the middle of the
tour and I think I’ve spent the past five days just about tearing
my hair out trying to deal with the usual stuff as well as the
mountain of scheduling details. Trent’s been trying to lend a hand
but …”

“If I could clone myself or be in two
places at the same time, I could handle it,” Trent replied with a
laugh. “I’ll leave you two to figure out exactly how you want to
work this; I have a meeting I need to be at in half an hour.” Trent
slapped Quinn on the shoulder and headed out of the bus.

***

It took a good thirty
minutes for Josh to enter all the information Quinn gave him into
his PDA. They sat at the small table inside the bus hashing through
details, and scheduling. The tasks Josh was expected to do ranged
from helping to arrange interviews and publicity photo ops down to
such mundane things as picking up Quinn’s laundry from the
cleaners. Josh was blissfully grateful that the singer didn’t seem
to have any obviously flaky demands like all his coffee had to be
organically grown Kona from Hawaii or his hotel rooms could only
face the west. He’d had a few of those
types of jobs in the past.

There were a couple of hours before the
concert tonight. Josh Malone looked up from the PDA laying in front
of him. “Are you eating before the gig or after?” He anticipated
being sent out for food.

“After,” said Quinn.

“You sure? You’ve still got two hours
until it starts.”

“I’ll eat later. I do need you to get
me three or four bottles of Gatorade though. Any flavor but blue.
If the stage is hot, I sweat a lot.”

“Blue isn’t a flavor,” said Josh
dead-panned.

“You know what I mean.” Quinn gave him
a wry grin. “I want to have a quick walk around the stage set-up
before they start letting in any of the audience. Can you go tell
Ron I’m about ready to head back over there?”

“Sure.” Okay, this was where the
weirdness factor set in. It was probably only about one hundred
yards over to the auditorium. Then again, Josh was aware of the
whole kidnapping thing that had happened to Quinn. Maybe the guy
had every right to be paranoid.

***

The guy had talent, Josh decided. He
had walked back to the soundboard, flashing his badge to security.
From here he had a clear view of Quinn on stage. The man knew how
to play the crowd, he had charisma and there went another pair of
women’s panties flying up onto the stage. Quinn blew a kiss to the
donor of the underwear. It wasn’t like Josh hadn’t heard Quinn on
the radio, but live in concert was a whole new level. He was
beginning to comprehend the whole screaming fan-girl thing just a
little, and he wondered if Quinn had intentions of picking some
lucky groupie to bed tonight. He wouldn’t mind being that lucky
groupie himself. Josh allowed himself a tiny sigh. Yeah, there were
some rumors floating around that Quinn had interests other than hot
nubile and photogenic women, but Josh wasn’t sure how much stock to
put in those speculations. The man did seem to have a different
woman on his arm or in his lap at each strategic high profile event
he went to, but Josh wasn’t sure what exactly that translated
to.

Suck it up, do your job, Josh told
himself and headed in the direction of backstage. When the concert
was over, he expected to get instructions for calling the limo and
or coordinating security for certain beautiful people to worship up
close and personal.

It didn’t go anything like he
expected.

***

Dripping sweat and treading in the
direction of a wired sort of exhaustion, Quinn sank onto a sofa in
the exterior part of the dressing room, black t-shirt clinging
wetly to his body. He’d exchanged the usual high fives and back
slaps with his band and they were all milling around, changing
shirts and discussing a hot new club they’d heard about. Quinn
caught sight of his new PA coming toward him.

“Are you heading off to this club the
band is rattling on about soon?” asked Josh.

“No.”

“Okay I’ll hold off on calling for the
limo for a little while.”

“I’m going back to the hotel. Tell Ron
and Don. There’s liable to be a whole boatload of rabid fans at the
back door.” He saw the raised eyebrow from Josh. Obviously he’d
surprised the PA. Tough, there was no way he was subjecting himself
to the crowded claustrophobic potential danger of a club if he
could avoid it. The flicker of memory that triggered spiked his
heart rate and cramped his stomach. “Listen, if you want to go
party with the band, I am totally okay with that. Don’t feel as if
you’re obligated to live in my hip pocket.”

“It’s been a really long day. I’d just
as soon not deal with the club scene. I’ll go tell the bodyguards
you’re leaving in … fifteen minutes?” said Josh.

“That’d be fine.”

Quinn was desperately glad for the
hulking physical presence of Ron and Don when he went out the stage
door. At least a hundred screaming women were out there begging for
autographs; the idea of having to plow through them on his own made
his skin crawl. It took a number of minutes to make it to the
safety of the limo. Josh climbed in behind him and the door was
firmly shut by Don.

“Is it likely to be like that at the
hotel too?” Josh asked, sitting back into the seat facing
Quinn.

“Hopefully not,” Quinn replied. He
leaned his head back and closed his eyes, trying not to think too
hard about the night of his abduction. He’d played a concert and
let his buddy, Chase Buckingham, con him into going out partying.
Chase was the rich and Quinn was the famous of the pair. They bore
a resemblance to each other also, tall, blond, lanky. There had
been paparazzi and press and Quinn had ducked into a hallway at the
club for a moment’s peace. A blow to the side of his head and a
cloth with a sickly sweet smell pressed over his face had been his
final memory of that night.

“Mr. Edwards? Hey Quinn!” called Josh’s
voice.

Quinn opened his eyes. They had pulled
up outside the hotel.

“We’re back to the hotel,” said
Josh.

Everyone climbed out and walked through
the lobby where a handful of photographers flash-blinded them as
Ron and Don escorted Quinn and Josh to the elevator. It took a few
minutes to get to the top floor.

“I’m going to take a shower, order some
room service and try to wind down,” said Quinn as they rode
upward.

Josh smiled. “That’s sounds like a
plan.”

“If you’d like to swing by in half an
hour, I’ll supply the beer.” He noticed that Josh seemed to
hesitate. “Babysitting me is not part of your job. I just thought
maybe you’d like a beer.”

“I can do that.”

The elevator opened and Quinn walked
toward his suite. “See you in a few.” Once inside, he ordered some
pasta, beer and chips to be sent up, and took a shower. Ron or Don
had evidently let room service in, because a cart was waiting in
the living room of the suite when he came out. He grabbed a chair
and sat down. Pasta had seemed like a nice bland option when
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