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[bookmark: _Toc408161129][bookmark: _Toc408316317]CHAPTER ONE
 
   The lights flashed in his eyes, blurring the faces until they were nothing but a mass of moving shadow, a sea of desire staring up at him expectantly. He breathed in and out evenly, pacing himself and fighting the dizzy feeling rising in his brain from the one beer that had turned into four. He wished he hadn’t drank at all, but more than that he wished he could go to sleep. Would they pay to stay and watch that? Watch him snore and drool on a pillow on the stage? Sickeningly enough, yeah, he was pretty sure a lot of them would. They wanted that much of him. Every last piece of him – even his dreams. 
 
   Little did they know that those had been the first things to go.
 
   They hung on his every move. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and they swooned. He cleared his throat into the microphone and they sighed. He blinked and they nearly came. He lowered his eyes, looking down at his hands gripped loosely around the mic stand. “This is a new one,” he said roughly to the intimate audience of seventeen thousand, “but I think some of you may already know it.”
 
   He nodded to the band behind him and they played three chords of his newest song, Internal.
 
   The crowd went insane. They all knew the song. It’d been leaked from someone in his camp a week ago and since then it’d made its way through the internet via every form of social media known to man. Radio stations weren’t playing it for fear of being sued, but everyone had a copy of it. Fan videos had popped up immediately, the slow, sexy ballad being dubbed over fading images of him crudely cropped and pasted into intimate poses with strange women. Sometimes men. He heard it on car stereos all over L.A. being blasted from all directions. Just yesterday he’d been in line at a bagel shop and the woman in front of him had the chorus as her ringtone. It wasn’t even out yet and it was a hit.
 
   It wasn’t ever meant to get out because he hated it.
 
   It’d been an experiment. One he’d performed at the insistence of his label, his agent, his father, and his girlfriend. They wanted him to dip his toes in new water. Try a new angle and see if the fish would bite. So he’d done it. He’d written the kind of song he’d never set out to author and he’d given himself up to the idea of being something different.
 
   And he’d hated every minute of it. He recorded the song and gave it to them all to shut them up. He told them he didn’t want anything to do with it and that’d it’d never sell because it wasn’t him, and the fans wanted him. All of him. He’d been sure they’d know it was a lie the second they heard it and they’d hate it as much as he did.
 
   But then they’d eaten it up and he realized even the nameless, faceless throng that senselessly worshipped him and devoured every little fact about him that they could get their lips on didn’t know him at all. Maybe no one did, not anymore. Maybe not even him.
 
   So that night in the arena standing in front of a sold out crowd in California, he swayed with the force of too much beer in his belly, winced against too many lights in his eyes, and he sang the song he couldn’t stand. He sang it for them and he wondered if he could learn to love it. He could be this man. This figure. The sex idol they dreamed of and screamed for and maybe it would be okay.
 
   He reached the chorus of the song where he sang low and raw about listening to his lover’s breaths to lead him home, and three female dancers draped themselves around his body desperately. He was supposed to look each of them in the eye and turn them away, realizing they weren’t what he wanted, but instead he focused in on Lexy – on the woman he wrote the song about – and he held her close to him as he sang. He stared into her eyes and tried to make the words fit. To make them make sense and give them purpose, to somehow make them his, but he couldn’t find it. Either he was too drunk or she was too deep in the act of being on stage, but her eyes looked vacant. Suddenly he felt the same way.
 
   And that’s when she dropped to her knees in front of him, grabbed the front of his pants, and exposed his dick to the entire world.



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc408161130][bookmark: _Toc408316318]CHAPTER TWO
 
   Jace Ryker was Miley Cyrus but with balls. Or at least bigger balls, so everyone assumed. He had grown up as a Disney icon, the star of his own show at seven, moving on to movies, sold out concerts, and worldwide tours by the time he was twelve. He sang at the White House for the President’s daughter on her birthday when he was sixteen. Gossip was she slipped him her number but the great Jace Ryker had never called. He was too busy dating Disney starlets and rock legend Rod Melbourne’s supermodel daughter. By the time he was twenty-three, he was on the cover of People Magazine being celebrated as one of the sexiest men alive. It ran on the shelves right next to the slightly blurry cover of Gab Weekly where he was seen with an unidentified, scantily clothed woman under his arm, either a joint or a hand rolled cigarette hanging from his lips, and the undeniable shape of a flask protruding from the back pocket of his jeans. The headline screamed drug, alcohol, and women troubles for the young star.
 
   His years as a Disney sweetheart were officially over. 
 
   Greer had seen the first troubled cover in the supermarket when she was dropping off cans she’d collected for the bottle return money. She was twenty-one at the time, but her childhood crush on the adorable boy with the golden voice and the floppy brown hair had never completely gone away. It stayed with her, irrational and necessary, the way the love for a boy at camp never totally leaves you, even though you never see him again. You’ll forget his face and his name, but his hold on you will last forever because it’s unresolved. It’s eternal and insane, but immortalized in your memory. That was what Jace Ryker was for Greer – immortal. A piece of her childhood she had no interest in letting go of.
 
   He looked different now. Gone were the long tresses and the sweet smile. It was more of a knowing smirk now. His hair was darker, cropped short and always spiked at the top. His tall frame had filled out with lean muscle that was stalked more adamantly than the newborn prince of England. People love babies, but they love naked bodies more. Slim, tight, tan, muscled bodies with a gorgeous face on top like a cherry on a sundae. That was Jace to a T. He was beautiful and alluring, his appeal growing with every album of heartbreaking ballads and intoxicating dance beats. He was a rock star and a bad boy.
 
   He was Greer’s first love. Her first time.
 
   She’d never admit it to anyone – because why would a person ever offer up the information? – but the first time she’d ever masturbated had been to a poster of Jace Ryker pulled straight out of Tiger Beat when she was fifteen. The magazine had been a birthday gift from Cameron, her self-appointed older brother and protector. They were living on the streets at the time, shacked up with a group of other New York runaways and orphans sharing a space in an abandoned warehouse. Greer was one of only three girls in the group but Cameron had made sure she was safe and untouched. He’d hung her a curtain around where she slept and changed and he laid outside of it every night. He made it clear she was untouchable and for that she’d be forever grateful. She was almost as grateful for the magazine with the poster of her dream guy inside. At the time, Jace was seventeen and living on the other side of the moon as far as Greer was concerned, but the smirk was in full affect. He knew by then what he did to women. The affect he had on people in general.
 
   He stared at her from where she had him propped on her pillow, her nervous hand in her underwear and her heart in her throat as she sang his songs from his latest CD quietly in her corner. His eyes held her tightly, brown and rich like chocolate, and she roamed her fingertips over the slickness building in her slit. She’d never felt anything like it before. It felt wrong somehow. Like she should be embarrassed or ashamed, but she wasn’t. She locked eyes with the image of Jace and his look told her it was okay. It was good. He told her she was safe and beautiful.
 
   She stared at his mouth and licked her own lips, thinking of his hot breath like mint on her tongue. She imagined his hands on her arms, on her hips, his fingers digging into her soft flesh and pulling her close to him. In her mind, he kissed her slow and deep, and it was so much better than the way Jeremy Thompson had kissed her last Christmas at the shelter she’d gone to for dinner. It had so much more weight. More meaning. 
 
   Greer imagined Jace singing to her softly in her ear as she formed the words for him. Her lips parted as her breath caught and a moan slipped and tripped out over her tongue, disrupting the song. She swirled her finger through the center of her body, delved inside, and broke apart with Jace’s name on her lips. As she trembled in the unfamiliar aftermath, she let him sing her nearly to sleep. Softly. Slowly. Smiling.
 
   That was the first time Jace Ryker made Greer come.
 
   It would not be the last.
 
   “Did you see the latest headlines?” Bryce whispered, nudging her side and handing her his phone. “Mickey Mouse is dropping like he’s hot. Or I guess his girlfriend is.”
 
   Greer frowned as she looked at the grainy image on Bryce’s phone. The sunlight pouring in from the dance studio’s floor to ceiling windows made it hard to see, but she could make out the unmistakable outline of a man on stage, haloed by the bright lights behind him. “What am I looking at?” she asked, confused. There was nothing special about the picture.
 
   Bryce sighed in annoyance, yanked his phone from her hands, and swiped his fingers across the screen. “There. I zoomed in, though it isn’t hard to find.”
 
   “I don’t get what—Oh my God!” Greer shouted, her mouth dropping.
 
   Heads turned all over the studio, the entire company looking at her to find out what the commotion was. Greer ignored them, but her cheeks flushed red with embarrassment at her outburst. And at what she was looking at.
 
   “Is that his…” she began, but couldn’t finish.
 
   Bryce finished for her. “His cock? Yeah. That’s it. Full Monty! Happened last night at his concert.”
 
   “You guys talking about Jace Ryker?” Cameron called from across the room.
 
   “Yep. I was just showing Greer the goods.”
 
   Greer thrust the phone back into Bryce’s hands, feeling like she had just been caught flipping through a Playboy. “Please. You were ogling.”
 
   “I was,” he replied shamelessly. “And I wanted to share that magical moment with you. Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Cameron shook his head, coming over to sit beside them against the windows. “I feel bad for the guy.”
 
   “Why?” Bryce demanded. “Did you not see the picture?”
 
   “I don’t care if the guy is hung, he still got his junk whipped out in front of the entire world against his will.”
 
   Cameron had a problem with free will. More specifically, Cameron had a problem with free will being taken from a person. The room was filled with cast members who had spent every day with Cameron for the last year and a half, but only Greer knew that about him. Only Greer understood why.
 
   Bryce snorted. “Please. They’re already calling it a wardrobe malfunction. It was an accident the way Janet Jackson’s Super Bowl nip slip was an accident. They did it for publicity because he’s changing his image. The new sexy song, all of the bad boy pics surfacing with drugs and alcohol and random women. He’s trying to cash in on that whole rock star persona.”
 
   “That’s not the way I read it. Sounded to me like his girlfriend was high and molested him on stage. This on top of the other shit the guy has going on with no new album on the horizon, it could seriously hurt his career.”
 
   “He’s done a new album every couple of years since he was eight,” Greer protested, feeling oddly defensive of the stranger. “Maybe it’s about time he took a break. He’s what? Twenty-three and he’s already won like five Grammy’s?”
 
   “That’s past work, though,” Cameron argued. “He hasn’t done anything lately but tour and party. Maybe he’s dried up creatively.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “I don’t wish it on the guy, but it’s possible. It sucks, but he’s dealing with the same thing we do here on Broadway. If you lose momentum, you disappear. Getting to the top is the easy part. It’s staying there that’s the bitch.”
 
   “We’re doing pretty well so far. Have you read the reviews for Rendezvous yet?”
 
   Cameron shook his head, glancing out the window. “You know I never read them.”
 
   “I told you they’re good,” she protested.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I don’t like to know.”
 
   “And good isn’t great,” Bryce pointed out, standing to stretch his arms up high over his head. “We’re not selling out.”
 
   “You can’t sell out every night.”
 
   “Heartstrung is. Shoot the Messenger is.”
 
   “Surrendered is,” Cameron muttered.
 
   Bryce and Greer paused, not sure what to say to that. 
 
   They’d opened Rendezvous on Broadway just three weeks ago but they’d run through smaller theaters for over a year before making the leap. During that time the leads had been played by Cameron and Eve, a beautiful blond with a massive voice, a ballerina’s body, and a heart of stone. She and Cameron had dated pretty much the entire run, their chemistry on and off stage palpable. It’d played no small part in the success of Rendezvous’ run, but before they’d gotten serious about the leap to Broadway she’d bailed; wooed away by the producer of the long running show Surrendered. No one had seen it coming and yet somehow they weren’t surprised. 
 
   No one but Cameron. He was devastated. She had not only broken her contract with Rendezvous, she’d broken things off with Cameron as well. All in the same breath in front of everyone. It’d been a sore spot for him ever since they’d made it to Broadway with him at the helm and Eve’s understudy, Anna, taking her place. The chemistry was gone but the show was solid. They’d made it to the majestic Thorpe Theater without Eve and even though they had to share the street with her, things had been going good.
 
   Good but not great.
 
   “We’ll get there,” Greer replied buoyantly. “Like I said, the reviews are strong.”
 
   Bryce looked at her pointedly. “I don’t know that ‘strong’ is the right—“
 
   “They’re strong,” she interrupted firmly.
 
   He put up his hands in surrender. 
 
   “Where’s John?” Cameron muttered, scanning the street below them. “He gets on all of us if we take too long peeing and he can’t be bothered showing up to emergency rehearsals on time?”
 
   “He’s the director. He can do what he wants,” Bryce reminded him dryly.
 
   “Apparently what he wants is to jerk us around and waste our time,” Mia, a redhead from the ensemble, muttered from where she was lying on the floor behind them.
 
   Greer snorted. “No, what he’s probably doing is some hopeful from the wings who—“
 
   The door to the studio swung open and the hard snap of high heels on the wood floor echoed through the room. Everyone fell silent, all eyes immediately focusing to the front where Meredith, their show’s producer, took up camp at the desk facing them all. Some people rose to their feet slowly. Others slunk farther into the room’s shadows.
 
   “What were you saying, Greer?” Bryce prodded quietly, nudging her with his foot.
 
   “Shhh,” she hissed, her body frozen in place. “Shut up.”
 
   “You’re not scared of the big bad bitch, are you?”
 
   “Keep your voice down. She can hear everything. Like a dog.”
 
   “Or a bitch.”
 
   Cameron covered his snicker with a cough.
 
   John walked in moments behind Meredith. She ignored him as he ran his hands through his perpetually disheveled dark hair and yanked on the lapels of his expensive sport coat. He looked angry – not unusual for him – and anyone who didn’t rise when Meredith came in took to their feet now.
 
   “From the top!” he shouted, not looking to see if everyone was there. Not even bothering to check if anyone was at the piano. “We’ve got some timing issues after the intermission. We’re going to solve them immediately. Anna!”
 
   The short girl with the flaxen hair stepped forward. “Yes, Mr. Willis?”
 
   “I don’t want to do a full dress today, but watch your wardrobe change between acts three and four.” He sat down hard, looking her over blandly. “While I don’t mind catching sight of your nipples, some members of our audience might. Take the stage fully dressed or don’t take it at all. Got it?”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed eagerly, her face flushing red with either anger or embarrassment. Probably both.
 
   John stared at them all expectantly. “Did I not say from the top?! Move!”
 
   The entire company sprang into action, taking their places frantically as the piano kicked into the start of the first number.



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc408161131][bookmark: _Toc408316319]CHAPTER THREE
 
   “It wasn’t a flask in my back pocket, it was my cell phone,” Ryker insisted for the millionth time, tossing the magazine article across the coffee table. “And even if it was a flask, who cares? I’m over twenty-one, I wasn’t driving, and I wasn’t drinking it in public.”
 
   Grant, his assistant, raised a manicured eyebrow. “Was it a flask?”
 
   “I just said it wasn’t.”
 
   “Yeah, but you also have a lot of excuses locked and loaded for if it was.”
 
   Ryker shook his head irritably, falling back against the sofa. “It’s not like it was a crack pipe or something.”
 
   “God, please don’t say that in front of the press.”
 
   “I’m not stupid.”
 
   “No, you’re not, but you are in a bind right now.”
 
   “Fucking Lexy,” he growled. Ryker rubbed his hands over his face and into his hair, pulling on the strands until it hurt. That girl was more trouble than she’d ever been worth. “I can’t believe she did that to me on stage!”
 
   “Bitch is crazy,” Grant mumbled, scanning through his phone. His dark eyes went suddenly wide.
 
   Ryker flinched. “What is it? More photos?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re a terrible liar. How are they different?”
 
   “They aren’t,” Grant insisted, stowing his phone quickly. “Same shit, different day.”
 
   “You mean different angle?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Where was this one shot from?”
 
   “Looks like it was shot from Lexy’s right earring. It has that kind of zoom.”
 
   Ryker threw his hands up in the air. “Fuck!”
 
   “On the bright side—“
 
   “Don’t say it,” he snapped. “It’s the same thing everyone is saying and it doesn’t help.”
 
   “Alright, alright.” Grant stood silently watching Ryker scowl and stew in his anger until he couldn’t take it anymore. “All I’m saying is, are you sure your dad is your dad? Are you sure he wasn’t a brother because—“
 
   “You suck.”
 
   Grant laughed. “You got nothing to be ashamed of, man.”
 
   “Camera adds ten pounds, remember. And about two inches, it looks like.”
 
   “Eh, either way – mazel tov.”
 
   “What? You’re Jewish now?” Ryker asked sarcastically. 
 
   “Keeping my options open.”
 
   “You wanna be a black gay Jew? Do you just love swimming upstream?”
 
   Grant grinned. “Adversity only makes me stronger.”
 
   “What about dick pics? What’s your plan for those? How do we overcome that?”
 
   “Same way we overcome all of the drug and alcohol rumors.”
 
   “Rehab?” he asked almost hopefully. He could handle a week in Palm Springs at a resort rehab center, painting watercolors and hiding from the paparazzi. Anything to get out of the holding pattern he was stuck in.
 
   “Nope. A return to your roots.”
 
   “As in Disney?” Ryker laughed. “I really doubt they want anything to do with me right now.”
 
   “Nah, before Disney. Before the fame found you.”
 
   “Before Disney I was five years old living in a tiny town in Washington.”
 
   Grant pointed at him triumphantly. “And there it is.”
 
   “What? Washington?”
 
   “You’re going home.”
 
   Ryker stood, shaking his head and turning to the window that overlooked the sweltering L.A. skyline. “No way, man. I don’t even remember living there. We pulled up stakes the second I signed on with Disney and we’ve never been back.”
 
   “What about Christmas?”
 
   He turned to look at Grant incredulously. “You mean the concert nine years ago? That was nothing. It was stupid. We were there for less than twenty-four hours.”
 
   “And your popularity spiked immediately afterward,” Grant reminded him. “You were growing up. People started seeing you as a young man instead of a little boy and it was hurting you. Girls had crushes on you but parents weren’t in love with you the way they were when you were a kid. You won them back with that wholesome act in your hometown. You made them comfortable with you again. People aren’t comfortable with you right now, Ryker.”
 
   “You mean they aren’t comfortable with my penis.”
 
   “And they shouldn’t be. Even girls your age are put off by it. Men go nuts for sex tapes of celebrities they want to sleep with. Most women don’t. They use their imaginations more. A picture of another woman all up on you – that ruins the fantasy for them. Suddenly they’re out of the picture and you’re less appealing to them. Even your music loses its luster because you’re not singing to them. You’re singing to Lexy now.”
 
   “I’m not even speaking to Lexy.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. They have pictures in their face showing them how unavailable and unattainable you are. You gotta fix that if you want to keep going at the pace you were going. You’ve gotta be unattached and accessible again. Heading home and doing photo ops with locals – that will make you real to people. They’ll love you.” Grant paused, looking at Ryker pointedly. “Especially if you write some new material that we can unveil.”
 
   “You mean leak?”
 
   “You know who did that,” Grant reminded him darkly. “We all do.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “I was surprised by that song.”
 
   “So was I. It was never supposed to get out.”
 
   “No, I mean I was surprised you wrote it,” he replied seriously. “It didn’t sound like you.”
 
   Ryker feigned shock, gesturing to his body. “You mean you can’t believe I can do sexy?”
 
   “No, I know you’re sexy. The whole world knows it. I just didn’t think you liked singing about it.”
 
   “I don’t,” Ryker mumbled, dropping the act. “I did it because it’s what they wanted.”
 
   “They who?”
 
   “Everyone apparently. I thought the fans would hate it but they’re eating it up. They love the new me.”
 
   “Do you love the new you?”
 
   Ryker let his forehead fall against the cold window chilled by the endless AC in the apartment. He stared out at the city sweating and glistening under him and rolled Grant’s question around in his head. Did he love the new image emerging of him? Did he love the work he was doing? Did he love anything anymore? 
 
   The answer was simple. No, he didn’t. Not since his mom had died last year.
 
   Grant cleared his throat softly. “Ryker, about the concert in Washington. We have to make—“
 
   “Do it,” he blurted out, not turning. “Set it up and I’ll do it, but not with any of the team we’re working with now. Roadies, dancers, musicians – everyone is fired or at least on vacation during this one.”
 
   “Including Lexy, I assume.”
 
   “Especially Lexy.”
 
   “A road team I can put together no problem, musicians I can find, but do you have anyone in mind for your dancers? Where do you want to start looking?”
 
   “New York,” he answered without hesitation. “I want to look on Broadway.”
 
   “Why Broadway?”
 
   “Because I want professionals, not partiers. I want a completely different style of choreography than what we’ve been doing. And I want to background check everyone extensively. Drug tests too. Everyone thinks I’m a coked up alcoholic man-whore and I’ll never get away from that stigma if I’m surrounded by users.”
 
   “Or carrying flasks in your back pocket.”
 
   Ryker groaned, turning away from Grant and the window – heading for the music room and his piano. “It was my fucking cell phone,” he growled.



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc408161132][bookmark: _Toc408316320]CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Greer had run away from home when she was thirteen after her mother ran off with another man and left her alone with a stepfather who liked to visit her in her bedroom at night. Her mother had known this and still she’d left.
 
   People, Greer was quick to learn, were bastards.
 
   She ran away after only one month. She got her period, said a quick thank you to Jesus, and ran for the door. She was alone for most of that first year but she did alright. She got in with some tunnel kids and lived underground for a while, but then their camp was raided, the majority of them ended up beaten, bloodied, and robbed, and she went solo. Less conspicuous that way. She spent her time gathering cans, working odd jobs for anyone who would let her, and hiding. She was always hiding. Even now, even years later when she was in an apartment she was paying for and had locks on her doors, she was hiding. But never from Cameron. 
 
   He was the only one who knew about her past because he’d lived it with her. They met when she was fourteen, he was seventeen, and he’d immediately taken her under his wing. He saw her huddled in the back of an ally waiting for the restaurant to bring out the trash and his usually tough exterior had broken. She had that kind of face. Big eyes like a puppy dog and long hair that was soft and shining despite the fact that she hadn’t been able to shower in two weeks. She looked like she was waiting to be saved and Cameron felt like he’d been looking for something beautiful. Something worth saving. He’d seen a lot of ugly in his life having spent almost all of it on the streets, and in that moment in time he’d been solidly certain that there was nothing worth anything in the world. Nothing but hate and pain. Then he’d met Greer and she gave him hope again. She gave him something to salvage and in the end it’d been that that had saved Cameron himself. That’d pulled the knife off his wrist.
 
   Sharing a love of music, they both took up with a dance crew four years ago performing for money in parks and in front of busy intersections. They made good money and they learned a lot from the other dancers, most of whom were properly trained but down on their luck. They learned about the system, about auditions, where to look for openings. After years of scrounging and saving they’d managed to buy the right clothes and shoes and both of them started looking for parts in off Broadway productions. After months of rejection, they’d finally found gold with Rendezvous. 
 
   Now they both lived in apartments with other people, people from the cast that shared the same schedule and understood why they rehearsed relentlessly. They’d never know that part of the reason Greer and Cameron tried so hard was because they were faking it. They had lied on resumes and in auditions about where they’d learned to dance. They were just as good as the others, just as talented – if not more so – but they’d always felt like they were second best. Like no matter how good they were, they were never quite good enough.
 
   Greer had auditioned for the female lead in Rendezvous but the chemistry hadn’t been there. Cameron had the voice, the looks, and the dance skills and when you put him next to Eve, you could feel the desire. It was in the air, heavy and hot. When you put him next to Greer there was love, not lust, and audiences wanted lust. They wanted sex, even if they didn’t get to see it. They wanted the promise of it. So Greer had gone to the ensemble but she’d made it. She was in the same show as Cameron, they were making real money, and she could afford to live for the first time in years. She still spent every dollar like it was her last, though. And it was a good thing because the way life was going on stage lately, it very well might be.
 
   What everyone was thinking but no one was saying was this – Rendezvous was tanking.
 
   The show stopped being great the day Eve left them. The day she left Cameron. You can’t just up and leave a runaway. Not without serious repercussions. They didn’t trust easily and when they did, they felt betrayal deeply. What Eve did – it cut Cameron to the core. He’d loved her. He’d put his heart in her hands – the first time he’d dared to love anyone but Greer – and his trust had been met with a slap in the face. Greer watched him crumble afterward and she swore it would never be her.
 
   He went through the motions now, reciting his lines and moving across the stage, but the passion was gone. He didn’t have it with Anna and while she had the talent, she didn’t have the fire Eve had. The presence to carry a show as its star. They could get someone else but it probably wouldn’t help. They had had their stars and now they were gone. That kind of chemistry couldn’t be recreated and it was what people had come to expect from the show. The production couldn’t hold up to Broadway standards the way it was.
 
   It was only a matter of time and they all knew it. 
 
   Then one rainy morning just a month into their run, someone had the guts to say it.
 
   “Good morning,” Meredith called from the front of the room. She stood tall and too thin in her expensive pantsuit, dangling, glistening jewelry, and fake blond hair. She threw her massive purse down on the nearest table, scattering papers that fluttered over the edge and drifted quietly to the floor. No one returned her greeting. “I don’t have a lot of time, so I’ll be brief. Rendezvous’ time on Broadway has been cancelled.”
 
   Gasps scattered across the crowd as anxious faces turned to one another, searching for understanding. 
 
   “The reviews have been good,” Cameron protested loudly, scowling.
 
   Greer glanced at him sideways wondering if he was merely quoting her or had he broken down and started reading them.
 
   “The ticket sales have not,” Meredith replied coldly. “If we can’t fill the seats, we can’t continue the run. A show losing money is not a show that can survive. We had a good run, but not quite good enough. Personally, I feel the production’s appearance on Broadway was premature. We should have waited. Held out for a headliner to take the lead, but your esteemed director assured me—“
 
   “Cameron played the lead perfectly,” John interrupted, his voice dark and angry. He stood beside the piano, leaning against it and glaring at Meredith. “No one could have done it better. Lester and Burk may as well have written the role for him.”
 
   “I’m not referring to Cameron.”
 
   While no one turned to look at her, everyone’s focus fell momentarily on Anna’s small shoulders.
 
   “We did the best we could with what we had,” John snarled.
 
   “Regardless of the fine performances, they haven’t been enough. Had we a star with a name worth lighting the marquee for, we would have filled more seats and the run would continue.”
 
   “You don’t know that. You might have brought in some extra from the Vampire Diaries or some other bullshit show and tanked us from the start. I don’t care what their name is, if they can’t sing, dance, and act, they can’t help the production.”
 
   “All of the singing, dancing, and acting in the world can’t save the production anyway. It’s shutting down.” Meredith replied. Her face softened as she stared at John, somehow looking more angular with the change. “If you’d like to discuss it further, you’re welcome to join me in my office.”
 
   Greer felt her stomach knot as she looked between John and Meredith. He stood perfectly still, his eyes tight at the edges and his fists clenched on top of the high back of the piano. No way would Meredith cave. She loved money more than anything and if Rendezvous wasn’t putting cash in her pocket she would drop it. Simple as that. If she wanted him to come to her office for a chat it was more than likely about a new project, meaning even John might be abandoning the show by the end of the day. 
 
   His handsome face fell in shadow as he stood back from the piano, raking his hand through his already messy black hair. Greer begged him silently to stay with them. To take the show back to the smaller theaters and keep it running, but she doubted he’d do it. He had a career to manage and your star didn’t rise in the gutters.
 
   “I’ll be there after rehearsal,” he answered bitterly. “We still have a show to put on, even if only for a few more days.”
 
   Meredith grinned faintly before grabbing her purse off the table, sending more papers flying to the floor, and breezing out of the room. 
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   “Welcome to New York, Mr. Ryker,” the stewardess sang coyly. She extended her hand to him, shaking it lightly. 
 
   Ryker nodded to her with a faint smile before stepping down out of the private jet and onto the tarmac. A shining black car waited for him and he hurried to it, slipping inside immediately. He didn’t bother looking around. He’d been here a thousand times for concerts, movie shoots, interviews, and charity events. The glimmering skyline in the distance did nothing for him but remind him he was in another big city. It could be Paris, London, Los Angeles – it didn’t matter. None of it was home.
 
   Grant was waiting for him inside the car, a stack of papers sitting in the space between them. “Have a good flight?”
 
   Ryker shrugged, buckling in. “I slept the whole time.”
 
   “You’ll be up all night.”
 
   “Good thing I’m in the city that never sleeps.”
 
   “Well, I do. Need my beauty rest, so you’re on your own tonight.”
 
   Ryker touched the edge of the small square of paper the stewardess had slipped him. “I’m sure I can find someone to hang out with.”
 
   “Keep your nose clean.”
 
   “If that’s a cocaine reference, it’s not funny.”
 
   “It wasn’t meant to be, but it sure as shit is now.”
 
   “Did you get the tickets I asked for?” Ryker asked, glancing at the papers sitting between them.
 
   Grant lifted the pile, sifting through them. “Every last one of them. You’re going to get hemorrhoids sitting for this long.”
 
   “I’m not going to watch every one of them all the way through. I just need an idea of the talent in them.”
 
   “Meaning you’re going to try to poach performers.”
 
   “It’s not poaching. I need them for one night only.”
 
   “Plus rehearsals.”
 
   “There won’t be many. They need to learn five songs, tops.”
 
   Grant looked at him sideways, his eyebrows raised. “New songs?”
 
   “Don’t start,” Ryker grumbled, holding out his hand for one of the sheets Grant was rifling. “What’s first?”
 
   Grant handed him the top sheet. ”Incidental Intersection. It’s on an open ended run, story of five lives interweaving together.”
 
   Ryker nodded, holding out his hand for the next. “What about the reboots?”
 
   “Got ‘em all. Six total, all classics with long runs.”
 
   “No Disney?”
 
   “No Disney, as requested. Hater.”
 
   “I’m allowed. What else?”
 
   Grant handed him three more, all originals. “These were harder to get. Surrendered was sold out the entire time you’re here so I had to call in a favor on that one. The Opportunist was sold out too, but they gave up a reserved seat when I dropped your name. You’ll have to go shake hands with the director and cast after the show, so you need to sit through that one.”
 
   “Or show up after intermission.”
 
   “Don’t be a shit. They’re being hospitable.”
 
   “What about this third one? Rendezvous.” Ryker held up the info sheet for Grant to see. “I’d never heard of this one until a week ago. This was sold out?”
 
   “No, not sold out. Shutting down.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s losing money and the producers have given up hope of it turning around. From what I could find out this one did amazing in the smaller theaters but right before they went bigtime they lost their female lead to Surrendered. Couldn’t find the right replacement for her and the show started struggling. Just one of those things. Not every show makes the transition to Broadway smoothly.”
 
   “What about the rest of the cast? The ensemble? How are they?”
 
   “Stellar, which is why I bought us tickets. I thought about scrapping it entirely but I figured it could be a good option for us. Strong, seasoned dancers in the chorus and they’re all about to be out of work. That’s exactly what you need.”
 
   Ryker nodded thoughtfully, glancing down at the show info in one hand and the square of paper with ten digits scrawled neatly across it in the other. The lights of the city rushed over them, flashing them in and out of his vision in a steady rhythm that felt like the beat of a bass pulsing and pounding. He could almost hear it as it swept through the cab of the car, and as he rushed toward the center of the city full of possibilities and promise, he wondered what exactly it was that he really did need.
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   “I need to come,” she whimpered, arcing her back and tearing at her hair as her eyes fluttered closed. “Oh my God, I’m gonna die. I need to come.”
 
   Cameron changed up his slow pace to slide into her hard and fast, helping her along, making her cry out as her eyes flew open. He grunted as he shifted her weight and pinned her body harder against the mirrored wall of the studio. Her breasts bounced in front of his face as he drove up into her again and again, and he leaned down to take one taught nipple in his mouth. She pulled her hands from her hair and ran them roughly through his, drawing his head closer to her as he suckled hard. He bit and nipped, licked and lapped in slow draws that made her moan and shake in his hands.
 
   “Ohhh!” she cried, her hot, silken walls tightening around him. “Fuck, yes! Fuck me! Yes!”
 
   Her words sent him over the edge and he filled the condom between them, slowing his thrusts as his vision flared white and his legs weakened underneath them both. He gripped her hips hard to hold her in place and make sure he didn’t drop her on the hardwood floor of the studio. If one of the ensemble broke their ass because he got clumsy while fucking her then he’d never hear the end of it. He wasn’t sure anyone’s insurance covered that.
 
   She sighed as her orgasm left her limp and sated in his arms. Cameron kissed her slowly as he lowered her to the ground and listened for the distinct click of her heels hitting the floor before letting go.
 
   “Cam, that was…” she mumbled numbly. “That was exactly what I needed.”
 
   He grinned as he removed the saturated condom and tossed it in the trash by the piano. “You and me both.”
 
   Suddenly she giggled, making him look up questioningly. She covered her mouth, pointing to the mirror behind where she’d been pinned. Both of their sweaty handprints were everywhere up and down the surface. “Do you think anyone will know?” she laughed.
 
   “If the used condom in the trash doesn’t give it away, that definitely will.”
 
   “I guess they won’t know it was us. I seriously doubt we’re the first people to fuck in this room.”
 
   “I know for a fact we’re not,” he replied, tucking himself back into his pants.
 
   “Why?” Samantha challenged with a sly smile. She stood naked in front of him showing no signs of getting dressed. “Because you’ve done it before?”
 
   Yes, he thought. 
 
   “Because I’ve walked in on it happening,” he evaded. It was true, just not the truth she was looking for. But that truth was one he didn’t like to think about. It was a blond beauty rehearsing in a building just down the block for her show that would run forever, while his – the show they’d both given everything to – was closing in a few days.
 
   That truth was betrayal.
 
   “You sure you’ve never been in here with Greer?”
 
   It was Cameron’s turn to laugh. “Are you serious?”
 
   Samantha shrugged. “Everyone assumes you’re sleeping together.”
 
   “Everyone is wrong. We have never and we will never. She’s like a sister to me.”
 
   “Of course she is,” Samantha droned, rolling her eyes and taking a seat in a nearby folding chair. Her lithe body draped over it with impossible grace. “She’s everyone’s precious little sister.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “That she’s too damn sweet and innocent for my taste.”
 
   “She’s not that innocent. She just doesn’t broadcast her life to everyone. She’s quiet.”
 
   “Quiet can be construed as bitchy.”
 
   He grinned. “So can being bitchy.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” Samantha chuckled. 
 
   Cameron leaned in over the chair, looking down at her face and her golden body flushed with exertion and excitement. “It means you’re a bitch with a bite,” he whispered against her face.
 
   “I thought you liked my bite.”
 
   “I don’t remember saying that.”
 
   “You didn’t,” she brushed her lips lightly over his, “not with words.”
 
   Samantha claimed his mouth with her own, pulling his face down to hers and making him lean hard over her body in the chair. She licked his lips, demanding and receiving entrance into his mouth, then she bit his bottom lip fiercely, sucking the soft flesh between her teeth and soothing it with a languid lick from her tongue. Cameron groaned, feeling himself harden again instantly.
 
   “See?” Samantha whispered with a smile. “You said it again.”
 
   “The blue balls will help me remember this time.”
 
   “You could stay.”
 
   Cameron stood, shaking his head. “I can’t. I have an appointment.”
 
   She shrugged, standing up and heading for her clothes. “Next time, then,” she called over her shoulder, absolutely certain there would be a next time.
 
   As Cameron watched her round, naked ass walk away, his dick jumping for joy in his pants, he knew there’d be a next time too. He’d needed this as much as she did. A release from the frustration and anxiety over the show closing. Plus he’d just needed a good lay. It’d been too long and he had too many memories. Too many demons that needed chasing.
 
   Twenty minutes later he was across the street from the Brenshaw-Hyland Theater, watching as a small crowd of fans waited outside the exit. Surrendered had run a matinee today, one that had ended over an hour ago but he knew he wasn’t too late. He knew the timetable. He’d lived it with her for over a year.
 
   Like clockwork, almost exactly an hour and ten minutes after curtain, Eve stepped out of the theater door. Her blond hair was brighter than he remembered it, glowing in the low evening light like a beacon. One that called him here to this street corner five nights a week in the sickest, saddest show of undeserving devotion he’d ever known - and he’d been in an underground stage performance of Twilight. He knew angst.
 
   Eve smiled her dazzling smile, signed autographs, kissed cheeks, posed for selfies, and slowly made her way through the adoring crowd. She showed each one of them attention, each one of them care and appreciation. Total strangers taking her love and making it theirs, but if Cameron approached her now he’d be greeted with stone silence and a cold stare. He who had given her his whole heart. He who had been inside her more than any other woman he’d ever been with. He who she’d cast aside when she didn’t need him anymore. 
 
   But the fans – she needed the fans. She always had. She always would.
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   As they closed the show for the final time, Greer watched the curtain falling in front of them with an odd sense of calm. She should have been sad. She should have cried with Anna, hugging her and Cameron and Bryce. She should have made John angry by throwing her arms around him and whispering her thanks for everything he’d done for them. He’d find more work – he was a fantastic director with a strong following – but the rest of them would be in and out of auditions for months. 
 
   Cameron took hold of her and hugged her when the stage went dark. She grinned, hugging him back hard and loving the familiar feel of him. Damp with sweat from his final number, tall, solid. It was his strength that brought her here. 
 
   “We’re gonna be fine,” he whispered to her. “I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   “Cam, I can take care of myself. You don’t have to worry about me.”
 
   He pulled back, his hands taking hold of her shoulders as his eyes bore down into hers seriously. “But I always will,” he swore.
 
   She smiled, stepping up on her toes and kissing him on the cheek. “We’ll take care of each other. How about that?”
 
   “You know what I want to do right now?” he asked abruptly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get drunk.”
 
   Greer laughed, nodding emphatically. “Fuck yeah, let’s do that. This is all way too real and vivid for my liking.”
 
   “Meet you by the door in ten?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   By the time she was in her street clothes and wearing far less makeup, most of the cast was in for drinks. They set a plan to meet at a bar in the area and people trickled out slowly, everyone a little reluctant to leave the theater for the last time. On her way out, Greer snuck away from the herd and headed for the stage. The curtain was still down and she stepped in front of the thick fabric to stand face to face with the empty seats. They stared back at her blankly, expectantly, and she wondered what offering she could give them. What part of herself she could leave here in this place to make it real and hers. To make the memory solid and something she’d never be without.
 
   “Old McDonald had a farm,” she sang softly, her eyes scanning the dark as her voice quietly pinged and danced off every surface. She’d never had a solo before, certainly not on a stage on Broadway, and it felt good to take one now. Even if it was to an audience of none. “E-I-E-I-O.”
 
   Smiling at how ridiculous she was, Greer turned to leave the stage.
 
   “And on that farm he had a hen,” a man’s voice suddenly sang back.
 
   She spun around, scanning the darkness again and coming up empty. And yet the voice was there. Someone was out there.
 
   “E-I-E-I-O,” the voice continued.
 
   Whoever was singing was good. His voice was low and rough, rugged in a way that was both intentional and learned to the point of being natural. It was also vaguely familiar in a surreal sort of way. They way you’d recognize Santa Claus if you found him in your living room one Christmas morning. He had no business being real, but there he was.
 
   “With a cluck-cluck here,” she sang back, squinting into the dark. A shadow was forming in the aisle. “And a cluck-cluck there.”
 
   “Here a cluck. There a cluck,” he sang, stepping closer to the stage and into the meager light sneaking and snaking past the curtain from the back. “Everywhere a cluck-cluck.”
 
   “Old McDonald had a farm.”
 
   “E-I-E-I-O,” they finished together, their voices falling into a perfect harmony as he came to a halt directly at her feet at the edge of the stage.
 
   “Holy shit,” she breathed.
 
   He smirked at her response and she died a little inside. She knew that face. Knew that voice, and she definitely knew that smirk. It was the same one that had looked out at her from the poster propped on her pillow the first time she’d ever put her own hand on her body. The first time she’d ever spiraled out of control, hot and flushing with fluid desire – the same desire that rushed to her core now the instant she laid eyes on him.
 
   On Jace Ryker.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asked bluntly, stunned into stupid amazement where all social construct was tossed out the window.
 
   “I caught the show,” he answered, moving slowly along the front of the stage to head for the stairs. “It was good. I’m glad I got a chance to see it.”
 
   “Just under the wire.”
 
   “Yeah, I got lucky.”
 
   “Us not so much,” she replied, her voice unintentionally bitter.
 
   “No,” he agreed, not put off by her tone. “Not good enough to stay on Broadway, but there’s still something there.”
 
   “You know a lot about live theater?”
 
   He climbed the stairs and came to stand in front of her, leaving a good fifteen feet between them. He was dressed in dark jeans, black leather boots, and a gray suit jacket over a simple but expensive looking T-shirt. Since joining the theater Greer had learned to spot expensive clothing. It was all in the stitching. 
 
   Jace’s hair was cut short high up on the sides and carefully mussed and gelled on the top. His tan skin told long stories of hours on California beaches and his dark brown eyes looked black in the shadows of the dark theater. They looked nothing like the eyes of the seventeen year old she’d imagined all those years ago. Those eyes had been cocky. Almost playful. Here and now in front of her were a man’s eyes. They were guarded, weary, and almost aggressive in their intent. As he stared at her, she felt instantly flushed and uncertain – a feeling she hated almost as much as fear.
 
   “Not much,” Jace admitted, tucking his hands in his pockets and shrugging. The move lifted his shirt in the front, giving her a tiny glimpse of his flat stomach beneath. “I know a thing or two about being on stage, though.”
 
   Greer laughed reflexively at that understatement, the mirth pushing past her nerves. “And dancing and music, I bet.”
 
   “A little.” He stepped forward, closing just enough of the distance between them to shake her hand. His skin was surprisingly soft and as he entered her space his smell wafted around her, full and heady. Like clean citrus and warm wood. “Jace Ryker.”
 
   “I know. Greer Weston.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Your name is on the playbill.”
 
   Okay, yeah, she thought, but that doesn’t answer the question.
 
   She wasn’t a headliner. She was only twenty-two and Rendezvous was her first time making it to the stage. So what the hell had happened in the universe to make Jace Ryker of all people take notice of her?
 
   “You were great,” he continued. “Your dancing is very clean. Decisive.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’d like to hear you sing.”
 
   “You just did.”
 
   His lips twitched faintly. It wasn’t a grin or a smile, definitely not his sexy smirk, but it did something to her. It was a brief respite from the heaviness that fell around him, dark like a cloak of shadow on his shoulders forcing him down and holding the world out. “I’d like to hear more,” he amended. “Are you available for an audition tomorrow?”
 
   Greer hesitated, her eyes flitting to the curtain separating them from backstage. The noise had died down. They were probably two of the last people in the building. Just her and Jace motherfuckin’ Ryker, hot as Hell rock star god. That was fine. Normal. This wasn’t a cruel prank or bizarre fever dream at all.... “Are you offering me a job?”
 
   “I’m offering you an audition.”
 
   “To do what?”
 
   “Come to the audition to find out.”
 
   “When?”
 
   He pulled a small card from his pocket and handed it to her. “The details are here. All I ask is that you keep it to yourself. These are closed auditions. Invitation only.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   He turned to leave, hopping effortlessly down from the stage and heading back into the darkness the same way he had come.
 
   “The front doors are locked,” Greer called after him.
 
   He lifted his hand and waved without turning. “Not for me they’re not.”
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   “Did you talk to everyone?”
 
   Grant nodded, leaning back into the supple black leather seat of the car as it tore through the still busy streets. “I talked to the other two from Rendezvous and letters were delivered to the five from Surrendered and Incidental Intersection. I gotta be honest, though, I don’t have a lot of hope for those. They’re in solid commitments with their current shows. Depending on their contract, they might not be able to take on any other projects. Rendezvous was your best bet.”
 
   “I know,” Ryker conceded reluctantly. “I picked three from that show alone.”
 
   One of which looked like she could be the entire package. Greer Weston was a solid dancer, a good singer – from what he gleaned from the odd sampling he got – and she was gorgeous on top of all of it. Long auburn hair that had looked red and deadly in the dark auditorium, smooth skin, fierce green eyes. She had an edge to her. A little snap in her speech, something he found he kind of liked. He had it himself lately, and finding a kindred spirit to be in the act with him might be beneficial. And she wasn’t all about her sex appeal. She had been dressed comfortably in snug blue jeans ripped down the front, a pink tank top, and a simple white hoody zipped halfway up the front. Hot but almost hidden, making him wonder what it would be like to find the body he knew was underneath. And that’s what this new show needed – attitude and intrigue, not sex. It needed edge. Force. 
 
   And Greer Weston looked like a force to be reckoned with.
 
   “Yeah, and three from Surrendered,” Grant countered. “Long shots, all of them.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   The car pulled up at the entrance to the hotel. Ryker looked at the ornate façade of the building through the dark window and remained perfectly still. Grant hesitated with his left foot on the ground, ready to exit the vehicle.
 
   “You coming?” he asked cautiously.
 
   Ryker shook his head, not turning to face him. “No. I think I’ll go grab a drink somewhere.”
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “All night?”
 
   “What are you? My babysitter?” Ryker snapped, frowning at his friend. “I’ll be fine. I’m a big boy.”
 
   Grant stared back at him impassively, unfazed by his attitude. He was used to it by now. It was par for the course during the last year. “I’m worried about you drinking alone, man,” he said gently. “You’re in a tricky place right now. You don’t need any more bad press. It’d be better to lay low until we get this concert under your belt.”
 
   He was right and Ryker knew it, but as he looked up at the building and the walls and the silence and the loneliness, he couldn’t do it. He knew exactly what would happen. He’d end up pacing the room until the sun came up, bouncing off the walls that confined him and constrained him, wondering where he would rather be than where he was. He never found an answer because no matter where he tried to lay his head, he always found himself in the same position. Pacing.
 
   “I need a couple drinks to come down,” he told Grant, feeling like he was pleading with him. “I won’t be able to go to sleep right now.”
 
   “I have your Ambien prescription with me.”
 
   “I don’t need pills to sleep.”
 
   “Then you don’t need booze either.”
 
   “It’s not the same thing.”
 
   “No, it’s worse. At least what I have for you is prescribed by a doctor. What you’re doing is self-medicating.”
 
   “It’s just alcohol.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   Ryker scowled. “Seriously? Even you think I’m doing drugs? You’re sitting here trying to shove pills down my throat!”
 
   “Not those kinds of pills.”
 
   “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Ryker muttered, rubbing his hand tiredly over his face. 
 
   “I found ‘em, Ry,” Grant told him heavily. “I found the pills in your bedroom last week.”
 
   Ryker lifted his head to his friend, stunned and confused. “What pills in my room?”
 
   “The little white ones in the baggy. No markings, no bottle, no script. What are they?”
 
   “I have no fucking idea.”
 
   “Be real with me, man. I’m trying to help you.”
 
   “I’m being real with you, Grant! I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   Grant frowned. “You’re being serious, aren’t you?”
 
   “As a fucking heart attack. I don’t use. I never have.”
 
   “Then where did they come from?”
 
   “Probably Lexy,” he replied angrily. “She was staying over a lot toward the end and we both know she was a popper.”
 
   Grant sighed, sounding both relieved and annoyed. “We’ll have to sweep the whole place and see if she stashed anything anywhere else in there. I don’t want your cleaning lady finding anything and taking it to the press.”
 
   “Yeah, me either.”
 
   “Alright, well I’m going inside. What are you going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Come inside. I’ll get a drink at the hotel bar with you and then you’ll go to your room. Don’t go out. Not tonight. Not alone. Nothing good can come of it.”
 
   Ryker smiled slightly, glancing at the clock on the car’s dash. Twelve-twenty three. “My mom used to say nothing good happened after midnight.”
 
   “She was a smart woman.”
 
   “Will you get all up in my shit if I take an Ambien with a beer?”
 
   “If you pass out in this hotel instead of on a park bench, I’ll give your shit a rest for the night.”
 
   “For the week.”
 
   “The weekend.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   Two hours later Ryker was in his hotel room with a second beer in his hand, an Ambien in his stomach, and a discreet knock on his door. He walked to it purposefully, not bothering to put a shirt on. His jeans hung low on his waist as he opened the door and nodded numbly to the brunette on the other side.
 
   She smiled brightly, her cheeks quivering slightly with nervousness. “I’m so glad you called,” the stewardess told him.
 
   He stepped aside for her to come in, noting the uniform she still wore. When he’d called she told him that they were just landing in New York from their latest run and she could be there in an hour if she went home and changed. Sooner if she wore her uniform. He’d told her to get there ASAP, not bothering to mention she was racing the chemicals in his body. As it was, he was feeling tired and woozy. A little off balance and a whole lot faded but he wasn’t there yet. He couldn’t sleep. He needed to be pushed over the edge.
 
   Once the door was closed, he was on her. His mouth closed over hers and he swallowed her gasp, but to her credit she didn’t hesitate. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body to his as he pushed her back into the penthouse living room. She kicked off her high heels, falling an easy two inches in height and making him hunch to work for her mouth. He picked her up and she quickly wrapped her legs around his waist. He didn’t bother with the bed. He didn’t bother with the couch, even. Instead he pressed her up against the window and reached up to push her underwear aside, then he quickly undid his belt.
 
   He reached for her and groaned in annoyance. She wasn’t wet, not yet. He needed her wet. He needed this to be fast and easy. He needed to sleep.
 
   He dropped his dick and found her head, swirling his finger over the tender flesh as she gasped and moaned. When he slid two fingers inside her and found her channel wet and waiting he wasted no time sliding a condom over his dick and then directly into her. 
 
   She shouted at the suddenness, then mewled and whined as he worked her slowly, soothing the ache he’d created. He thrust until he could feel her pulling on him, pushing down on him and the fire started to burn in his gut. He moved faster, chasing the flames and begging them to burn him out. To singe his flesh and leave him pained and destroyed.
 
   Ryker pushed her hard to the brink until she was a quaking mass above him, then he took for himself. He went with abandon, bouncing her against the glass as she cried out over and over, careening over the edge again until he came with her and filled the space between them with warmth and emptiness. 
 
   He sent her home immediately afterward. He’d never learned her name.
 
   He was asleep before she reached the lobby.
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   “Where the hell is he?” Samantha asked irritably. 
 
   Greer spun her drink in front of her, the amber liquid swirling up to the edge of the glass, threatening to spill over, then settling back down inside. “Be patient. He’s coming.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll bet,” the other woman muttered.
 
   Greer lifted her glass and threw back the drink. She kept her cool on the outside, but as the burning liquid and the lateness of the hour settled into her, she cringed.
 
   John was supposed to meet them for drinks an hour ago. Where was he?
 
   “He said he’d try,” Bryce reminded her. “He never said he was going to make it. It’s late, I’m tired. Let’s call it a night.” 
 
   He wanted to go to sleep and Greer didn’t blame him. She was exhausted as well. It was almost two in the morning and the show had closed hours ago. The rest of the company was long gone, the four of them – Greer, Bryce, Cameron, and Samantha – all that remained.
 
   “You go ahead,” Greer told Bryce. “I’ll stay and wait for him. Make sure he’s alright.”
 
   Bryce was on his feet before she finished speaking. He waved goodnight to her and Cameron, ignored Samantha, and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   “I have to hit the head,” Cameron said, standing as well. “Then I’m going to take a walk.”
 
   “Don’t go far,” Greer reminded him. “It’s late and—“
 
   “I know,” he agreed quietly before kissing her forehead, his alcohol laced breath wafting warm across her face. She was thinking of the old days, the days when you didn’t go out on your own at night. Cameron had let that part of his guard down as though having money changed anything, but Greer never could. Fear was fear and it didn’t care what your bank account had to say about it. “I’ll stay close.”
 
   “Where’s my kiss?” Samantha teased, smirking.
 
   Cameron flinched faintly, then awkwardly bumped knuckles with her instead. Samantha cast him a bemused look of confusion as he hurried away.
 
   Greer wished Samantha would go. She didn’t mind the girl, but they had little to nothing to talk about. Samantha was a Barbie with a biker’s attitude, a contrast that men adored and Greer found grating. It sometimes felt like an act. Like the woman was constantly on, and even as an actress herself, Greer had trouble with the never-ending performance. It was something Sam had in common with Eve and the similarity made her uncomfortable. 
 
   “Why are you so concerned with seeing John tonight?” Samantha asked suddenly.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Anna didn’t show either. You’re not upset over that.” Samantha sat back with her drink, falling into the shadows and studying Greer closely. “You got a thing for him?”
 
   “A thing for who?” she asked, playing stupid. 
 
   “John,” Sam pushed. 
 
   “He’s just as invested in this production as all of us have been. He should have come out with us to say goodbye.”
 
   “He’d love to give you more than a goodbye.”
 
   “Shut up,” Greer warned, not bothering with civility anymore.
 
   Sam grinned at her anger. “Did I hit a sore spot?”
 
   “You hit a nerve, yea, so shut the fuck up and mind your own business.”
 
   “Whoa, what’d I miss?” Cameron asked, showing up beside Greer and looking between the two hostile women.
 
   “I thought you were taking a walk,” Sam said conversationally, unruffled by Greer’s anger toward her.
 
   “I wanted to finish my beer first. What’s happening?”
 
   “I was asking about her sex life,” Samantha answered openly. “Just wondering if she and John were sleeping together.”
 
   Cameron laughed. “No.”
 
   “Why is it funny?” Greer asked indignantly. 
 
   “Do you want to sleep with him, Greer?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then who gives a shit why I think it’s funny?”
 
   “I already asked if you were sleeping with Cameron,” Samantha told her. “Don’t worry, he said no.”
 
   “I’m not sleeping with anyone!” Greer shouted in annoyance.
 
   They both looked at her sadly.
 
   “It’s nothing to be proud of, sweetie,” Samantha chastised.
 
   “When are we giving up the ghost of John showing up here?” Cameron asked, stifling a yawn. “They’ll be closing soon and we have job hunts waiting for us in the morning.”
 
   Greer nodded in glum agreement, checking her phone for the hundredth time in the last half hour. No text, no call. No word from John. It was time to throw in the towel.
 
   Cameron put Samantha in a cab then walked Greer home. It was fifteen blocks away full of chilled evening air and damp New York streets twitching with shadows at every corner that made me Greer flinch and her heart flutter in her chest. Old habits die hard.
 
   “Can I tell you a secret?” she asked Cameron hesitantly.
 
   “As long as it’s not that you’re sleeping with John, sure.”
 
   “What is everyone’s deal with the idea of me sleeping with the director?! If I was sleeping with him, don’t you think I’d have a better part?”
 
   He grinned. “What’s your secret?”
 
   “I have an audition tomorrow.”
 
   “Really?” His voice was odd. Surprised, but not really. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “When did you get it?”
 
   “Tonight. After the show. There was—“
 
   “Someone in the audience?” he asked, looking down at her.
 
   She gaped up at him. “You too?”
 
   “Did you get approached by his assistant? Grant Benedict?”
 
   “No. I, um, I got approached by him.”
 
   Cameron stopped her, pulling on her arm laced through his to spin her around where he could see her face. “You met Jace Ryker? He spoke to you?”
 
   “Yeah,” she admitted breathlessly, a smile tugging at her lips.
 
   “And you’re just now telling me?”
 
   “He said it was a secret. That the auditions are invitation only and he asked me not to talk about it.”
 
   “That’s what Grant said too. But holy shit, you met Jace Ryker? He’s your wet dream!”
 
   She shoved his shoulder, turning to walk again. “Shut up! He is not.”
 
   “What was he like?”
 
   “Brooding. Intense. Kinda dark.”
 
   “Huh. Not what I’d expect.”
 
   “Maybe he’s having a bad night.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What time is your audition?”
 
   “First thing in the morning. It’s why I wanted to get out of the bar and get to bed.” He nudged her shoulder with his arm. “You?”
 
   “One in the afternoon. Did you ask what it was for?”
 
   “Yeah, but he said that wasn’t something he could talk about. I asked if I had to get naked and he promised that no, there was no nudity.”
 
   “I probably should have asked that.”
 
   Cameron laughed. “I would love to have been there to see you ask Jace Ryker if he wanted you to get naked. I’m sure you would have already been stripping as you asked.”
 
   “He’s not that hot,” she replied flippantly, lying through her teeth.
 
   “Yeah, okay,” Cameron chuckled. “Sure.”



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc408161136][bookmark: _Toc408316326]CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   He hadn’t done it. He’d done everything he could, most of which he regretted and hated himself for, and he still hadn’t been able to save his show. 
 
   John wanted to be angry with Eve for fucking them over and leaving them in a lurch, but if he was the talented director he was supposed to be it shouldn’t have mattered. He should have found a better leading lady to replace her and made the show work without her. He should have replaced Cameron and his sour, mournful face that refused to find a connection to Anna, no matter how hard she tried. 
 
   But he’d been drinking too much, sleeping too long and at the wrong hours, and there was nothing he could do to pull the show from the nosedive it was taking. 
 
   And now Jace fucking Ryker was poaching his people.
 
   “John?”
 
   Anna stood in the doorway of the dark studio, hesitating at the threshold.
 
   He sighed, not bothering to turn around. Instead he looked out at the dark street below him and wondered why he was there? Why did he continue to come here day after day as though they’d show up and the show would miraculously go on? But now here was Anna and he worried for a second that he was imagining her.
 
   “What?” he barked.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “Perfect. Rehearsal has been cancelled. Didn’t you get the memo?”
 
   “I did.” He heard her take a step inside. Two. Three. “Did you?”
 
   He laughed darkly. “Every last one of them.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I mean we were shut down before we were shut down.”
 
   Four steps. Five. Six. She was close. “How many times?”
 
   “Three,” he croaked, gagging on the word. On the memories of every time.
 
   “How did we keep going?”
 
   “Because I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t let it go.”
 
   “I don’t underst—“
 
   He turned to her abruptly, his face pinched and angry, hiding all the ways he’d sold out to save them. All of the ways he hadn’t been enough. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I told you,” she answered gently. “I came to see if you were okay.”
 
   “How’d you know I’d be here?”
 
   “Because I know you can’t give up.” Seven. “I know you can’t let it go.”
 
   He stared at her young, hopeful face and he hurt inside. She was killing him and he wished she’d go, but some sick part of him wanted her to stay. He wanted to look at her beautiful fresh face and drink it in, let it fill him and push out the ugly and the old that he’d been living with. He wanted her hope to be his, to take it from her and call it his own, but he didn’t like the idea of what that would do to her. He didn’t like the idea of what that would make him, so he stepped past her and headed for the door.
 
   “I’ll get you a cab,” he told her. He held the door open for her, his eyes cast to the ground.
 
   She walked through the studio toward him; seven, six, five, four, three, two…
 
   “Is it over?” she whispered, her small body only a step away from him. “Are we giving up? After everything we’ve done, we’re just quitting?”
 
   He looked up at her and shook his head. “It’s over.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He scowled at her. “It’s not a debate, sweetheart. It’s a fact.”
 
   “Let’s start over,” she insisted. “Let’s find a new theater off Broadway and start again. We’ll work out the kinks and we’ll come back. The show is good, you know that. It just needs a little help.”
 
   “It’s not that easy. Meredith is done with it. She’s buried us, she’ll never resurrect it.”
 
   “Fuck Meredith,” Anna shot back angrily. 
 
   John was taken aback. Anna was such a sweet, soft spoken girl. He’d never even heard her swear. But now she stared him down with anger in her eyes and venom on her tongue, and he couldn’t believe the transformation he was seeing. Where was this passion when she was on the stage?
 
   “We’ll do it small,” she continued. “We’ll do it cheap. It’ll be ugly at first but it won’t matter. The content is what matters. Once it’s strong again we’ll give it another shot. Meredith can be done with it all she wants for now but if it’s a money maker she won’t be able to walk away. That woman loves money.”
 
   “That she does,” John agreed slowly.
 
   “Then we’ll do it,” Anna insisted. She wasn’t asking. “We’ll revive it.”
 
   John grinned faintly, the idea forming in his mind and breathing life into his blood. It could be possible. It would be ugly, yes, but only at first. Only to start, but once it was back on its feet it could be beautiful. It could be perfect.
 
   “People do love revivals,” he mused.
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   The next morning Cameron was at Greer’s door before she’d even eaten her breakfast.
 
   “You were right,” he informed her, stepping past her into the apartment. “Dude is intense. He didn’t say a single word while I was there.”
 
   “Seriously?” She shut the door and followed him into the kitchen where he was grabbing a water from the fridge. “He said nothing? The entire time?”
 
   “Nothing. His assistant talked to me, the piano player was a nice guy, the agent was a bitch, but J—“ he paused, looking around the room. “Is anyone else here?”
 
   “No, we’re good. The girls are at a class.”
 
   “Yeah, so Jace said nothing. Didn’t even introduce himself. His phone kept vibrating and he silenced it every time, but it was distracting as hell.”
 
   “How did your audition go, though? What’d they ask you to do?”
 
   “Not much. They said they’d seen my performance last night and pretty much already knew they wanted me. There are only going to be two men in the show and I’m one of them if I want it.”
 
   “Oh my God, that’s amazing!” She jumped into his arms, hugging him tightly. “Aren’t you excited?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s good. It’s work.”
 
   Greer pulled back, frowning. “So why aren’t you shitting yourself right now?”
 
   “Because it’s only one night.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s a one time performance. Some super-secret concert he’s putting on soon. I had to verify that I’m free for the next three weeks. They’ll pay during rehearsals and for the show, but then I’m jobless again. I might be better off searching for something more permanent than wasting my time on a gig I know won’t last.”
 
   “But this is huge! This is Jace Ryker. He’s a rock star. The performance could be televised and who knows who might see it.”
 
   “I know, but he’s in trouble. This might be some kind of Hail Mary he’s throwing and I don’t know how smart it is to be part of it. It could backfire on him and on me. Everyone involved might end up being a joke. I can’t put a failure on my audition tape and then I burned almost a month on nothing.”
 
   “So you’re not going to do it?” she asked, her heart deflating. She’d had such high hopes for this. She hadn’t been able to sleep all night thinking about it. Thinking about Jace and his eyes and his smirk, but most of all she thought about his almost smile. The close call that had almost made his face look happy for just a split second. But then he was gone.
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet. I’m gonna wait and see how your audition goes. If you decide to do it, I’ll go with you.”
 
   “You can’t make this decision based on me.”
 
   Cameron snorted. “Watch me.”
 
   “Cam,” she protested.
 
   He shook his head, swallowing a gulp of water. “It’s us or nothing, Greer. I’ll go if you go. Done deal.”
 
   “If they offer it to me, I’m taking it,” she warned.
 
   “Looks like we’re performing with Jace Ryker, then.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two hours later, after Cameron had left the apartment because her nervous energy was ‘giving him ulcers’, Greer headed to her audition. The small studio it was taking place in was dark and deserted, a sure sign that Jace’s people had rented the entire thing out for the day to keep their little secret. 
 
   “Greer Weston?” a tall, well-dressed man asked her as she entered. He had warm, dark eyes to match his dark skin, but when he smiled she saw two rows of perfect gleaming white teeth. His haircut was precision with tight lines and an even buzz. Everything about him spoke to Greer and what it was saying was money. She was surrounded by it, she knew that, and even though she couldn’t see it, she could see its affects everywhere. In the emptied out building, in the manicured man in front of her, in the heavy smell of different colognes in the hallway. 
 
   “Yes, I’m Greer,” she answered, quickly shaking his offered hand. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Nice to meet you too, hon. I’m Grant, Jace’s assistant. Come on inside.”
 
   She followed him to the end of the hall and found a small room with a piano in the corner and a table set up in front of the window. Pretty standard for an audition and a part of her started to relax into the familiarity. Then she scanned the table and realized Jace wasn’t there. He’d been at Cameron’s audition. Did that mean something? Had they already made their decisions and they were having her audition anyway to be kind? 
 
   “We’ve got David on the piano over there,” Grant told her, pointing to a freckle faced guy waving at with a grin. “And Sarah, Ryker’s agent.” A raven haired woman in a silk scarf over a stark white shirt and pencil skirt waved to her with disinterest. Grant took his seat beside her, leaving one conspicuously empty at the end. He noticed her glance at the seat and smiled apologetically. “Jace is on an important phone call. He assured me he had seen enough of your performance last night to make his decision. This is for myself and Sarah.”
 
   “Oh, alright.”
 
   “Have you prepared a song for us?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can you give the music to David, please?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Greer brought the sheet music to David and grinned nervously at him. He took the sheets without looking at her, immediately placing his fingers on the keys and waiting for his signal to begin. She swallowed her nerves and took the center of the room, reminding herself to breathe. She could do this. She’d already done it. She’d auditioned for Rendezvous and gotten the part. Jace had already heard her sing and she assumed that because she was here at all that he liked what he heard. Did his agent and assistant have that much say over what he wanted? She had no idea.
 
   She nodded to David and he began to play her selection. It was Chandelier by Sia. It showcased her ability to sing deeply while also reaching high heights. She closed her eyes and put her heart and soul into the song, letting the lyrics settle into her the way she always did. Letting them resonate in her body and express the feelings she never said out loud. That feeling of falling away from herself. Of shame. Of desperation and a rudderless wandering that came of never having a true home.
 
   When she was finished, when David had played the final note, she opened her eyes and breathed heavily from the exertion. She scanned the faces in the room and found nothing at all from Sarah, but David and Grant were smiling broadly. 
 
   “Powerful,” David told Grant.
 
   “No shit,” he agreed, not taking his eyes off Greer. “Did you audition for the lead with Rendezvous?”
 
   “Yeah,” she confirmed, shrugging. “I didn’t fit the part.”
 
   Grant laughed. “Who does? It’s compiled of about six women, isn’t it? Different women throughout history?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “Voice like yours, you should have been a lock.”
 
   “I was up against Eve Sanders. I didn’t have a prayer.”
 
   “And when she left the show? You didn’t take her place? I saw the girl who was Eve’s understudy – Anna – and she doesn’t have your presence. How did she get that slot and not you?”
 
   Greer shifted, glancing at the empty chair again. “The lead and I… he and I are friends. It was awkward when we did the love scenes. It never clicked.”
 
   “We saw him earlier today, didn’t we?” Grant asked, lifting the papers off his clipboard to find Cameron’s information. “He was good. Wasn’t he Sarah?”
 
   “He was hot,” she replied, sounding bored.
 
   “Any opinions on Greer?”
 
   Sarah looked her up and down before picking up her phone. “She’s pretty. She’ll look good on camera.”
 
   “She can dance too,” he told her, sounding a little annoyed. “And sing, in case you missed it.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   Grant shook his head before turning back to Greer with a grin. “Thanks for coming, hon. We’ve got a couple more auditions today and we’ll be calling people tonight.” He rose from his chair, coming around to shake her hand. “I’ll walk you out.”
 
   “Oh, that’s okay. I can find my way.” She smiled and waved to David and Sarah. “Bye. Thank you so much for the opportunity.”
 
   They waved back and Grant showed her to the door. When he closed it behind her she walked quickly to the end of the hall and stopped to take several deep breaths and calm her racing heart, resting her head against the cold window. She was looking down into the street below. Into an ally, probably somebody’s home. 
 
   She’d lived in worse.
 
   “How’d it go?”
 
   Greer’s head snapped up, her eyes falling on Jace Ryker standing just three feet away. Her heart resumed its race in her chest from surprise, then from something else entirely. Her gears shifted instantly and her body responded to the sight of him. To the elicit memory she had no right possessing. The intimate moment they’d shared that he could never know about. One she felt shame over when looking into his eyes in real life, as though she’d taken something from him. Something he’d never meant to give her.
 
   “Hi,” she mumbled, her lips feeling oddly numb and foolish.
 
   That smirk. It changed his face entirely. He wasn’t as brooding and dark as he’d been last night. In the light of the sun pouring in from the window he looked light. Almost happy. “Hi,” he replied, his voice deep and raspy, hinting at the way he sang and making her stomach fly with butterflies. “How’d your audition go?” he repeated.
 
   She shrugged, sighing to hide the cleansing breath she needed to take. The one that drug his scent into her mouth and made it water. “I don’t know really. Good, I think.”
 
   “Let me guess – Sarah was a bitch?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call her a bitch.”
 
   “Because you don’t want to offend me?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it. She is and she knows it. Was Grant nice to you?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Then you’re good. If you sucked he would have been dismissive. He doesn’t waste his time or mine. If he said more than four words to you, you’re golden.”
 
   “Those four words being ‘Thanks for coming in’?” 
 
   “Those are the ones.” He leaned against the wall, settling in and looking comfortable. It was a sharp contrast to how she felt. Her heart was still hammering in her chest and every time the thought crossed her mind that she was looking at Jace Ryker, it sent her pulse wild. She was legitimately afraid she’d faint like an idiot. “You’ve done a lot of auditions?”
 
   “A few. Not a lot. But I know what a brush off sounds like.”
 
   “Well you won’t be getting one today. This was completely for their sake. I already know I want you in the show.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I liked what I saw last night.” That ghost of a grin crossed his lips. “And heard.”
 
   “Well, I think my song selection was more impactful today than last night.”
 
   “What’d you choose?”
 
   “Chandelier.”
 
   “Ballsy. I like it. Can I ask you a question, though?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Why didn’t you choose one of my songs to sing? Everyone else so far has.”
 
   She grinned. “You’re not in my wheelhouse.”
 
   The ghost gained strength. “Is that the only reason?”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought about it, but it seemed tacky. I guess I assumed everyone else would do exactly the same thing and I wanted to stand out.”
 
   His eyes grazed her body from her hair to her shoes. She was dressed to dance, assuming they’d want to see her moves at some point during the audition but it’d been surprisingly short. Her tight yoga capris and high heeled dance shoes had been a waste up until now. Up until Jace Ryker gave her a once over that left her feeling stripped and bare. “You certainly do that. I’m sorry I missed your performance.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll get the chance to give you an encore,” she replied, the words feeling far more suggestive than she intended.
 
   “Believe me,” he said, lifting himself off the wall and stepping closer to her. “I would like nothing more.” He offered her his hand and she took it, reveling in the fact that it was the second time in twenty four hours that she’d touched him. “Grant has your number?”
 
   “It’s on my headshot.”
 
   Jace watched her for a weird moment. His eyes were slightly unfocused and his gaze shifted over her shoulder instead of on her face. Suddenly he snapped back to focus, the intensity of his stare almost making her startle. He pulled a flat black phone from his pocket and swiped his finger across the screen. “Why don’t you give it to me? Just in case. I can text you with any questions we might run into.”
 
   Greer began to sweat with embarrassment. “Uh, I don’t have a cell phone. I can give you my home phone number, though. I’ll be sure to be at home and available today.”
 
   “You don’t have a cell phone?” he repeated, looking at her in confusion as though she’d told him she didn’t have a toilet in her house.
 
   “No. I never have.”
 
   “Religious reasons?”
 
   She chuckled nervously. “More like financial,” she admitted, figuring why lie? 
 
   “Okay,” he replied evenly, looking back to his phone. “Give me the house number.”
 
   She rattled it off and watched his long fingers deftly type it into his phone. He named her contact as simply ‘Greer’, her name falling in line directly beneath Grant. And just like that, she was in Jace Ryker’s contact list. It blew her fucking mind.
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   “You ran the background checks?” Ryker asked Grant, pouring himself another whiskey.
 
   “Yep, on all of them. They all came back clean. Couple of them have some serious credit card debt, but that’s pretty standard for just about anyone these days. Two of them don’t have any credit history at all, which was weird.”
 
   “Greer?”
 
   “Yeah, her and Cameron Dillard.” Grant frowned at him. “How’d you know she was one of them?”
 
   “She doesn’t have a cell phone.”
 
   “How is that possible? My cat has a cell phone.”
 
   He shrugged. “Sounded like she couldn’t afford one.”
 
   “Not surprising. She doesn’t have any addresses listed before the one she’s at now and she’s only been there ten months.”
 
   Ryker fell into the chair across from Grant. “Then where was she before that?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   “Somewhere outside the city? Maybe living with family?”
 
   “If she was, she wasn’t getting mail. She’s never reported another address. Not since she was thirteen and a New York address was registered at her school. A school that she dropped out of.”
 
   “At thirteen?”
 
   “Yup. You know what that means, right?”
 
   “Young kid leaving home and school behind at an inappropriate age?” Ryker surmised with a smirk. “She’s a child star too?”
 
   “No, she’s a runaway.”
 
   He lowered his glass. “What?”
 
   “There are a lot of them in New York. It’s not that surprising.”
 
   “Shit. How the hell did she learn to dance like that?”
 
   “Probably on the streets. There’s a lot of talent in the gutters. It sounds horrible but it’s true. It’s true in L.A. too. Lot of dance crews, lot of singers, lot of musicians – all of them scraping by performing on the streets and dodging the cops. If I’m right, Greer is one of the lucky ones to use her talent to get off the streets.”
 
   “Dillard too?”
 
   “I think so. His record has a couple odd jobs on it now and then after he turned eighteen, he was in the foster system for a while as a kid, but other than that he’s a ghost too. Came into the show at the same time she did. Got a roof over his head the same month.”
 
   “They were together.”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Are they involved? I mean romantically.”
 
   Grant grinned. “Not in the file, man. Sorry.”
 
   Ryker bristled at his own question, taking a long sip of his whiskey to hide his frown. He stood up and paced the room briefly, unable to shake the image of Greer on the streets. Cold. Hungry. It made him angry.
 
   “You sure about this?” Grant asked him, gesturing to the table between them.
 
   Ryker sipped his whiskey as he stared down at the headshots spread out over the coffee table. The girls were hot, the two guys in the mix were good looking but with a totally different look from himself. They wouldn’t pull focus during the concert. All of them would blur together in the background as they danced and sang his backup and they’d do it with professionalism. With a fucking modicum of class, which was more than he could say for his previous dancers.
 
   The phone call he’d taken during Greer’s audition was from Lexy. She’d been hounding him so hard he’d considered changing his phone number, but he wasn’t sure even that would stop her. She was angry and annoyed, petulant and despondent. She told him he was overreacting and being childish, and when that didn’t get a rise out of him she started crying and talking crazy saying she couldn’t sleep without him and she didn’t know what would happen to her if he didn’t forgive her. If he didn’t see her and let her make it up to him. 
 
   Not happening.
 
   He’d ended up hanging up on her and heading back inside, hoping he could catch the end of Greer’s audition. He’d been surprised to find her in the hallway and he instantly worried when he saw her with her head pressed against the window. She looked beaten. Sad. It’d angered him immediately. He’d told Grant she was a lock. That in no way was she to be turned down. She was the only one he demanded be in the show, no question. He couldn’t even explain why he wanted her there. Why he needed her in the show. There was something in her eyes, in her tone, that called to him. They’d barely talked but looking at her made him feel a little bit less alone, a feat no one had been able to manage in a year. Not since his mother had died and he’d been left with no one but his piece of shit father and cokehead girlfriend.
 
   And Grant. He had Grant and he honestly didn’t know what he’d do without him. He was the only real friend that Ryker had anymore. The only person he even considered trusting. Everyone else wanted a piece of him or all of him if they could manage it. But even that friendship couldn’t fill the emptiness that plagued him night after night and left him waking at three am. Lexy hadn’t filled it. Booze didn’t fill it. His music wasn’t what he wanted and it left him more lost than anything else. Hearing his own songs on the radio was like listening to someone else’s music. It didn’t resonate with him. He couldn’t connect with it and he’d wrote the shit. It was messed up and he hated it. He hated almost everything lately. It was depression, he knew it, but he didn’t know what to do about it. He wanted to write, to create, but there was nothing in him to put to paper. He was hollow and it scared him more than anything else in his life ever had before.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure,” he told Grant, his eyes falling on the corner of Greer’s headshot that was peeking out from the pile. Her large green eye was squinted at the edge from her smile, a line of laughter that hit him in the heart like a jolt of energy. He wanted to reach out and pick up her photo to get a better look, but he knocked back the remainder of his whiskey instead. “Call ‘em. Line it up.”
 
   “You got it, man. I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “You don’t think they’ll all want to do it.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   Grant shook his head doubtfully as he pulled the headshots into a neat stack. “I don’t, no. I think the girl from Surrendered, Cara, is going to stay with the production. She said in her audition that she wasn’t sure she could get away long enough to work with us.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Call her anyway.” He hesitated, watching Grant pull out his phone and pick up Cara’s headshot off the top of the pile. Cameron, the guy from Rendezvous, was underneath it. “Give me that one. I’ll call him.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Give me all of them from that production. I’ll call them all.”
 
   Grant chuckled at him. “You know we’d be better off if you personally called Cara and the others still involved in running productions, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” he muttered, taking the headshots and walking to the bar to refill his drink.
 
   “Ry.”
 
   “You’re a silver tongued devil, Grant,” he said, not looking back at his friend. “You’ll stand a better chance getting them than I will. Give me the locks. I can’t screw those up.”
 
   “You won’t screw it up, man.”
 
   “I screw everything up lately,” he grumbled dialing Cameron’s number.
 
   “Come on, you—“
 
   “On the phone!”
 
   Grant watched Ryker’s back as he waited impatiently for the call to go through. His shoulders were high and tight, anxious. This was important to him. It was important to everyone involved and the success of this concert could change the tide for Ryker’s entire career, but Grant had a sinking, awful feeling that it wouldn’t be enough. He knew his friend. He knew he needed more, but what that ‘more’ was, he didn’t know. Even worse, he understood that Ryker didn’t know either.
 
   Ryker made the calls to all of the members of Rendezvous. 
 
   All but one. 
 
   He listened as Grant laughed and joked with the other dancers and he knew he’d get them. Every last one of them because that’s the kind of charisma Grant had. The same kind that Ryker used to have. He recognized it and envied it. Especially now as he looked down at the final headshot, the final phone number, and he wondered if he wanted to call her after all. He wanted her in the show but he didn’t know if he could handle the joyful exuberance that would most likely follow his offer. The joy and the screams and the appreciation that Mia had just given him. He didn’t think he could stomach it. Maybe he didn’t have to call. Maybe a text would be enough.
 
   “Shit,” he muttered, running his hand through his hair. She didn’t have a cell. This number was a landline. He had to call. Annoyed that he was afraid of a phone call, he whipped his cell phone off the bar and dialed the number quickly. He’d tell her she got it, congratulate her, and hang the fuck up. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, can I speak to Greer, please?” he asked.
 
   “This is Greer. Jace?”
 
   He paused, thrown by the sound of her saying his name. He realized then that he hadn’t heard her say it in their brief conversations. Most people tried it out at least once while talking to him as though to cement the moment in their minds. “Yeah, it’s Jace Ryker.”
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “I’m good. I’m calling to tell—how are you?”
 
   She chuckled lightly. “I’m great. Just sitting around brushing up on my Old McDonald.”
 
   “Have you reached the duck yet? The duck was always my favorite as a kid.”
 
   “Not yet. I’m stuck on goat.”
 
   He frowned. “Do goats make a sound?”
 
   “Exactly my problem. I think I’ve sung myself into a corner here.”
 
   “You could always skip them.”
 
   “I’m no quitter.”
 
   “I think they say ‘bah’, like sheep.”
 
   “But then what do I do when I get to sheep?”
 
   “Fall asleep?”
 
   “Now we’re rhyming,” she laughed. “I think we just wrote a song together.”
 
   “My first in months,” he chuckled dryly.
 
   “That’s not true. I heard one of your new ones just the other day.”
 
   “You weren’t supposed to. No one was.”
 
   “Oh. You mean it was leaked?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because that’s your work,” she replied as though it were obvious. “It’s a piece of you and you aren’t in control of it. That sucks.”
 
   He swallowed in surprise at her reaction, at how close it hit to home. “Yeah, it does.”
 
   “Do you know how it got out?”
 
   He hesitated, not sure he wanted to continue this conversation. Greer was deceptively easy to talk to and he probably shouldn’t have told her as much as he just had. He definitely shouldn’t tell her who he suspected of leaking his material because if it found its way to the press it’d be another scandal he had to deal with. He wasn’t ready to face that. He was already cleaning up from the last mess. “Not a clue,” he said, his voice clipped. “Anyway, I was calling to let you know we want you in the show if you’re available.”
 
   “Seriously?” she asked, sounding breathless.
 
   Ryker winced, prepping himself for the screams. “Yeah. Definitely. We need you in the show.”
 
   Want, he thought angrily, scolding himself. We want you in the show.
 
   “Thank you,” she said quietly.
 
   He paused, unsure of what was happening because it definitely wasn’t screaming. “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Is it all right if I ask what the show is now?”
 
   “Yeah, of course. It’s a one night concert in my hometown back in Washington. We’ll have rehearsals for a couple weeks before hand, we’ll need you in Washington for a couple of days gearing up for the show, then you’re free immediately after.”
 
   “That sounds amazing.”
 
   “It’s a small commitment,” he clarified. “No promises of future work. Just this one show, that’s all we’re asking for.”
 
   “I understand that. It’s still amazing. I’ve never been out of New York before. Oh God, that’s embarrassing,” she mumbled. “Forget I admitted that. I was kidding. I go to Milan like every weekend.”
 
   Ryker chuckled at her lie. “Me too.”
 
   “See, when you say it I actually believe that.”
 
   “I’ve been to Milan a couple times,” he admitted. “Not that great.”
 
   “Well, I’ll sell my summer home there immediately.”
 
   “Smart.”
 
   “Any suggestions on where I should spend my summers now?”
 
   “Not Washington.”
 
   “Are you hating on your home?”
 
   “I wouldn’t exactly call it my home. I was born there. That’s about it. I’ve spent more time in the studio than I ever spent in that town.”
 
   “Then why are you going back?”
 
   He hesitated again, stumped as to how she kept getting him so close to these topics. She should have been a reporter. 
 
   “Never mind, none of my business,” she said quickly before he could shut her down. “I’m just excited to be a part of it.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re going to be a part of it too.”
 
   His honesty hung in the air between them and he suddenly didn’t know what to do with it. Obviously she didn’t either because the silence drug out between them until it felt like a tangible thing linking her to him from across the town and over the sullen streets. She was a light in the air that found him and swirled through the receiver until he breathed in warm, crisp air that tasted like sunshine on his tongue.
 
   “Well, good,” he said, filling the silence and pushing out her presence. “I’ll have my agent call yours and handle the business side. They’ll settle your compensation and draw up the contracts.”
 
   “Okay, great. Thank you again, Jace. Or…  I should call you Mr. Ryker?”
 
   “No. Jace,” he said, tasting the warmth in his mouth again. “Call me Jace.”
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   “You rang?” Samantha asked seductively.
 
   Cameron grinned at her framed in the doorway. She was wearing spiked high heels, a slinky red dress, and her lips were painted a crimson color to match. Her long bottle blond hair fell around her face in perfect straight strands that begged to be wrinkled by his fingers. 
 
   “Come in,” he told her, opening the door wider to let her in. “Do you want a drink?”
 
   “Nope.” She tossed her purse on the small kitchen table and spun around to sit on top of the scratched surface. “I want to fuck.”
 
   Cameron smirked. “Don’t beat around the bush, tell me what you really want.”
 
   “I want your cock beating at my bush, that’s what I want.” She lifted the skirt of her dress, showing off her creamy inner thighs and the fact that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. “Isn’t that what you want?”
 
   “It sure as shit is now.” Cameron crossed the small space between them and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her forward on the table until she rested both feet on chairs and spread her legs wide.
 
   “Kiss me,” she whispered.
 
   Cameron leaned in to lay his lips on hers, but she pushed him away roughly. 
 
   “Not here,” she said, touching her lips. She drug her hand down her body, between her breasts, down her stomach, and into her core. “Here.”
 
   He smiled as he knelt on the floor in front of her. He was eye level with her heat, with her heart, and he braced his hands on her thighs to push them even wider. He’d seen her dance, he knew how limber she was. He knew how far she could stretch and when she was opened wide to him, he licked his tongue slowly up her center where her rich scent filled his nose and made his dick rise in his pants. She sighed, her fingers finding their way into his hair and holding him to her as he lapped at her fold, savoring the taste of her want. He found her head and licked her clit in firm, languid circles that made her jerk and gasp. He brought her to the edge and pulled away, then took her back again until she was pleading the way she had been the last time they’d fucked.
 
   “Make me come, Cam. Jesus, please, make me come.”
 
   “Not yet,” he told her. He slid one finger insider her and curved it, finding her G-spot and twitching, caressing against it.
 
   “Fuck!” she cried, falling back against the table. She writhed and squirmed as he worked her from the inside out, licking her clit as he fondled her. “Please, please, fuck!”
 
   He pulled out his finger, thrust in three, and sucked hard and fast on her clit.
 
   She blew up. Her body seized and she whimpered as the pleasure took her over. He pulled back, watching his fingers fucking her and coming back wetter with every thrust. Finally he pulled out completely and slipped a condom on his dick. She was still panting on the table when he thrust inside her and made her shout again.
 
   She wrapped her legs around him and her heels dug into his ass, but he didn’t care. He drove into her and watched her breasts bounce with every thrust. She reached up and took them in her hands, pinching her own nipples and squeezing her full flesh. She pushed them together and he imagined fucking them. He imagined coming all over them, on her stomach, on her red mouth. He imagined her lips around his cock sucking him off and he nearly lost his shit right then and there. 
 
   Samantha sat up suddenly and pressed her mouth over his, tasting her own desire on his lips and licking it clean from his mouth. She bit down on his lip the way she had in the studio.
 
   “Fuck me until I’m sore,” she moaned against his mouth. “Fuck me raw. Fuck me ruined. Make me come around your cock until it hurts us both.”
 
   “You’re fucking crazy,” he panted, loving every word from her dirty mouth. 
 
   “I’m fucking serious, Cam. Take me. Make me yours. You want me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Then fucking take me,” she growled.
 
   He pulled out of her, surprising her, then he spun her around and pushed her down on her stomach on the table. He thrust back inside her as he reached around and felt for her clit, his fingers dancing over his own dick where it pushed in and out of her. He found her swollen nub and rubbed it vigorously. She yelped and groaned as he thrust harder and harder inside of her until she began to shake and tremble. He came inside of her as she clenched on his cock but he didn’t stop. He pounded into her as long as he could. He pushed and pushed until his dick went soft from exertion and he couldn’t go any longer.
 
   “Like that?” he asked, panting and sweat soaked.
 
   “No,” she answered in a content whisper, her face flat against the table and her hot breath fogging the surface. “But we’ll get there.”
 
   Four times. It took fucking her four times to get her to leave him alone. She was insatiable. At the end of it his dick was raw and angry at him and she’d come seven times as far as he knew. May have been more. He was lucky his roommates were all gone for the night because they’d done it on every surface of the apartment, including their beds. Samantha was a freak. He was pretty sure he’d be in love with her if he could be. 
 
   If his heart hadn’t been devoured by a damn demon.
 
   “What’d you mean by ‘it sure as shit is now?’” she asked breathlessly.
 
   They were laying on the floor stark naked and staring at the ceiling after having done it missionary just to mix things up. You know you’re having a good day when missionary feels like a new adventure.
 
   “What?” Cameron asked, dazed.
 
   “You said fucking was what you wanted to do now, but what did you want before that? Why’d you call me over if not to get laid?”
 
   “I wanted to celebrate.”
 
   “Well, we kind of did.”
 
   “Yeah, we did.” He raised his hand and she slapped him a limp high five before they both dropped their lifeless hands to the ground.
 
   “What did we just celebrate?”
 
   “I got a job,” he answered sleepily. “Not a great one, but it’s a good opportunity. Could be something.”
 
   “I got one too.”
 
   He turned to look at her, smiling at her beautiful flushed face. “Really? That’s great. What is it?”
 
   Samantha didn’t look at him. She continued to stare at the ceiling, biting the inside of her cheek. “You’re not going to like it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She sighed, finally turning her head to look at him. “It’s with Surrendered.”
 
   “What?!” Cameron sat up, suddenly wide awake. He stared down at her, stunned. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   She stared back at him calmly. “No. I’m serious. They called me today and said they’d lost one of their people to another project. They need a replacement ASAP and… and Eve recommended me.”
 
   “Fuck,” Cameron growled, standing up and stalking out of the room.
 
   “I knew you’d be mad.”
 
   “Of course I’m fucking mad, Sam! How could you join up with her?”
 
   Samantha stood up and started gathering her clothes. “Because it’s a good job. Rendezvous is dead and who knows when another opportunity to be on Broadway will come up? I need to take the chance while I can.”
 
   “So you’re in it for the spotlight? Just like she was?”
 
   “Oh, fuck you,” she snapped, annoyed. “We’re all in it for the spotlight. It’s why we’re performers. Don’t get all high and mighty with me. You’re not mad that I’m trying to stay on Broadway, you’re mad because it’s Eve.”
 
   “Of course I’m mad because it’s Eve. She screwed us all.”
 
   “No one as much as you.”
 
   “Exactly!”
 
   “Right, which means no one is as mad at her as you are. Try and get some perspective.” She pulled her dress over her head and stepped into her shoes, shaking her head angrily and heading for the door. “Try being happy for me, asshole.”
 
   She slammed the door behind her leaving Cameron standing in the center of his world in the nude wondering at how quickly a good thing could turn bad.
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   “You are an asshole,” Greer told Cameron, stretching out on the floor of the studio. It was different than the one they’d been in for Rendezvous. Smaller and older, but they’d only be in it for a couple of weeks as they learned Jace’s songs and dance routines. His choreographer was supposed to be there soon and Greer wondered briefly if Jace would make an appearance. Her stomach flipped at the thought of seeing him again.
 
   Cameron scowled at her. “You’re supposed to say Samantha is crazy and an idiot for taking that spot with Surrendered.”
 
   “No. You’re an asshole.”
 
   “Thanks a lot, pal.”
 
   Greer shrugged. “You came to me because you want the truth. Don’t get mad at me when you get it.”
 
   “No, I came to you because I wanted pity.”
 
   “Then you shouldn’t have come to me,” she laughed. “Go to Anna or Bryce if you want a pity party.”
 
   “Bryce is not comforting.”
 
   “No, but he loves drama and he loves to sulk. And he loves to hate Eve.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “You can’t get mad at Samantha for not hating her. They were friends. Good friends. It’d be like asking me to hate you.”
 
   “If I did to someone what Eve did to me, you’d have every right to hate me.”
 
   “But I wouldn’t.”
 
   “That’s because you’re loyal. And don’t compare us to Eve and Samantha. We’re more than that. We’re family, not friends. We shared shelter and our last bites of food with no idea when the next was coming. The most they’ve ever shared is gossip over a mani-pedi.”
 
   Greer stopped her stretching to put her hands on his shoulders, pull him close, and press her forehead to his. “I love you. More than anyone. And I think you’re an amazing man and an incredible friend.”
 
   “And good looking,” he reminded her. “Don’t forget good looking.”
 
   “Godlike. It’s stunning and distracting. Women swoon at your feet.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “But you’re being an asshole.” He growled in annoyance and she shook him, bouncing his head against hers. “Stop being a dick and see it from her side. We all need jobs. No one can afford to be without work. You’re taking this opportunity, she’s taking hers. If you want to keep speaking to her you have to let this slide. You don’t have to be happy for her, but maybe don’t be a dick about it either. Neutral. Switzerland. Everybody loves Switzerland.”
 
   “They do have great chocolate,” he agreed glumly. 
 
   She tossed him back from her, returning to her warm up. “Took you long enough to tell me you were sleeping with her.”
 
   He blinked. “I hadn’t realized I had.”
 
   “Give me a break. I know you. I knew you were fucking her the second you fist bumped her in the bar.”
 
   “How?!”
 
   The door to the studio swung open, a middle aged man dressed in workout gear smiling to them all as he stepped inside. Greer stood quickly, swatting at Cameron to get his ass in gear.
 
   “Because I’m magic,” she told him. “Never forget it.”
 
   “Hello, everyone! I’m Bryant, Ryker’s choreographer,” the man addressed the room brightly. He lifted a slim CD case, waving it in the air. “I have Ryker’s song selections here. Great stuff. A good mix of his classic songs with some of his contemporary. There’s already choreography built around a lot of this, but since not all of it is mine we’ll be revamping a lot of it.”
 
   The small crowd of six dancers – two men and four women – chuckled, relaxing into the easy atmosphere the man created. Greer glanced around to take stock of who had arrived. 
 
   Cara from Surrendered wasn’t a surprise since Cameron had just been telling him about Samantha sliding into her spot. Mia, another member of the Rendezvous ensemble, stood at the edge of the crowd making three of them from their show. Only one other guy was there, dark haired and olive skinned looking like the polar opposite of Cameron with his brown hair and fair skin. Next to him was a girl about as tall as Greer and Mia with black hair and ebony skin. Greer couldn’t remember her name but she knew her by reputation. She’d been a star ballerina as a kid but she’d grown too tall, too broad, and the culture forgot about her. She had a solid spot in Incidental Intersection and Greer very much doubted that she’d given it up the way Cara had let her spot slip away. 
 
   “I’m glad you had a chance to meet Ryker at your auditions because he won’t be with us today, but he’ll be here tomorrow and hopefully every day afterward. Personally, I’m hoping he’s working on a surprise for us. He’s left an optional slot in the production.” The man winked with a smile. “Who knows what he may fill with it.”
 
   He made his way to a small sound system in the corner and put the CD inside. He tucked a remote control into his pocket and spun around to face the mirror.
 
   “Let’s begin!”
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   Ryker strode down the hallway of the building listening to the sound of his own song building the closer he came to the studio. It was one of his older works. One he wrote when he was fifteen and excited about driving fast cars, kissing pretty girls, and playing Xbox with his dad. He smiled now thinking about the way he’d felt when he wrote that entire album. He was still with Disney then, still a child star and recently recovered from the transition from little boy to young man. It wasn’t long after the concert Grant was so focused on, the one at Christmas in Washington. There’d been snow on the ground. Worship songs on the radio. His mother had been alive.
 
   His smile faded and his step slowed, his excitement over the rehearsal fading instantly and evaporating into nothing. He hesitated at the door, not sure he wanted to go inside after all. They’d been at it all day while he’d been stuck in meetings with Sarah and conference calls with his label badgering him about officially releasing Internal as a single and making that fuckin’ money, but he’d dug in his heels. He’d told them no until he was blue in the face and finally he’d stormed out and found himself here. 
 
   This concert wasn’t going to fix everything. It might help repair some of the damage done by his time with Lexy and the dark days he’d had after his mother died that stretched into weeks and months and a year, but it wouldn’t fix him. He had to stop hoping it would. What was in him, what was broken and missing, it couldn’t be fixed. And yet here he was drawn and here he was caught hoping. Wishing.
 
   He heard the sounds of feet on the floor, marching to the beat of his music, and he knew they’d be distracted. He pulled the door open a small crack and peeked in to scan the crowd. To look at the loot he’d stolen from other shows, and as he watched them he realized he was right. This was right. The music he gave Bryant was his but he’d had it tweaked. The music accompanying his lyrics was no longer band music full of guitars, drum, and synth. It was orchestra. It was woodwind and brass.
 
   It was Broadway.
 
   It matched his dancers to a T and as he watched them work their magic, he grinned to himself. 
 
   Then his eyes found green and he felt his chest pinch. Greer stood on the opposite side of the group, her eyes focused on Bryant as he spoke but they flickered to his for just a split second. Just long enough for her to smile at him and set his heart into a hammering sprint that felt almost like fear. As his pulse slowed, his body roared. 
 
   She was in skin tight spandex capris and a pink sports bra. That was it. Her toned, tanned body was on display and he watched the steady rhythm of her stomach moving with her breath, her muscles rolling with the motion like waves on the shore. Her breasts filled the tight bra and strained against the material, fighting to be released. And her ass. She jumped into the number with the rest of the crew and when she spun and dipped he could see her ass in the tight black pants with no lines. Either she was in a thong or she wasn’t wearing underwear.
 
   Coming here was a mistake. No, watching Greer was a mistake. Making eye contact. Sporting wood in the hallway while he peeked between the doors like a perv, that was a mistake.
 
   “Ryker!” Bryant called excitedly, having spotted him.
 
   Fuck.
 
   “You made it,” Bryant continued, smiling and gesturing for him to come inside. “We’re almost finished for the day but we’d love to show you what we’ve got.”
 
   “Yeah,” he agreed numbly. “Yeah, just give me two seconds. I have to use the restroom and I’ll be right in.”
 
   “Great!”
 
   He slid the door shut, wondering what the hell he was going to do about the half chub sitting big and obvious in his pants. He went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face and thought horrible thoughts. Clowns. Puppets, he hated puppets. The Muppets were Satan’s army fresh from hell, he was sure of it. Camping. Horseradish. The flight from Japan to France when they’d hit so much turbulence he’d been convinced they were going to die and he’d almost pissed himself. Bubble wrap.
 
   He emerged from the bathroom three minutes later with a flaccid dick and a lot of questions about what it was that made him tick.
 
   “There he is!” Bryant called, coming over to pull Ryker into a half hug.
 
   The feel of another man’s crotch against his, add that to the list of turnoffs.
 
   “What’s up, man?” Ryker greeted him, slapping him on the back. He turned to the group he’d put together and waved. “Hi. Thanks for coming. It’s good to see all of you again.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Happy to be here.”
 
   “Thanks for the chance.”
 
   “Love your music.”
 
   He absorbed the scattered greetings with a nod, carefully avoiding eye contact with any of them the way he did in front of a crowd of reporters.
 
   “Do you want to see what we have?” Bryant suggested.
 
   “I saw. I was, uh, I was stalking you all a little from the hall,” he told them with a small grin. “You look great. Really great. It’s going to be a good show. I’m sorry I wasn’t here today but I’ll be with you tomorrow. I promise.”
 
   “Well, we’re all wrapped up for today. I think I’ve put them through the wringer enough.” Bryant clapped his hands and addressed the group. “I’ll be sending you all the music you heard today. You’ll get digital copies in your email tonight. Learn it. Practice it. Live it!”
 
   “Just don’t leak it,” Ryker joked half-heartedly.
 
   They chuckled quietly, awkwardly. He caught Greer watching him, her lips pinched apologetically. He gave her a slight nod.
 
   “I have more appointments to get to, but it was good to see you all. Again, thanks for coming,” he told them earnestly. “I know some of you have other engagements that we’re working around and all of you value your time. I understand that and I promise to make every second count.”
 
   Another scattering of ‘thank yous’ followed him as he left the room, hurrying into the hall and out of the building. He paused on the sidewalk, checking his phone and cursing. Text messages, all from Sarah. All angry. Oh and a missed call from Lexy just to piss him off. He’d made it perfectly clear to her a hundred times that they were through but the girl just wasn’t getting it. Unbelievable.
 
   “I’ll use Jessa’s laptop to download it, no big deal.”
 
   “And download it to what?”
 
   “Don’t start.”
 
   “Get a phone. Get an iPod. Hell, get a Zune.”
 
   “Where would I get a Zune? 2008?”
 
   “They still sell them.”
 
   “Do they, Cam?” Greer challenged. “Do you they really?”
 
   “Get something.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “When?”
 
   Jace turned to find Cameron and Greer walking out of the studio doors and slowing to a stop near him. Greer met his eyes and hers tightened with what he could only interpret as embarrassment. 
 
   “Not today,” she muttered in reply to Cameron’s question.
 
   Jace nodded to her, their eyes still locked. “You looked amazing up there.”
 
   She smiled faintly. “Thanks. Bryant’s a good teacher.”
 
   “He’s also on crack. Don’t let him run you guys into the ground.”
 
   “He’s a little Energizer Bunny, that’s for sure,” Cameron commented, looking between them as they continued to stare at each other.
 
   Jace broke away, offering his hand to Cameron. “What’s up, man? Glad you decided to join.”
 
   “Wouldn’t miss it. Thanks for taking us on.”
 
   “Lucky to have you.” His eyes pulled back to Greer like gravity had hold of him. “Both of you.”
 
   “Yeah,” Cameron replied slowly, grinning. “Well, I gotta go.”
 
   Greer snapped her eyes to his, her face furrowed in confusion. “What? Where?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
 
   “It’s why I asked.”
 
   “I have to go apologize for being an asshole, remember? I have to say the three worst words in the English language.”
 
   “I was wrong?” Jace guessed.
 
   Cameron pointed at him. “My man. See, he knows. This is gonna suck.”
 
   “Well, good luck,” Greer told him as he backed away down the street. “Remember Switzerland.”
 
   “I’ll even bring chocolates,” he promised. “See ya.”
 
   Looking at Greer standing on the sidewalk in front of him with her long hair in a loose ponytail, her body encased in skin tight spandex and her white hoody, her face flushed from her workout – a workout she’d done to his music – Jace wondered what the fuck he was doing. He knew what he wanted to be doing, but was it right? Probably not, and it made him want it all the more.
 
   “Do you have somewhere you have to be?” he asked her.
 
   She shook her head, shrugging. “Washington in a couple weeks? That’s about it.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “Starving.”
 
   “Can I take you to dinner? There’s a restaurant near my hotel that’s insane. I’m hooked on it.” He pulled out his phone. “I can have my car pick us up in a few minutes and—“
 
   “What about that diner?” she asked, pointing across the street.
 
   He glanced up, surprised. It was a bit of a dive, not somewhere Lexy or Sarah would ever have set foot in. He looked at Greer skeptically. “You want to eat there?”
 
   “Why not? It’s right there, you wouldn’t have to call your car. And besides, I don’t think I’m really dressed for anything fancier.”
 
   “How do you know this restaurant is fancy? Maybe it’s a shithole with really good pasta.”
 
   “It’s by your hotel. Where are you staying? The Hilton? Four Seasons?” she scoffed. “It’s not a shithole.”
 
   He grinned. “No, it’s not.”
 
   “How many stars?”
 
   “Four.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He put his phone away, raising his hands in defeat. “Fair enough. The diner it is.”
 
   It was terrible. They commiserated over the soggy buns, the dry meat, the rubbery cheese, and the oily French fries until they couldn’t take it anymore. Jace threw a fifty on the table despite Greer’s protests and her multiple attempts to pay for her meal, further confirming his suspicion that she’d asked to eat there because she could afford it. In the end he won and they ran for their lives before their surly waitress could scowl at them again and spill more water on their table. 
 
   “Wow,” Greer breathed when they were finally free of the smoke filled building. “I have regrets.”
 
   “I think I have food poisoning,” Jace countered.
 
   She smiled at him, pushing stray strands of her hair out of her face as the wind took hold of them. “You have tetanus at the very least.”
 
   “I’m up on my shots. I should be in the clear.”
 
   “That wasn’t beef, was it?”
 
   “Cows don’t crumble like that.”
 
   “Ugh,” she shuddered. “Alright, hit me. How many stars?”
 
   He grinned. “One.”
 
   “That’s generous,” she chuckled.
 
   “I had to give them something for having tables. How about you?”
 
   “Hmm,” she hummed thoughtfully, looking back at the building. “Comparing it to some other places I’ve eaten, I’ve gotta give it a two.”
 
   “Bullshit!” he cried, feeling a full smile stretch his face in unfamiliar ways. “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No!” he cried, throwing his head back and howling mournfully to the sky. Greer’s full laugh fell around him like rain, lingering in the air and in his ears. He looked back to her, the smile still tight on his lips and a feeling in his chest that he couldn’t ignore. “You have to let me fix that.”
 
   Her eyes flashed with uncertainty. “No,” she said quietly, wrapping her arms around herself. “That’s okay. I’m okay.”
 
   “Your call,” he agreed, backing off immediately. He understood this reaction, he’d seen it before. His money put people off sometimes. Not everyone wanted to be thrown into his wealthy world and he had trouble knowing where the lines were. He didn’t know what it was to be middle class or lower. Hell, he didn’t even remember upper-middle class. Things that seemed so simple to him were struggles to others. His every day was the average person’s luxury or dream come true. He was a winning lottery ticket. He was the one percent.
 
   And it was fucking lonely at the top.
 
   “It’s going to be dark soon,” Ryker commented, glancing around as lights came on up and down the street. He caught her tight eyes and offered his arm. “Can I walk you home?”
 
   She grinned, her face relaxing. “That’d be nice, thanks.”
 
   She hesitantly put her arm through his and guided him in the right direction. They walked in silence, their feet falling in time with each other creating a rhythm Ryker could feel in his blood. One he’d remember forever.
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   “Greer!” Jessa called into the apartment. “You have a delivery! You gotta sign for it.”
 
   “I have what?” she asked, coming out of the kitchen and drying her hands on a worn gray towel. 
 
   Jessa pointed to the young courier waiting impatiently in the hall. He thrust the rectangular package forward and jangled his clipboard.
 
   “I need a signature from Greer Weston,” he demanded.
 
   She hurried forward and took the clipboard, eyeing the package suspiciously without taking it. She scanned the paper in front of her, unsure. “Where do I…”
 
   “Here.” He tapped the sheet. “On the only open line.”
 
   She scribbled her name on the line, shoved the clipboard into his chest, and took the offered box. “Thanks so much,” she said sarcastically.
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Greer closed the door hard and threw the locks. “Was I supposed to tip him?”
 
   Jessa snorted. “Hell no. Kid was a shit.” She nodded to the box, her brown curls bouncing and shining. “Have you never gotten a delivery before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s weird.”
 
   “It feels weirder getting one.”
 
   “Who is it from?”
 
   Greer turned it over in her hands, checking the labels. Aside from her name, it was gibberish to her. She nearly dropped it when it started ringing. “What the hell?”
 
   “It’s a phone,” Jessa said, scowling. “Maybe you shouldn’t open that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “That’s how they activate bombs. With cell phones.”
 
   “Who? Terrorists?”
 
   “No, Girl Scouts. Yes, terrorists!”
 
   The ringing stopped and both girls looked at the box with deep seated doubt. “It didn’t blow up,” Greer muttered.
 
   Another noise sounded from inside. A weirdly familiar ding that she couldn’t quite place.
 
   “Sounds like an iPhone,” Jessa said dismissively, turning abruptly and heading for the living room. 
 
   “So we’re not worried anymore?” Greer called after her.
 
   “If you have an iPhone all you have to worry about is becoming a hipster! I’ll watch for the signs. No lens-less glasses or scrunchies!”
 
   “Thanks a lot,” she muttered, tearing into the tape holding the box closed. When she shed away all of the packaging she found a slim white, shining iPhone inside. And it had a message.
 
   From Jace Ryker.
 
   This is your work phone. You need it.
 
   “Whoa.”
 
   She had used Cameron’s phone before so she knew how to work the thing, but it felt surreal that this was hers. Well, hers for the next month.
 
   This is too much, she texted Jace.
 
   His response was immediate and she realized it was probably him that had called and nearly kicked off World War Three in her apartment. You have to have one. At least while you’re working for me. You need it for the music alone.
 
   You can’t give me a phone.
 
   We’re rhyming again.
 
   Greer grinned. We just can’t help but make music together. 
 
   The second she sent it, she realized how that sounded and hurriedly typed, I can’t keep it. You can’t give me this phone.
 
   I didn’t. Ryker Corp. did.
 
   There’s no such thing as Ryker Corp., is there?
 
   There will be if you give me a hard time about the phone. It’s a business tool from your boss. Just say ‘Thank you, Mr. Ryker’ and we’ll all move on from it.
 
   I thought I was supposed to call you Jace.
 
   When you sass me about work, you get Mr. Ryker. When we risk our lives in subpar eateries or sing duets in dark theaters, then you can call me Jace.
 
   Uh huh. And you get to just call me whatever you want?
 
   The phone started ringing in her hand, surprising her. The name and photo that splashed across the screen made her smile.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Ryker,” she answered seriously.
 
   “I can call you whenever I want now, too,” he told her in answer to her question.
 
   “Convenient.”
 
   “Look, don’t sweat the phone. It’s no big deal. I have like fifty of these things laying around that were given to me for no reason. I got one in a goodie bag at Elton John’s last month.”
 
   “You know Elton John?”
 
   “You don’t?” he teased.
 
   “Oh, of course I do. I was just hanging out with him last weekend at his villa in the south of France.”
 
   Jace chuckled quietly and there was something about it…
 
   “He actually has a villa in the south of France, doesn’t he?” she asked warily.
 
   “I don’t know, but I do.”
 
   “Son of a bitch,” she grumbled.
 
   “It’s more of an estate than a villa.”
 
   “Not better.”
 
   Her anger made him chuckle again. “Anyway, keep the phone. Do you want a different color? I have pink.”
 
   “Why did someone give you a pink phone?”
 
   “Because I’m a trendsetter, apparently. Put something in my hands and the world wants to buy it.”
 
   “That’s a lot of pressure.”
 
   “You get used to it. Especially when there’s a line of underwear in Japan with your face on it.”
 
   “There is not.”
 
   “Google it.”
 
   “I don’t have a computer.”
 
   He groaned theatrically, making her smile. “You’re killin’ me. Look it up on your phone.”
 
   “I will tonight.”
 
   “Don’t let it be the last thing you look at. I can’t be held accountable for your dreamstate after you see them. In fact, let me send you the link because if you just go Googling ‘Jace Ryker underwear’ you’re going to hit a really seedy part of the internet.”
 
   “I’m sure I can handle it,” she chuckled.
 
   “For my sake, don’t.”
 
   “Alright, for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   A silence fell between them, one that wasn’t particularly awkward. It was actually kind of nice knowing he was there, just a breath away, and when she wasn’t looking at his movie star face and Adonis body wrapped in wealth and a world she’d never know, she could relax with him. He was funny! He was easy to talk to and he seemed to genuinely like talking to her too. He seemed lighter than he ever had before. More accessible and she wondered if it came with getting to know him. If he was guarded with people because he had to be and you had to earn his trust. She could understand that and from what she was seeing – or hearing – of him now, she wanted to earn that. She wanted to earn him.
 
   “Jace?” she asked quietly.
 
   “Yeah,” he answered, his voice so deep it made her eyes close and her heart flutter in her chest.
 
   “I was just checking. I didn’t know if you’d hung up.”
 
   “No. Do you need to go?”
 
   “No. You?”
 
   “Yeah, but no.”
 
   She laughed softly. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I have to go but I’m not going to.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Oh my God.
 
   “I’m glad I gave you the phone, Greer.”
 
   She grinned. “You didn’t. Ryker Corp. did, remember?”
 
   “I’m glad,” he repeated.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   The phone beeped and she frowned as she pulled it away from her ear to look at the screen. It said she had a new text, but she ignored it. She didn’t want to lose this connection with Jace.
 
   “Did you get it?” he asked.
 
   “Get what?”
 
   “The picture I sent you.”
 
   “Oh, the message. Of course of it’s from you, you’re the only one with the number,” she muttered, feeling stupid. “Hold on.”
 
   She called up the message and downloaded the photo attached, reading his words as it opened. 
 
   This is me hiding.
 
   The picture loaded, making her burst out laughing. He was in a bathroom – a fucking nice one that looked bigger than her apartment and was covered in about a hundred percent more marble – and he was sitting in the bathtub, half of his face covered with the cream colored shower curtain.
 
   “Who are you hiding from?” she asked, still laughing.
 
   He chuckled, the sound carrying across the city in a melody that hit her ears and made her skin tingle with excitement.
 
   “Everyone,” he answered vaguely before admitting, “Sarah. She wants me to make decisions about shit I already decided.”
 
   “Then what’s her problem?”
 
   “I didn’t make the decision she wanted.”
 
   “Tell her to get over it.”
 
   “If only it were that easy. Here, I’ll go find her and you can tell her.”
 
   “No!” she cried. “I’m not talking to that woman. She freaks me out.”
 
   “That’s her plan. It’s an intimidation tactic and I’m over it.” He cleared his throat, his tone lightening. “Your turn.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I sent you a picture of what I’m doing – hiding. Show me what you’re doing. I want to see you.”
 
   Her heart leapt into her throat as she smiled, fumbling with the phone. “Okay, hold on.” She ran to the bathroom and pulled the shower curtain closed, putting her phone inside and snapping a picture of herself with her eyes crossed and her face half covered by the fogged plastic. It ended up being a bit of a cleavage shot and she thought about retaking it, but some wild part of her forged ahead typing him a quick message and hitting SEND before she could stop herself.
 
   “There, it’s on the way,” she told him.
 
   She heard muffled sounds as he pulled his phone from his ear and laughed when he saw her picture and read her words.
 
   This is me seeking. I’m terrible at it.
 
   His laugh was better than his chuckle. It was better than anything. It was full and thick like cream, dark and sultry like chocolate. It made her hungry for more.
 
   “Can Ryker Corp. get away with hooking you up with an optometrist in the next month?” he asked, coming back on the line.
 
   “Up to you. It’s your fictional company.”
 
   “I’ll talk to HR,” he said, still laughing.
 
   “You have a great laugh,” she told him, feeling emboldened by their banter and the miles and miles of space between them. “You should do it more often.”
 
   “I have been lately,” he admitted softly.
 
   “How lately?” she pushed.
 
   “Since I met you.”
 
   She took a deep breath, her body calming at his words. They soothed her, settled her. It was real. It wasn’t in her head. She wasn’t some star struck idiot spinning fantasies. There was something here. Something between them that they both felt.
 
   “I like you, Jace,” she whispered.
 
   “I like you too, Greer,” he whispered back. “More than I’ve liked anyone or anything in a really long time.”
 
   She smiled into the mirror, watching her skin go pink at his words. At her own thoughts. “Hey,” she said softly. “You wanna do something crazy with me?”
 
   He paused, debating. “Depends on what it is.”
 
   “It’s not getting married in Vegas tonight.”
 
   “Oh, thank God,” he breathed out in a relieved rush.
 
   “Come up before, has it?”
 
   “No comment.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “What kind of crazy are we talking about? ‘Cause I could be into some crazy right now.”
 
   “Need to shake things up a bit, do you?”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   Greer bit her lip and reached over to close the bathroom door, locking it. “Do you wanna take a bath with me?” she asked huskily.
 
   She could hear him breathing on the other end of the line, thick and slow. 
 
   “Is this a trick question?”
 
   She chuckled, kicking her shoes off. “No tricks. You’re locked in a bathroom, I’m locked in a bathroom… No pictures,” she assured him, imagining that had to be a huge concern for him, especially after the concert fiasco with his ex. “Just talking.”
 
   “Naked, wet talking?” he clarified.
 
   “Yep. Could you be into that?”
 
   “Greer,” he said emphatically. “I am so fucking into that.”
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   “How hot is your bath?” she asked, the sound of swirling water echoing through the phone. 
 
   He shifted, laying out and getting more comfortable in the jetted tub that he left silent and still. The better to hear her with… “It’s hot. My skin is turning red. You?”
 
   “Kind of cold, actually.”
 
   Images of her full breasts floating on the surface of the water, her chilled nipples tight and peaked, made his dick come to life.
 
   “Too bad you’re not here,” he told her.
 
   “Sarah would love that.”
 
   “God, don’t mention her. You’ll kill the relaxing mood we’ve got going.”
 
   “I’m not that relaxed.”
 
   “Yeah,” he answered thickly. “Me either.”
 
   “Jace?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   She hesitated and he nearly groaned with impatience. “I have my hand on my stomach.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “I do. And I have a choice to make.”
 
   “What kind of choice?”
 
   “I need to decide if I should go north or south, but I’m terrible with directions.”
 
   “Well, with those fucked up eyes I can see why.”
 
   She laughed, breaking the intensity of the moment and he found himself smiling, his own hand making its way to his thigh. 
 
   “North,” he told her confidently. “You should go north.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “For now. The mountains are beautiful this time of year.”
 
   He could hear her smile in her voice. “North it is then.”
 
   He listened to her breathing, closing his eyes as her breath hitched in her throat and the trickle of water dripping from slippery limbs drifted into his ears. “How’s the view?” 
 
   “Stunning,” she whispered. “How about from where you are?”
 
   He looked down his body and frowned at his lack of breasts. “Flat. Boring.”
 
   “You should head south.”
 
   “You should go with me.”
 
   “I’m already on my way.”
 
   He ran his hand up his thigh to trip his fingertips over his dick. It jumped in response, eager for affection. He listened to Greer breathe in deeply, then let out a shuddering breath.
 
   “Where are you?” he asked.
 
   “The valley.”
 
   Goddammit.
 
   “Are you with me?” she breathed.
 
   “Yes.” He stroked his dick up and down, savoring her hiccupped breaths and her faint, low moans.
 
   “You’re inside me, Jace,” she told him, taking the lead and making his balls seize with excitement. “Your fingers are on me, but you’re inside me. Deep and slow.”
 
   “You’re so hot,” he murmured, gripping his dick hard, “and so fucking tight.”
 
   “I’m wet.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you’re so hard. Your dick is hard and deep and so, so thick. It hurts.”
 
   “But you love it.”
 
   “I want it. I want it to hurt,” she whimpered. “Make it hurt, Jace.”
 
   “Fuck,” he groaned, picking up the pace of his hand sliding up and down his erection. The sound of water thrashing over his arm as he plunged in and out of her in his mind mingled with her whimpers and cries, and he could feel it. He could imagine what it would be like to be with her and it was incredible. It was better than anything he’d ever felt. “You feel amazing. You’re beautiful. Perfect. Your body is so fucking perfect the way it hugs me.”
 
   “Make me come, Jace,” she pleaded. “Make me come on you.”
 
   “I will, babe. I will. I’m licking your tits and I’m tweaking your clit and I’m inside you, Greer. I’m rock hard inside your soft pussy. Can you feel me?”
 
   “I feel you. I feel you everywhere,” she cried. She was getting close.
 
   “I’m in there and it hurts. I’m hitting so hard it hurts us both but you’re begging for it and thrashing on me.”
 
   “I’m riding you. I’m riding you fast and deep. Oh God, I don’t want to stop but I have to come. I have to.”
 
   “I’m bare. Nothing there but you and me, your wet, hot body so slick and ready.” His hand jerked violently on his dick, pulling and plunging and fucking so hard he splashed water onto the floor but still he pictured her riding him like mad. “I’m going to lose it inside you and I won’t even be sorry. I’ll want you again the second I come. I’ll never get enough of you.”
 
   “I’m burning. I’m burning alive,” she squeaked, her breath ragged and her tone desperate. 
 
   “Do it, babe,” he urged her on, feeling it bearing down on him as well. “Do it. I’m with you. Yeah, shit, I’m with you!”
 
   He bit down on his grunts and groans as he shot his load into the tub, his body going rigid and limp all at once and leaving him dizzy. He silenced himself as much as he could so he could drink in her cries. Her throaty moans, her mewls. They were music to his ears.
 
   “Greer?” he asked, his voice low and rough. Used.
 
   “Yeah?” she answered breathlessly.
 
   “I’m really glad I gave you that phone.”
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   Greer smiled all the next day. All through rehearsals she smiled and giggled at the slightest provocation. She felt giddy and strange and every time she touched the phone he’d given her, she looked for a message from Jace. 
 
   He didn’t let her down.
 
   He wasn’t able to make it to rehearsals for the rest of the week but he sent her messages throughout the day. The best were the ones with pictures. Various photos of him hiding in the strangest places. Behind a fern in a waiting room, through a fish tank in his hotel lobby, behind a menu at a fancy restaurant. Always only portions of his face with wide scared eyes that made her smile. She’d send back pics of herself peering around doors or looking up into the camera posed in a cupboard. She looked but she never found him. 
 
   But he always found her.
 
   He called her each night and they talked until the phone started to die and it chirped at her angrily. Last time he laughed and scolded her that she needed to charge it. She rolled her eyes, searching for the damn cord. 
 
   The next day another package arrived. It had seven chargers in it. One for every day of the week.
 
   You’re hilarious, she texted him along with a picture of the opened package.
 
   You’re hopeless. I bet your phone is dying right now, isn’t it?
 
   She glanced down at the screen. At the flashing red bar in the corner.
 
   “Shit,” she muttered.
 
   Nope. Full strength!
 
   Liar, he accused. 
 
   Prove it.
 
   I wish I could. I’ve never wished I was there with you more than right now.
 
   Seriously? This is when you want to be live and in person? Not last night around two am when we went on that meandering road trip…
 
   Ah, the Grand Tetons. They’re a national treasure. 
 
   I’m pretty partial to Chimney Rock myself.
 
   God, topography has never been so hot.
 
   Will you be at rehearsals tomorrow?
 
   Nothing could keep me away. I haven’t seen your eyes in days and it’s killing me.
 
   You want a picture?
 
   I want you.
 
   She smiled, staring at those three words and biting her lip to keep from making some ridiculous girly sound. It was so surreal. All of it. She couldn’t believe the man on the other side of these texts and phone calls was one of the hottest stars in the world. And he wanted her. He simply fucking wanted her of all people. And he was so real! So amazingly sweet and funny and kind. She was falling for him hard and fast in the scariest and most exhilarating way. She wanted to talk to him every second of every day and when she couldn’t she was thinking about him. Dreaming of him. And he was real. He was real and he could be hers. She could belong to someone.
 
   The thought made her lightheaded.
 
   Runaways don’t belong to anyone. Not even themselves. Family is nothing, friends are fleeting, and even the love she felt for Cameron couldn’t compete with the idea of being claimed by someone the way she wanted Jace to claim her. The way she wanted to claim him. It was wrong how big this felt so fast but it was what she wanted. What she needed.
 
   I want you too.
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   Fuck, it was hard to concentrate with Greer there. He’d never even kissed her but he had vivid images of her in his mind; wet, soapy, breathless, calling his name. Her tits in his face, in his mouth, on his tongue and she was riding him like she was trying to break him. And dammit, he wanted her to.
 
   She was in the mirror right behind him and he had to focus on the others to keep from watching her work. She really was a phenomenal dancer, too good for the chorus. He watched her move behind him and wondered what it would be like to always have her there. Could he hire her and bring her with him? It was crazy and rash, but she made him feel that way. She made him feel alive.
 
   She smiled at him now, her face flushed from the dance and he smiled back. Not grinned or smirked, but smiled. He’d laughed that day and not just at her. He laughed because things were funny. Because he was having fun.
 
   When was the last time he’d felt that way? 
 
   “That’s lunch, everyone!” Bryant called, clapping Jace on the shoulder. “Let’s thank Ryker for his time today. He made a special point to be here with us this morning since we only have another week until we head to Washington for the show. Oh, speaking of,” he continued before anyone could speak, “we have your plane tickets. I’ll hold onto them but grab a flier off the table with your flight information on them. Be at the airport early, people! No screw ups. We can’t spare to lose anyone in transit. If you miss your flight, pack yourself UPS and get your ass there, you hear me?”
 
   They laughed and agreed, nodding their heads and making their way to the table for a flier. Jace stepped in front of Greer, keeping a discreet distance but smiling down into her eyes. 
 
   “Will you be flying with us?” she asked hopefully.
 
   He shook his head. “No. I have to head to California first to take care of some things. I’ll meet you there.”
 
   “You’re flying private, aren’t you?”
 
   He smirked. “It’s the only way to fly. You want me to book you a private flight?” he teased, knowing she’d never go for it but secretly wishing she would. He’d love to spoil her if she’d let him, but she wasn’t the type. Money made her nervous.
 
   “I’m good. I’ve never flown before so anything will be impressive for me. If I take a private jet, I’ll be ruined for life.”
 
   “Fair enough. Offer is on the table though.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He stepped closer, playing with fire and feeling its heat radiating from her body and in her eyes. “I wish I could fly with you,” he whispered. “I’d love to be there for your first time.”
 
   “Would you hold my hand at take off? Give me your peanuts?”
 
   “I’d even buy you headphones.”
 
   “Easy, money bags. What’d I just say about ruining me?”
 
   “What if I want to ruin you? What if I want to destroy you?”
 
   What if I want to make you mine?
 
   Her face fell serious, her eyes going guarded in that tight way they did when she was scared. “You easily could,” she breathed.
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   “Sam!” Cameron shouted, jogging after her as she hurried away from him. “Sam, just stop and listen!”
 
   “No thanks, asshole,” she replied bitingly.
 
   “Oh, come on! I said I was sorry.” 
 
   “I heard you.”
 
   “I admitted I was wrong.”
 
   “Really noble considering that you were in fact wrong,” she shot back, not slowing. “What’s next? Your groundbreaking reveal that you like a finger in your ass during sex?”
 
   “Whoa!” he cried, glancing around to see who was listening. Everyone. Everyone was now listening. “Sam, can you—“
 
   She turned on him, coming to face him and making him screech to a halt. “Tell me I’m lying,” she challenged quietly. “Say it. Tell me I’m wrong.”
 
   He licked his lips, painfully aware of the eyes and ears all over the park tuned in. Someone even had their phone up to videotape their argument. “You’re not… fuck, you’re not wrong.”
 
   “I’m sorry, what? What was that?”
 
   “Is this really necessary?”
 
   She shrugged, turning to leave. “Guess not. Later, asshole.”
 
   “Fine. Fuck it, fine!” he called after her, throwing his arms out wide and spinning to face everyone. She turned to watch, her face impassive. “I like it when that woman right there, that gorgeous woman with the body that just won’t stop, puts her finger in my asshole as I come. I love it! It makes me crazy.” He pointed at her. “She makes me crazy.”
 
   The crowd burst into a smattering of applause and he bowed slightly, going to stand in front of Samantha. She was fighting a smile and losing.
 
   “Are you happy now?” he asked.
 
   She let the smile loose. “A little.”
 
   “Am I forgiven?”
 
   “No. But we’ll get there.”
 
   He watched her walk away, the words she’d given him after he’d fucked her wild ringing in his ears. In his blood.  
 
   And he wanted her more than ever.
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   “Don’t you ever stop?” Jace asked. “Even to eat?”
 
   Greer didn’t startle. She stopped dancing, smoothing her rehearsal dress and shaking her head to her reflection in the mirror. “I want to get it right.”
 
   “You have it. You have it down better than anyone.”
 
   “I want it to be perfect.”
 
   “You are perfect.”
 
   She looked at him sideways and he expected her to smile, but her eyes were guarded. She was scared.
 
   He stepped into the room, closing the door behind him and locking it, letting the click resonate loudly through the room so she’d hear it. So she’d know.
 
   She turned to face him, her hands on her hips and her eyes tight. He wanted to break her down. He wanted to take her to nothing, to take himself to zero, and build them both back up from the ground up until they were stronger and straighter. Until they were both full to bursting with the missing pieces they both needed, that they both had, but they had to give them up. You had to give to receive and neither of them wanted to budge. They were both too afraid to fall apart for each other because what if they couldn’t get back up? What if their pieces didn’t fit and they were worse off than they’d been before.
 
   But they did fit. Jace knew it when he looked at her, when he thought of her and his whole outlook changed. She could brighten his day with a word, with a smile, and that kind of power couldn’t be ignored. 
 
   “Don’t be afraid of me,” he whispered, feeling like he was talking to a spooked animal. He was terrified she would run.
 
   “How can I not be?” she whispered back.
 
   “I’m just a guy.”
 
   “No, you’re not. You’re Jace R—“
 
   “No. That’s it. I’m Jace. With you I’m just Jace.”
 
   “On the phone I can believe that. I can pretend, but in real life you are who you are and you are…” She laughed shakily. “You are so far out of my league.”
 
   “Bullshit. I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   “For how long? For the run of the show and then what?”
 
   “You’re getting ahead of things. We haven’t even hit Washington yet.”
 
   “But when we do, what happens? You live in California, I live in New York. What? We’ll date? We’ll do the long distance thing? How many baths on the phone can you take with me before you need the real thing?”
 
   “You’re writing us off before we’ve even started,” he snapped, feeling his temper flare. 
 
   She put her hands on her face briefly before dropping them, suddenly composed. “Look, I know I sound crazy. I know this is really new and we barely know each other, but it doesn’t mean I’m not scared. It doesn’t mean it couldn’t be something and I want it to be, but I don’t even know if you’re on the same page about me, and I’m just looking out for myself. I’m okay so far. I like you a lot, yeah, but I’m not past the point of no return yet. We haven’t slept together, we haven’t even kissed and if this can’t be something real, then it’s good that we stop it now. I need to stop it now because I can’t do a casual fling with you. I just can’t.”
 
   “I don’t want something casual. I’m not looking for just sex from you, Greer.”
 
   “Then what do you want?” she pleaded. “I know it’s not fair to ask yet, but I can’t take a chance on you. On anyone. I’m not built that way, so I have to know what the hell you want from me.”
 
   Her eyes were begging him, asking him to let her go and he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. So instead he’d have to take her.
 
   “I’ll show you what I want.”
 
   He crossed the room in three angry strides and took her mouth with his. She grabbed onto him immediately, her hands seeking him out and latching on to him with a strength that weakened him. He kissed her aggressively, pushing aside the images in his mind of what he’d imagined and replacing them with flesh and blood and breath, and it was beautiful. 
 
   She surprised him when she shoved him back, pushing him until he stumbled into a leather chair in the corner, a prop from another production left behind and forgotten. She stared down at him, stepping in close until her legs slipped between his and spread his knees.
 
   He held his breath as he brought his hand behind her right knee and pulled it forward, buckling it beneath her. He lifted until the toe of her pump was resting on the leather of the chair beside his thigh. The sharp heel pressed into the supple soft material dangerously, threatening to burst through as the slit in her dress split open wide, giving Jace a view of her leg, of her exposed inner thigh, and the shadowed warmth beyond. 
 
   She watched him with stuttered breath as he ran his hand back and forth on the back of her calf. He tickled the underside of her knee with the lightest brush, just enough to make her giggle slightly. Then his hand continued up the underside of her thigh and suddenly she wasn’t laughing anymore. Greer met his eyes and he held her frozen with them as his hand continued to move. His fingertips danced up her flesh, running from the bottom around to the inside. His arm wrapped around her leg like a snake as he reeled her in. As he pulled her closer with his whisper light touch that made her shiver and burn.
 
   “Are you going to run, Greer?” he asked, his voice rumbling in that deep bravado that tingled in her toes and bloomed like fire in her belly. “Are you going to run or are you going to stay?”
 
   “Stay. I want to stay with you,” she whispered tremulously.
 
   He gave a ghost of a grin just before his hand slid home. Just before he pushed aside the skirt of her dress entirely and turned his eyes to her nakedness beneath, and when his fingers found her folds and pushed them aside to enter the warm wetness within, it was almost too much. 
 
   Greer let her head roll back, her chest pushing out and filling fully as she breathed in deep, trying to control her voice that wanted to burst with life from her lungs and moan his name. She was trying to keep it all in, to keep quiet and contained and safe, but as he moved across her with his patient, meticulous fingers, she feel like shouting.
 
   Then he looked up at her, and when she saw his eyes she knew. She had a half a heartbeat to prepare before it happened, and it wasn’t enough. 
 
   Jace slid two fingers inside of her. All the way in. She moaned, her body pitching toward him. He sat up straight, putting out his free hand to hold her up by the shoulder, but his other hand didn’t hesitate. It continued on as he crashed his mouth down on hers to absorb her moans and cries. Greer reached for him, holding on to his arms and digging her fingers into the soft fabric of his shirt. She was leaning on her right leg hard and the worry returned that she’d puncture the chair with her heel and everyone would see it and somehow know.
 
   Then the heat began to build in her core, and she no longer cared.
 
   “Jace,” she murmured against his mouth.
 
   “Do you want it?” he asked breathily, his excitement over her own arousal sounding loud and clear. “Tell me you want this and I’ll give it to you.”
 
   She nodded, pulling her mouth away and pressing her forehead against his. “I want it, yes. I want it. I want you.”
 
   He leaned in and gently kissed her one last time.
 
   “I want to give you everything.” He whispered it like a promise, like a vow, and then he kept it.
 
   His hand moved faster, his thumb circling harder and harder, spinning her out of control until she could feel it rise inside of her. She felt the heat branch out through every limb, across every nerve, and then she was gasping for breath and weeping as he wrung it out of her with feather light touches that left her jerking and clenching around his fingers.
 
   Greer held on to him for a long while afterwards. She was unable to trust her own legs to stand, and besides, she just wanted to be close to him. She needed to breathe in his scent for a few moments longer so she could think of it later that night when she went to sleep. So she could lie down and rest easy pretending he was there beside her.
 
   That he would stay.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc408316338]CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
   “Mia, what’s up?” Anna asked happily, pinning her phone between her shoulder and her ear.
 
   “You are not going to believe what I just walked in on.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t want to guess?”
 
   Anna glanced up at John where he sat flipping pages and marking like a mad man. He was obsessed. He had been ever since she’d lit the fire under his ass and insisted they get the show back on track. His only concern was the show and the only people he would speak to were her and the play’s creators, Lester and Burk. They’d recently sent him new notes, revamped songs, new dialogue and now he was a constant struggle for Anna. It was like babysitting a giant toddler uninterested in eating, sleeping, or brushing his damn teeth.
 
   “Not really,” she muttered distractedly.
 
   “You’re no fun. Anyway, I came back from lunch a little early and I walked into the studio to find Greer getting nasty.”
 
   “With Cameron?”
 
   “Nope. With Jace Ryker.”
 
   Anna sat up straight, nearly dropping her phone. “Are you serious?!”
 
   John looked up at her with a scowl. He gave her a hand sign telling her to shut up. She frowned at him, flipped him off, and pointed to his untouched sandwich. He shook his head and she threw her pencil at him. In response he grabbed the sandwich, took a feral bite from it, and tossed it on the table.
 
   She wanted to kill him.
 
   “Anna, are you listening?” Mia demanded.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’m here. That’s insane. Are you sure?”
 
   “He had his hand up her skirt and she was either coming or crying. If Jace Ryker had his hand up my skirt, I’d probably do both.”
 
   “Wow, that is… I don’t know what that is,” she mumbled, the wheels in her brain turning frantically. An idea was forming. Something wonderful. Something that could actually save them. “Look, Mia, I gotta go but thanks for the call. Let me know what else happens, okay?”
 
   “Yeah, sure. Keep your head up, sweetie. We’ll find another show soon.”
 
   “Definitely. Bye.” Anna silenced her phone and slapped it down on the table, grabbing John’s attention. “John!”
 
   “What?!” he snapped, throwing his pen onto the table and sitting back in annoyance.
 
   She smiled happily. “I think I have an idea.”
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[bookmark: _Toc408316339]CHAPTER ONE
 
   “Have you talked to Sam lately?” Greer asked, scooping up a bite of her frozen yogurt. 
 
   Cameron chuckled darkly. “Uh, no. Not since she made me publicly declare my love of anal play during an encore.”
 
   “I saw the video,” Greer laughed. “Classic.”
 
   “How did you see the video? You don’t have a computer.”
 
   “No, but I have a phone and it has unlimited data and internet. It would have been hard for me not to see it.”
 
   “The phone that Jace Ryker gave you?” Cameron asked pointedly.
 
   “Lent me. He lent it to me. I’m giving it back after the show next week.”
 
   “Yeah, alright.”
 
   “Shut up,” she snapped. “So are you going to try and make peace with Sam again?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know. Why bother?”
 
   “Because you like her.”
 
   “I like fucking her.”
 
   “Please. You like more than that about her. You’re just running cold toward her now because of her connection to Eve.”
 
   “It’s a miracle I want to even look at her since she went running off with Eve,” he muttered.
 
   “My point exactly. You like her. If you didn’t, you would have forgotten about her the second she took up with Surrendered. But you haven’t. You think about her, admit it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   She looked at him, reading his angry expression. “You don’t want to talk about this, do you?”
 
   “Do you want to talk about you and Jace and where that’s headed?”
 
   Greer froze inside. “Nothing is going on with him.”
 
   Cameron stopped and looked at her with an annoyed expression. “Lying to me? Really?”
 
   “No,” she relented, her shoulders sagging. “How did you know?”
 
   “Because I’m magic,” he told her with a sly grin. “And don’t you ever forget it. So you wanna talk about it?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “You sure?” he prodded, turning the tables on her.
 
   “Fro yo,” she said suddenly, changing the subject for both their sakes. She held up her cup for him to see the words and snickered. “That’s what I’m going to start calling people. Instead of ‘homie’ or ‘gangsta’ I’m going to start calling people ‘Fro Yo.’”
 
   “Since when do you ever call anyone ‘homie’ or ‘gangsta?’”
 
   “Since never now. Now it’s all about my Fro Yo’s.”
 
   “Great,” he muttered, biting into his frozen banana.
 
   She nudged his shoulder, throwing him off balance as he walked. “You’re my Fro Yo, you know.”
 
   He laughed. “Please don’t tell anyone.”
 
   “Your loss.”
 
   “I know. I gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
 
   He darted across the street before she could say a word and she watched with worry as he headed up the sidewalk. He was heading toward Broadway.
 
   Greer wished he was going to see Samantha, but she knew better. She shook her head, pulling out her phone and texting him.
 
   I know where you’re going.
 
   He didn’t reply. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc408316340]CHAPTER TWO
 
   Grant burst into the room, his face alight with excitement like a kid at Christmas. “Holy shit,” he whispered breathlessly. “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”
 
   Jace grinned, dancing his fingers effortlessly over the ivories. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
 
   “It looks like you’re writing.”
 
   “Weird, because that’s exactly what I’m doing.”
 
   “Jace?”
 
   “Yeah, man?”
 
   “I’m scared to move. If I move, will I wake up?”
 
   “I don’t know shit about dreams. Ask Leonardo DiCaprio.”
 
   “If you’d give me his damn number, I would.”
 
   “He’s straight,” Jace chuckled.
 
   Grant scoffed. “That’s what he thinks.”
 
   “You’re distracting me.”
 
   “I’m gone. I’m a ghost. I’m a phantom in the wind with—“
 
   “Am I going to have to order an exorcism?”
 
   “I’m gone!”
 
   He disappeared out of the doorway leaving Jace smiling down at the keys under his fingertips. He wasn’t writing anything in particular. It was more of a melody that wouldn’t leave him alone. One that he heard in his sleep and woke up with on his lips. There were words yet, but it was a feeling. A strong feeling. One swirling with amber and emeralds.
 
   His phone buzzed on top of the piano, the message alert dinging and finding its way into his melody. He shook out his hands and lifted the phone, equal parts eager and afraid. Lately it was a crap shoot whether a message was from someone he wanted to talk to and people he wanted to avoid.
 
   His heart froze when he saw the message was from Lexy.
 
   Saw the promos for the Washington concert. See you there.
 
   This was getting stupid. He’d have to talk to Grant about it soon because the girl was just not getting it. If he had to get a restraining order he’d be pissed.
 
   Don’t, he told her simply.
 
   She didn’t answer. 
 
   He closed the piano, standing and cracking his back. His rhythm was gone, ruined by her crazy and he didn’t know how to get it back right away. He could call Greer but she should have been in the air by now. He wished again that he could be with her on her first flight. He’d made sure she got a seat by the window. And one in first class. He’d had to spring for first class for the whole crew, but it was worth it to spoil her as much as he could. If he could have gotten away with flying them all privately he would have, but Grant would ask questions. Questions he wasn’t ready to answer yet.
 
   He was supposed to be laying low, not starting up something new. Grant had asked him to keep his shit together, keep his nose clean, and project that image of availability. He’d gotten rid of Lexy – as much as he could without help from the courts – and he had to be careful not to be photographed too much with Greer. There was already a photo circulating of him walking her home but Grant had been playing it off as him being a gentleman to his dance crew. He made it seem noble, and it was, but what no one else knew was how much he’d wanted to ask to come upstairs when he’d dropped her off. How strongly he’d considered pushing her up against the brick of her building and kissing her senseless.
 
   No one needed to know that. No one but Greer and he told her every day how much he wanted to touch her. How much he wanted her.
 
   That day in the studio when he’d thrust his fingers inside her until she’d fallen apart around him was on constant replay in his mind. Her eyes, her face, her rasping voice pleading with him and promising him she wanted to stay with him.
 
   That was another reason he was keeping this thing with her on the low; he was scared she’d run. He could feel it in the air around her, in the tightness that took her eyes, that she was a flight risk. She was skittish and scared, but she was just as entranced by him as he was by her. 
 
   “Jace!” Grant called to him.
 
   He rolled his eyes, following his friend’s voice out to the living room. “Jesus, Casper, you’re the loudest ghost I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “You’ve never seen a ghost.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “Yes I do.”
 
   He stopped in the entryway and leaned against the ornate molding. “How?”
 
   “Because the ghosts told me,” Grant told him with a smirk. “Have you checked your phone?”
 
   “I just did. I got a text from Lexy. She’s still crazy. Says hi.”
 
   “I’ll deal with that, don’t worry. I’m guessing you didn’t see the e-mail from Sarah?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Grant handed over his phone. “You’re gonna wanna see this.”
 
   Jace scanned the e-mail, recognizing the format of the details. He had an offer for a performance. New York. Open ended.
 
   What the hell?
 
   “What is this?” he murmured.
 
   “You can read.”
 
   “It’s an offer to take the lead role in a play. One going to Broadway.”
 
   “Going back to Broadway.”
 
   Jace ran his hand over his mouth, staring at the phone. “It’s fucking Rendezvous.”
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