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    Rhythm is in his genes. She is in his heart.


    Heart of Fame, Book 8


    Caitlin Reynolds doesn’t care if the rock star lookalike trying to get into her bar is who he says he is. Sticking to the rules is a big reason the Chaos Room is the hottest velvet rope in Sydney.


    Okay, so he’s freaking hot, but she’s been ignoring her hormones since her fiancé left her to go be a doctor in Somalia and then went missing.


    After a shattered knee ended his promising soccer career, it seemed only natural for Josh Blackthorne to follow in his father’s rock-god footsteps. Now he’s a megastar, lusted after by women—and men—the world over. But he’s been in lust with Caitlin since he saw her picture years ago.


    When Caitlin realizes Josh is who he says he is, she’s the first to make it right. But no matter how badly his seduction makes her want to melt into his arms, there’s a ghost hanging over their heads. A ghost who turns out to be not so legally dead after all…


    Warning: Contains a rock star who’s livin’ the dream and livin’ it large, a self-made businesswoman with a weakness for a cheeky smile, and a red-hot battle of tormented wills. May stimulate a desire to throw your panties onto the nearest stage.
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    Dedication


    Michelle Boone. A reader who became a friend. And an utterly awesome one, at that.

  


  
    Prologue


    The guitar felt perfect in his hand. He didn’t think it would. Not really. He’d planned his life differently to this. In fact, this time two years ago, he’d been kitting up for his first year as a professional soccer player. That’s what he’d planned for his life—a career playing pro soccer for Australia and one day, hopefully, Manchester United.


    And now he was about to open a showcase on Australian rock ’n’ roll in the Sydney Opera House.


    Life was fucking strange sometimes.


    “You ready, Josh?”


    He looked up from his guitar—the familiar Ovations Adamas acoustic his mum had bought for him as a fifteenth birthday present—and nodded at his father. “Think so.”


    Nick Blackthorne gave him a narrowed-eyed inspection. “You sure? You look…freaked out a little.”


    Josh laughed. “How many people are in the audience?”


    His father—a man used to playing in front of thousands of people at any one time, at any given sold-out concert—shrugged. “No bloody clue.”


    “Liar.” Josh adjusted the weight of his guitar in his hand, shifted his grip on its throat. “You’ve played more than one unplugged concert here. You know exactly how many people are out there.”


    “Two-thousand, six hundred and seventy-nine,” Nick answered, expression deadpanned, even as a twinkle danced in his eyes.


    Josh let out a snort. “Bastard.” Dropping his gaze to his guitar, he ran his thumb over the strings. “You know the most I’ve ever performed in front of at any given time is four, right? You, Mum, Jaxon and the Dean. Five if you count Chloe, and I’m not sure a six-month-old baby counts as a discerning audience member, even if she is my sister.”


    Lips tugging into a slow smile, Nick took the guitar from Josh’s hand and slipped its strap around Josh’s neck. “Think about who those five are for a second, Josh. Your mum, who has—as far as I know—never held back on telling you when you sound shocking. Jaxon Campbell, who despite being the biggest joker in the rock world, is also one of the best musicians out there. Natalie, the Dean of the Sydney Conservatorium of Music—who I definitely know never tells a student they’re good when they’re not. And me. And seeing as you’re about to perform live with the name Blackthorne to over two-thousand people, I wouldn’t let you go out there and stuff up my good name if I knew you couldn’t do this.”


    Rolling his eyes, Josh adjusted the strap around his neck. “Geez, Dad. I’m not even sure what to say to that.”


    Nick laughed. “Say ‘Thanks, Dad. You’re the best’. And then go out there and show the rest of the world what I already know.”


    Chest tight, gut a churning mass of conflicted nerves and excitement, Josh frowned at his father. “And what’s that?”


    Nick fixed him with a steady stare. “That you, Joshua Blackthorne, are fucking incredible.”


    And with that, the biggest rock star the world had ever known cupped the back of Josh’s head, dropped a kiss on his forehead and walked off the stage.


    Josh stood alone behind the curtain with nothing but his guitar, a stool and a microphone.


    And the stirrings of a dream that had never been there before now.


    He turned to look at the closed curtain. Holy fuck, was he ready for this? Was his dad right? Was he capable of this? Of performing live? Or was he just about to embarrass not only himself, but his father’s name. The name Blackthorne was synonymous with legendary rock. The world knew that. Was he, Josh, about to fuck that all up?


    “Curtain opens in ninety seconds, Josh.”


    Josh blinked at the soft whisper on his left. He turned, finding the Dean of the Sydney Con beside him.


    “Don’t be nervous,” she said, touching his arm with a reassuring hand. “You’ll be amazing. I’m not blowing smoke up your arse when I say you’re better than your father. He knows it as well.”


    A thick lump filled Josh’s throat. He swallowed, giving Natalie a quick nod. “If you say so.”


    She smiled. “I do. And so will the world, after they hear you tonight.”


    Without another word, she crossed the stage to the wings.


    Dragging in a slow breath, Josh turned back to the closed curtain once again. He stared at it. Pictured the thousands of people on the other side. Pictured his mum sitting beside his dad in the second row.


    Pictured the four members of his dad’s old band—out there waiting to hear him perform. Waiting to decide if he was to become the front man of their new band, Synergy.


    He pictured a stadium filled to capacity with screaming fans…Josh Blackthorne fans. Fans that didn’t yet exist, but maybe…one day.


    He pictured his baby sister’s nursery. Pictured her sitting on her pink bunny rug, gazing up at him, eyes wide, gummy smile wider…


    “Time, Josh,” he heard Natalie whisper to him from the wings.


    He closed his eyes, pictured Chloe’s room. Pictured him there with her…


    Just him and Chloe and no one else.


    Him, his baby sister and his guitar.


    Perching his butt on the edge of the stool, he closed his eyes, placed his fingers on the strings of his guitar and began to play.


    And when the curtains opened, when he was bathed in the white light of the Sydney Opera House’s concert hall’s main spotlight, when the music flowed through him, through his soul, his fingers and out to the world, Josh Blackthorne realized for the first time in his entire life what he was born to be.


    A rock star.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Five years later


    “The guy is a complete wanker, boss.”


    Caitlin closed her eyes, scrubbed at her face and dragged her hands through her hair. Around her, the raucous sounds of the Chaos Room, the nightclub bar she owned and operated in the trendy harbourside suburb of Woolloomooloo, throbbed like a crazy heartbeat.


    Letting out a sigh, she looked up at her second-in-charge and pulled a face. “Awesome.”


    Zach gave her an apologetic face back. “Sorry for interrupting your night off.”


    She shrugged and gave the six-foot-seven Maori a warm sigh. “Hey, I was only eating ice cream and watching re-runs of Sleepy Hollow. Dealing with a wanker rock star will be so much more entertaining.”


    Folding his massive arms across his chest, Zach flicked a glance over her shoulder. “Speaking of which…”


    “Fuck,” a throaty voice drawled behind her. “If you’re the owner the bouncer threatened me with I’m ready to be punished.”


    Lips curling in a slow smile, Caitlin nodded at her second-in-charge. “I’ve got this, Zach. You get back to the bar.”


    Zach let out an amused grunt. “Have fun.”


    She grinned. “Yeah. Right.”


    Turning on her heel, she looked at the short man dressed all in black leather strutting towards her.


    According to Zach’s phone call of forty minutes ago, the guy—the most recent winner of Australia’s Got Talent—had refused to take no for an answer from the second he’d swanned into her nightclub. He’d acted as if he was some kind of god and had gone about making sure everyone knew he was there and gave him what he wanted. He’d demanded free drinks for himself and his entourage—entourage? Really? The tosser was a reality-show winner, not freaking Kayne West. He’d expected the dance floor to be cleared so he could do his thing on it. And he’d insisted his record—manufactured pop rubbish—be played over and over again. And that had all been in the first thirty minutes.


    “Love the Iron Man shirt,” the wanker said, running his gaze over Caitlin’s chest with blatant approval. “It’ll look so much better on the floor of my penthouse suite at the Hyatt tomorrow morning though.”


    Caitlin cocked an eyebrow. “Am I meant to be impressed you’re staying at the Hyatt?”


    The reality-show winner lifted his stare to her face and slid his hands over her hips to give her arse a tight squeeze. “Baby, take me to your office and strip us both naked and I’ll show you just how impressive I can be.”


    Caitlin disengaged herself from his groping hands, but not before he had the chance to inch his fingers closer to her crotch. “Something tells me I’m not going to regret saying no to such an eloquent invitation.”


    The rock-star wannabe laughed, shot his entourage—three grinning idiots—a smirk and then dropped her a wink. “Fuck, you’re a sexy piece. Want to sit on my face?”


    Struggling to retain her professional calm, she placed her hands on her hips and gave him a pointed look. “How about you find yourself another club to visit tonight? The Chaos Room doesn’t accommodate fuck-knuckle wankers.”


    Before she could move, he snaked his arm around her hips and yanked her to his body.


    She felt the pudgy bulge of his hard-on mash against her belly a micro-second before the pudgy bulge of his gut did the same. Barely containing the desire to ram her knee into his balls, she wriggled free of his arms. “Sir, touching me is asking for trouble. Seriously. I really think you should leave and take your—” she waved her finger at the sniggering morons behind him, “—boys with you.”


    He didn’t take the hint. Instead of doing the wise thing and departing, the creep stepped closer to her and skimmed his hands over her butt. “Fuck, I want you. Bet you give the best head ever with that fucking hot mouth of—”


    In a move perfected after years working out with her professional bodyguard of an uncle, she snared the creep’s right arm in a juji gatame lock, slammed him against the closest wall and rendered him scrunched-up-face defenseless with her knee.


    “I told you,” she ground out, watching him crumple to ground, “not to touch me. I don’t care if you are a freaking rock star. When you’re in my club, you’re the same as everyone else, and everyone else knows the rules.”


    She squatted down until her face was level with his. “No one. Touches. Me. Got it?”


    The wanker nodded. At least, Caitlin assumed it was a nod. Given his whole body was shuddering and quaking, she could be mistaken.


    Wow. Maybe she’d kneed him harder than she thought?


    A finger of guilt traced up her spine, but she shook it off. When it came to personal boundaries, she didn’t mess about. And the guy truly had crossed a line.


    Studying him slumped on the floor, sweat trickling down his temples, breath ragged, hands cupped over his groin, she let out a dry grunt. And to think the wanker was currently number one on Australia’s rock charts. When had rock stars become so lame?


    Rising to her feet, she brushed her palms on her thighs and turned to his entourage. “You probably should help him to his feet.”


    They gaped at her. Shuffled back a step. Or three.


    Caitlin rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Despite the fact I could press charges for what he just did, I’m not going to. But if he’s still in my club in five minutes time, that situation will change.” She arched an eyebrow at them. “Do we understand?”


    She didn’t bother to wait for their reaction. She knew what it would be. She spent six nights a week, fifty-two weeks a year dealing with shit like this, give or take a few nights off here and there for things like family dinners, Sleepy Hollow marathons and other stuff. She hadn’t made the Chaos Room the hottest nightclub in Sydney by being a pushover. And she hadn’t become the woman she was now by wasting precious time on forgone conclusions. Or superficial, pretentious tossers, for that matter, no matter who they were or how famous they thought they might be.


    Fame didn’t impress her in the slightest. Her uncle was married to one of the most famous actors in Hollywood. She’d been to more than one Hollywood party, more than one red-carpet event. If a creep who won a television talent contest made the ridiculous assumption she was going to waste any of her time on him, even time spent seeing him charged for being a creep, he was wrong.


    Striding away from the groaning, incapacitated guy and his fawning lackies, Caitlin made her way to the main bar. The Chaos Room had two bars on the ground floor and a more intimate bar that specialized in cocktails on the first floor. At this point in time, Zach was flinging bottles and pouring shots in the main bar, the perfect place for keeping an eye on the crowd.


    “Situation dealt with,” she shouted as she pressed her palms to the edge of the marble bar and leant toward her second-in-charge. On either side of her, patrons pushed and jostled and shoved for prime position at the bar as they waited to be served. Some—not knowing who she was—tried to elbow her out of the way. They failed. “Reckon I can go back to my ice-cream now?”


    Zach flung a white hand towel over his massive shoulder and shook his head with a grin. His teeth flashed at her from between his dark-brown lips. As did the devilish merriment in his black eyes. “Nope. Just got a call from Strop out the front. We’ve got a situation there now.”


    Caitlin threw up her hands. “Are you kidding?”


    “Sorry, boss. Wish I was.” Zach retrieved a squat glass from beneath the counter, poured a shot of Jack Daniels into it and slid it across the bar to one of the Chaos Room’s regulars before turning back to Caitlin. “Want me to deal with it?”


    Resting her elbows on the bar, Caitlin dug her fingers into her hair. “Nah, I will. I’ve got my arse-kicking boots on after all.”


    Zach snorted. “I thought they were your come-fuck-me boots.”


    Caitlin flicked her second-in-charge a censuring grin. “Just tell me what’s going on outside with Strop, will you?”


    He chuckled. “’K. We’ve got two guys making a bit of a fuss. Not much, but enough Strop wants a yay or a nay from inside.”


    Caitlin raised an eyebrow. Strop, the Chaos Room’s main bouncer, was the most intimidating son of a bitch she knew. An ex-firefighter, the guy was never fazed or intimidated by anyone. It was why he was so perfect for guarding the entry queue. No one messed with him or made a fuss when he refused them entry. Unless they were complete tossers. Snaring a handful of nuts from the complimentary bowl near her elbow, she frowned at Zach. “Do we know who the two guys are?”


    Zach poured a beer for a waiting patron and then lowered his head down to Caitlin’s. “They’re proclaiming to be Josh Blackthorne and Rhys McDowell,” he said.


    “Bullshit.” Caitlin shook her head. “Blackthorne lives in New York, so it can’t be him. And isn’t McDowell in London? Preparing for the next Soccer World Cup? I’m sure I heard it on the radio this morning.”


    Zach lifted a massive shoulder in a shrug. “Who knows with celebrities these days. But Strop’s not letting them in without a say-so.”


    Huffing out a ragged sigh, Caitlin pushed herself from the bar. “I’ll go check it out. While I’m at it, make sure the talent-contest creep and his entourage vacate the premises ASAP, okay?”


    Zach nodded. “Sure thing, boss.”


    Tossing a peanut into her mouth, she turned from the bar and weaved her way through the crowd to the main door. More than once, she felt a hand or two on her arse. More than once, she wondered why men thought it okay to feel up a woman just because she was walking alone in a nightclub. If she didn’t have the fracas to deal with out front, she’d show the touchy-gropey morons what happened when they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves.


    In fact, when she finished with the two tossers out the front—there was no way they really were Josh Blackthorne and Rhys McDowell—she may very well make her way back into the crowd and see who thought it was a good idea to get all handsy. She was in a mood tonight. Probably because her one night off had been interrupted by a wanker. She had a thing against wankers.


    Dodging the gaggle of giggling, scantily clad women currently crossing the main entry’s threshold, she stepped out into the sweltering summer night and came to a halt beside her chief bouncer. “What’s the problem, Strop?”


    Strop—roughly the size of an office block and twice as ugly—inclined his shaved head toward two men standing on the curb with their backs to the club. “Two jokers over there want to skip the queue. Reckon they’re Josh Blackthorne and Rhys McDowell.”


    Caitlin studied the two men’s backs with a slow inspection. Faded blue jeans hugged a tight, sculpted arse and thick, muscular legs of the one of the right. A skin-tight white T-shirt covered a torso equally as physically fit. Dark hair hung down his broad back in a thick plait, the end of which was wrapped in a bright red cord. The one on the left wore all black. Black leather pants, a black T-shirt and black biker boots, the colour emphasizing the corded strength of his body. His hair was a choppy dark mess, the kind that looked like the owner had just climbed out of bed after some serious sex. “Do you think it’s them?” she asked her bouncer, finding it a little tricky to drag her stare from them both.


    It had been a while since she checked out a guy. Quite a while, but damn, the two men were presenting her with a rather appealing view.


    Strop shook his head. “Can’t say. Neither had Australian ID when I asked for it, only US and UK drivers’ licenses. As far as I know Blackthorne is in New York. And what kind of celebrity tries to get into a club through conventional methods these days anyway? If they’re who they say they are, where’s their entourage? I’ve read McDowell doesn’t travel anywhere without his personal trainer in tow.”


    Forcing herself to turn her attention to her bouncer, Caitlin frowned. “Did they cause a ruckus trying to jump the queue?”


    She flicked the line of people waiting to get into the club a quick look. It extended down the footpath and around the corner. A line of people dressed to impress, checking out who was checking them out as they waited to enter the Chaos Room. A little thrill of pride shot through her. They were waiting to get into her nightclub, a business she’d created from the ground up, going into more debt than someone her age ever should. But she wasn’t in debt now. She’d done good, transforming a rundown dying bar into the nightclub to be seen at. Although at this point, most of the people in the line were straining their necks trying to get a look at the two guys standing at the curb. Straining their necks, whispering, shuffling about and giggling like little schoolgirls. Christ, even some of the guys in the line were giggling. Fuck.


    “Not much of one,” Strop’s droll voice drew her attention back to him. “They came to the front of the line, the one purporting to be McDowell said who they were and wondered if they could get in. The ruckus started when the women at the front got a look at them. There was squealing. And fainting. And tears.”


    Caitlin swung her stare back to the men waiting on the curb. “Seriously?”


    “Yep.”


    Narrowing her eyes, she ran a gaze over them both again. “What did they do?”


    “The one who says he’s McDowell grinned, waved a hand and gave me a look that said see? The one who is supposedly Blackthorne took a screaming woman’s phone from her and snapped a selfie with her before giving it back and kissing her on the cheek.”


    Caitlin cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so?”


    “Yep. They both helped up the women who’d supposedly fainted and signed a lot of boobs while I called inside.”


    “Signed boobs?”


    “Josh signed mine!” the woman at the front of the queue burst out, a feverish light in her eyes as she shoved her upper body toward Caitlin and yanked down the neckline of her top to reveal an unreadable signature scrawled in red over the top swells of her breasts. Was it lipstick?


    Caitlin stared at the excited woman’s exposed boobs for a second before lifting her head. “Maybe you should put them away,” she suggested.


    The woman straightened, carefully returned her neckline to where it should be and directed a dreamy look at the two men by the gutter. “He smells so delicious,” she gushed.


    Caitlin arched a brow. “Seriously?” she repeated. She didn’t understand fawning over celebrities. It made you look like an idiot as far as she was concerned.


    “Want me to call ’em over?” her bouncer asked, a humored chuckle in his voice.


    Shaking her head, she tapped Strop’s bulging biceps with her hand. “It’s okay. Let me check it out.”


    With another quick glance at the gawking, unsettled queue, she began to walk to the two supposed celebrities waiting by the street. She highly doubted they were who they purported to be. She’d only read yesterday the feds in the States had just arrested a crazy stalker who’d been dangerously obsessed with Blackthorne for months. What were the chances the guy would be prancing around Sydney, kissing fans on the street if something like that had happened? And if it was Blackthorne, where was his bodyguard. All celebrities of his fame had one. As did someone like Rhys McDowell. The striker for Manchester United and the Australian soccer team—along with the new face of Hugo Boss—was just as famous as the rock star. Word had it the guy was a major womanizer who had to beat off fans and lust-crazed admirers whenever he ventured off the soccer field. And sometimes on the soccer field too. Caitlin was sure she’d seen footage on the news last week of a naked female fan crash tackling McDowell during a match in London.


    All those facts led to the two guys standing with their backs to her not being who they said they were. There was no other way for it.


    Still, professional courtesy—an itch she never ignored—dictated she be one hundred percent certain before telling them to get to the back of the line and wait their turn like everyone else. It wouldn’t be good for business for the Chaos Room to be labeled by a vindictive PR rep or snippy gossip site as the nightclub that turned Josh Blackthorne and Rhys McDowell away.


    “Oi,” she called at their backs as she drew closer to them. “I hear you two think you don’t have to wait in line like…”


    The rest of Caitlin’s challenge faded on her lips. Not because she’d lost her courage, but because both guys turned to face her at once and she forgot for a moment how to breathe.


    Holy crap.


    They were both sexy as sin.


    “Everyone else?” the guy with the plaited ponytail finished for her. He grinned, his blue eyes dancing with mirth. “That’s about it. Probably because we’re not like everyone else.”


    Caitlin swallowed. Jesus, he was yummy. And cocky. She could see the devilish conceit dripping off him already.


    “That’s enough, Rhys.” A low drawl with its deep timbre sent a shiver up Caitlin’s spine and she swung her stare to his companion, her throat tightening as her eyes connected with an intense grey gaze. “Put your ego in check, dude.”


    Her pussy contracted. Her pulse quickened. Christ, the guy was hot. Hot with a capital oh-my-fucking-God-I-want-to-have-your-babies H. And he did look like Josh Blackthorne. He had those famous storm-cloud eyes, that famous hawkish nose and dark eyebrows. He had that killer smirk that made women everywhere want to strip naked and declare themselves his to do with what he chose, and that sinewy, corded body she’d seen undulating in more than one wickedly sexy video clip on MTV.


    He had all those things. But he didn’t have a bodyguard. And Josh Blackthorne would not be out in public without one of those. Caitlin didn’t think that was the case, she knew it for a fact. She’d spent enough time with celebrities, thanks to her uncle’s famous husband, to know that. If you were famous like Blackthorne was, it was vital you have one.


    No bodyguard, no Blackthorne.


    Sucking in a swift breath, she caught hold of the sexual libido taking her completely by surprise and crossed her arms over her breasts. Not because she was trying to hide the way her nipples puckered into hard points at the guy’s grey gaze, but because she wanted them both to know she wasn’t going to let them waste her time.


    “I don’t care about the egos,” she said, arching an eyebrow at them both—damn, it was hard to look away from the Blackthorne lookalike. “I care about my club. And right now, you guys are just causing a fracas with my patrons.”


    The guy pretending to be Rhys McDowell affected a melodramatic pout. “We don’t mean to. We just wanted to do some dancing. Let off some steam.” He gyrated his hips in a slow rotation. “Get a little low and dirty, if you know what I mean.”


    Behind Caitlin, what sounded like a hundred women all let out a delighted squeal at once.


    On his left, the Blackthorne lookalike snorted. “Smooth moves, Rhys. Smooth moves.” He turned his kilowatt gaze on her again, a dimple flashing at her from his right cheek. “Sorry. We were told this is the best club in town and figured we’d come check it out.”


    Beside him, his companion let out a filthy laugh. “Hell, yeah. I’m all about checking it out.”


    The women in the line behind Caitlin squealed again.


    Caitlin fixed both men with a steady stare before returning her focus to the Blackthorne doppelganger. Inside, her tummy fluttered. Lower in her body, her sex did the same. A girl could orgasm under the power of that silver-grey gaze. Easily.


    Well, not her per se, but a girl who was partial to his kind of smoldering, simmering, raw sexual potency. A girl who hadn’t had sex with anyone for over eight months and ached to feel hands on her body again. A girl who needed…something she hadn’t had in a long time. Something like…


    Contact. Connection.


    With a grunt, Caitlin killed the traitorous thought and frowned at the two troublemakers. Enough was enough. They really were wasting her time now, and she hated wasting time. It was a pet peeve. “Okay,” she said, shoving her hands on her hips. “Clearly, you’ve had too much to drink, so even if you are who you say you are, which clearly you are not, I’m not letting you into my club. So perhaps you need to find a taxi and head home.”


    Blackthorne’s doppelganger raised his eyebrows. “Okay, first thing. We’re not drunk. Rhys here is admittedly a bit of a douche, but he’s not drunk in any way. He may be jet-lagged, given he just flew in from the UK not less than an hour ago, but neither of us have had a drop to drink. And secondly, why are you so adamant we’re not who we say we are?” He held out his arms, showing Caitlin a black-clad body very much the kind of most women’s fantasies. “Don’t we look like Rhys McDowell and Josh Blackthorne?”


    “Looking like them isn’t going to get you into my club ahead of all the other people who’ve been doing the right thing and—”


    A white flash on Caitlin’s right made her flinch. She spun around, glaring at the woman wearing a mini skirt, boob tube and not much else standing there, iPhone held up in the I’ve-just-taken-a-photo position. “Excuse me?”


    The woman giggled, took another snap and hurried back to the line to wait to get into the Chaos Room.


    Caitlin gaped at her insolence.


    “First time you’ve had your photo taken?”


    Blackthorne’s doppelganger’s question—uttered with a dry laugh—jerked her back to him. He was smirking at her, that smile so like the real Josh Blackthorne’s for a moment Caitlin forgot her time was being wasted by a lookalike wanker trying to cash in on his stunningly sexy similarity to a rock star. “Listen,” she said, trying to ignore the niggling doubt in her tummy. “I’m sure you’ll get in lots of other clubs tonight based on the way you both look, but my club isn’t one of them. So stop riling up those waiting in line, seriously stop impersonating Blackthorne and McDowell and go get your kicks somewhere else, okay?”


    The McDowell wannabe burst out laughing. His companion—he of the simmering Blackthorne good looks—chuckled as he pulled an iPhone from his back pocket.


    Around them, white flashes fired. More people from the Chaos Room’s waiting line had broken ranks it seemed, to come witness and capture the show on their smartphones. Caitlin wanted to flinch. She wasn’t a fan of having her photo taken without her permission. Instead, she kept her focus zeroed in on the two guys. If this was a Mexican standoff, she sure as hell wasn’t going to back down. They weren’t who they said they were, and they weren’t jumping the queue. No way. Not on her—


    “There’s someone who wants to talk to you,” Blackthorne’s doppelganger said to her, holding out his phone.


    Caitlin blinked. Looked at him. At the offered phone. At him again. “What?”


    More smartphone flashes detonated around them. She heard both the names Josh Blackthorne and Rhys McDowell uttered more than once.


    “Everything okay, boss?” Strop called from his place at the Chaos Room’s main door.


    Blackthorne’s lookalike took a step toward her, his stormy-grey eyes holding her captive. Damn, they were stunning. He extended the hand holding his phone closer to her, his smirk turning to a playful grin. “There’s someone who wants to talk to you on the other end. Take it. Say hello.”


    Stomach twisting, pulse fast—why did she feel like something beyond her control was taking place?—Caitlin closed the distance between her and the frustrating and far-too-sexy guy and plucked his phone from his fingers. Refusing to break eye-contact with him, she took a step back and pressed his phone to her ear. “Hello? Who’s this?”


    “Caitlin?”


    At the sound of her uncle’s voice on the other end of the connection, Caitlin almost dropped the phone. “Uncle L? What the hell are you…why are you…”


    “Wait a second,” her uncle, once a political bodyguard and now the husband and personal trainer to Hollywood hunk, Chris Huntley, interrupted. “Why am I talking to you on Josh Blackthorne’s mobile phone?”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    She looked better in person than she did in photos. And she looked fucking amazing in the photos he’d seen.


    Watching Caitlin Reynolds talk to her uncle on his phone, Josh couldn’t help but grin. He’d blown her out of the water with the move. Honestly, if he’d planned it this way, he couldn’t be happier with how it was turning out. But he hadn’t.


    Thirty-six hours ago, he’d been in New York, the feds standing in his Upper Westside apartment’s living room informing him his stalker had made bail and that he needed to be wary.


    Thirty-five hours ago, he’d been on the phone with Chris Huntley, who’d become a very close friend since Synergy had recorded the end track to Dead Even 2. He’d told Chris the stalker was on the streets again and jokingly wondered if Liev would teach him some self-defense moves. Maybe how to render a guy immobile with his pinkie, or some such ninja technique. Chris had suggested Josh hop a flight to Sydney. “Get out of the country for a while, dude. At least until the weirdo is behind bars again.” Josh had agreed with the idea. Liev also agreed with the plan and suggested Josh give his niece a call. “She’s a workaholic, Josh, but man she knows how to cook a mean lasagna. Tell her I said she had to cook you dinner at least once. She’s too bloody alone, that one. Don’t tell her I said that, however, or she’d have my balls.”


    Before Josh had ended the call, Liev had given him Caitlin’s number. And the name of the nightclub she owned. Josh had written it all down, picturing the young woman he’d seen in more than one photo at Chris and Liev’s LA home. Calling Caitlin Reynolds seemed like a very good idea.


    Thirty-four hours ago, as he was packing for his trip to Oz, he’d been surprised by a call from his best friend, Rhys. Rhys was bored with preparing for the Soccer World Cup and wanted to run amuck for a while. Rhys was the quintessential wild boy of the sporting world. Josh hadn’t seen him in ages. With a laugh, he’d told Rhys to catch a flight to Sydney ASAP. “Let’s go a little crazy back home. What do you think?” He hadn’t told Rhys about his on-the-loose stalker.


    They’d met each other at the Sydney airport, caught a taxi to Josh’s Kirribilli apartment overlooking Sydney Harbour, dumped their luggage in the middle of the living room and hightailed it here, to Caitlin’s bar.


    And then they’d been stopped at the door by the bouncer from hell.


    Which was perfect. Because the second Josh got a look at Caitlin Reynolds in the flesh, he wanted her. Fuck, did he want her. He wanted to do things to her he’d never done to any other woman. He wanted to lose himself in the lush curves of her body, the liquid blue of her eyes. He wanted to shake her to the core, rock her world—no pun intended—shatter the tightly wound poise she wore and make her scream his name. And the best way to start the ball rolling was to unsettle her by having her uncle confirm he was, in fact, the guy she so adamantly denied he was.


    He studied her, doing his best to keep his expression relaxed. God, she was sexy.


    She was no more than five foot five but projected a confidence taller than that. Her long sable hair was scraped back from her face, accentuating high cheekbones, a smooth, curved forehead and expressively straight eyebrows. Her blue eyes flashed with challenge, the thick dark lashes framing them only serving to emphasize how direct and blue they were. She had a tiny overbite Josh found utterly sensual, and her pink-glossed lips were full. Man, what would those lips feel like moving against his.


    The Iron Man shirt, jeans and flat-heeled boots did nothing to hide the lush curves of her body, a body his body was already eagerly responding to. And no matter how many times she pushed her hands to her hips or jutted out her chin in challenging aggression, he couldn’t help but notice how full her breasts were, how round her hips, how narrow her waist.


    A little bundle of feisty ferocity and indignant conceit all wrapped up in an exquisite vision of feminine beauty. It was incredible to behold. Powerful and almost mesmerizing. Alluring was another word that came to Josh’s mind.


    Vixen was another.


    As was seductress.


    And imposing.


    Liev had told him she was a tad full of herself. Establishing the hottest, most successful nightclub in Sydney at the age of twenty-four would do that to a person, let alone a slip of a girl. As would maintaining that club’s popularity for three straight years running without fail. Liev was proud of his niece and rightly so. Josh was already in lust with her.


    Now to get her into his bed.


    Naked.


    “Okay, Uncle L,” he heard her say into his phone with an unreadable expression as she studied him back. “If you say so.” She snorted. “Of course I don’t want to. I do have a—” She closed her eyes and shook her head, exasperated frustration flickering over her beautiful face. “Yeah, I know. Okay. Yeah. Sure. Love you. Give Chris my best.”


    She ended the call with a jab of her thumb and, with a curious—or was that cautious—frown, held his phone out to him.


    He grinned at her. “Told you.”


    “Yeah, yeah, you’re awesome,” she said, her tone somewhere between sarcasm and humour. Josh couldn’t tell if she was trying to regroup or genuinely felt het up at who he and Rhys were. “Welcome to the Chaos Room. We’re honoured to have you here.”


    “Who wouldn’t be?” Rhys crowed at Josh’s side. For a second, Josh wanted to kick him.


    Caitlin arched an eyebrow that spoke volumes at Rhys. What those volumes were, Josh wasn’t sure, but he suspected it had something to do with smug soccer players thinking they were all that and then some. “Please,” she went on, her voice a modulated calm, “tell Mandy or Zach at the bar all your drinks are on the house tonight.”


    And with that, she turned and hurried back to the Chaos Room, hips swaying in such a natural, confident way Josh had a hard time not staring at them.


    “Let them in,” he heard her say to the mountain of muscle disguised as a bouncer as she entered her club. “And watch out for paparazzi. The word’s bound to get out they’re here soon.”


    “Whoa, dude.” Rhys slung an arm around Josh’s shoulder. “She didn’t really warm to your charms, did she?”


    Josh chuckled. “Maybe she doesn’t like rock stars?”


    Rhys patted him on the chest. “How could she not like you?”


    Twisting to face his best friend, Josh gave Rhys a smirk. “You’re right. Maybe she doesn’t like soccer players? Especially ones with plaited ponytails.”


    Rhys drew his head closer to Josh and licked a path straight up the side of Josh’s face. “Fucker.”


    Laughing, Josh shoved him away. “God, I forgot how gross you are. C’mon, let’s get inside. I’m aiming to shake Little Miss Uptight’s world tonight, and I can’t do it from out here.”


    Rhys threw a curious frown at him. “You do remember the size of her uncle, right?”


    Josh smirked. “I said shake her up, not break her heart. And Liev did say she was too alone. Reckon I might fix that situation while I’m in town.”


    For a moment, tension fell over Rhys’s face. There and gone just as quickly. He gave Josh a wide grin. “Breaking hearts isn’t your style, is it, Blackthorne.”


    “Not at all,” Josh answered. What was up with his best friend? He’d have to investigate that. They saw so little of each other since Josh’s soccer career had ended and his rock-star status had hit the stratosphere. They really were overdue for a catch-up. Not just a wild-night-of-debauchery catch-up like tonight was going to be, but a sit-down-and-talk catch-up. God, Josh didn’t even know if Rhys was in any kind of semi-serious relationship.


    Determined to spend the next day—hang-overs permitting—filling in the blanks, he whacked the back of his hand to his best mate’s shoulder. “C’mon, let’s get inside before Little Miss Uptight changes her mind. I’ll race you to see who gets lucky first.”


    That same tension pulled at Rhys’s eyes again and then, with a raucous laugh, he started for the Chaos Room, turning to face Josh as he did so, each backward jog a thing of graceful beauty. “Deal. Whoever loses has to blow the other.”


    Josh rolled his eyes. “Fuck, you’re a glutton for punishment.”


    A moment later, under the intense scrutiny of the bouncer from hell, and with the screams of the women waiting in line in their ears, they crossed the threshold into the Chaos Room.


    Rhys dropped a hand on Josh’s shoulder and drew his lips close to Josh’s ear. “Divide and conquer?”


    Josh chuckled. “Hell yeah. I’ve got to find Little Miss Uptight.”


    With his own chuckle, Rhys slapped him on the back. “Good luck, mate. I fear you may have taken on a challenge even more than the great Josh Blackthorne can handle with that one.”


    Josh smirked. “No such thing, dude. No such thing.”


    Rhys laughed, his gaze fixed on a painfully gorgeous couple a few feet away. “Fuck, your ego’s grown since you hit it big. Hate to be the one that crushes it tonight by irrevocably answering the age-old question.”


    Josh cocked an eyebrow, even as he scanned the frenetic crowd pumping and grinding and moving about inside the nightclub. Where had Caitlin Reynolds got to? “And that age-old question is?”


    “Who’s hotter—the sports star or the rock star?” Rhys slapped him on the back again. “And to the victor goes the spoils. Just remember, after you crash out with the little honey and I’ve scored numerous times tonight, I’m not a fan of teeth on my cock, right?”


    Before Josh could smack his best friend in the gut, Rhys ambled away, making a beeline for the gorgeous couple on the dance-floor.


    Josh watched him for a few moments, a smile playing with his lips. When he and Rhys got together it was easy to forget they were twenty-seven-year-old men with ridiculous amounts of money, fame and infamy. When they were in the same space, regardless of where it was, be it a nightclub, awards presentation, opening ceremony or family Christmas dinner back in their home town of Murriundah, they were regular teenage boys full of spit and come.


    When Rhys slid his hand over the back of the painfully beautiful woman dancing with her equally painfully beautiful male companion, Josh turned his attention back to his own hunt. Rhys would not crash out. Rhys never crashed out. When it came to scoring, Rhys was a master. No one said no to him.


    No one said no to Josh either. Not since his first single with Synergy had gone platinum. Not even before that, to be honest. He’d always scored both on and off the soccer field back in his pro days. Something told him, however, that Caitlin Reynolds was going to give saying no a damn good try.


    He let out a chuckle. If he didn’t want Rhys giving him a hard time about losing, he was going to need all his charm. He was born with charm. Inherited it from his father. Nick Blackthorne had seduced the world over thirty years ago with his charm and sex appeal and Josh was following in his old man’s footsteps.


    Running a slow inspection over the nightclub’s writhing patrons, he drew a deep breath. It was time to find Caitlin, strip away her defenses and rock her world.


    Because that’s what he did. Rock people’s world.


    He weaved his way through the crowd, his old soccer injury niggling in his knee enough to make him limp, the thumping bass of the music pumping through him, the epileptic-inducing strobe lighting making it tricky to identify anyone. Where would the owner of a nightclub be on a packed Thursday night? On the floor, interacting with her patrons? Or in an office out back, out of reach but still purveying all she ruled via CCTV?


    Josh narrowed his eyes, remembering the tightly wound bundle of sexiness he’d met on the footpath. Something told him Caitlin would be off the floor. Somewhere untouchable. She definitely gave off a touch-me-and-lose-your-balls attitude.


    A few more steps into the crowd, and the first butt-grab occurred.


    He dodged the amorous woman with a laugh. “Not tonight, hon,” he said, giving her and her friends—giggling at him with open lust in their eyes—a wink.


    “Are you really Josh Blackthorne?” one of them shouted over the pounding music, damn near quivering. “We saw you outside. I said you were. Izzy said you couldn’t be.”


    Josh slid his gaze to the blonde beside her, unable to miss the awed hunger in her stare. “You Izzy?” he shouted, maneuvering out of the way of more groping hands. It had been a while since he’d ventured out in public without his bodyguard in tow. He’d forgotten how quickly people ditched the concept of personal space and boundaries when a celebrity was concerned.


    The blonde nodded with such gusto and enthusiasm, Josh’s neck ached on her behalf. “Yes!” she squealed, jiggling about with excitement. If she weren’t careful, she’d fall out of the plunging neckline of her skin-tight top.


    Inching back a step, he flashed her a broad smile. “You were right. I’m not. Just look like him.”


    As one, the women all let out disappointed groans, loud enough he could hear them over the thumping hip-hop the DJ was playing. Speaking of DJs, Josh wondered when the guy was going to cue up something decent.


    He dropped another wink at the devastated women. “Have fun.”


    Returning to his search for Caitlin, he noted all the predatory inspections directed his way. He wouldn’t be able to use the I-just-look-like-Blackthorne ruse for much longer. Hopefully, he would find his prey and have her out the back in some quiet room before the Chaos Room’s patrons realized who he was. Maybe with his hips pinning her to the wall, his lips traveling over her neck as he held her wrists above her head with one hand and slowly inched the hemline of that Iron Man shirt of hers up her ribcage with the other, seeking breasts he knew would be full and round and glorious in his hands.


    His cock throbbed, thoroughly okay with that scenario.


    A few more interruptions of his search, a few more gropey fans and a few more denials of who he was later, he saw her. She was standing by the DJ’s station, arms crossed over her amazing breasts, jaw set, gaze taking in everything around her.


    “Booyah,” he murmured, echoing his bass player’s exclamation for when things were going exactly as they should.


    He weaved his way through the crowd, doing his best not to limp, coming at her from the side. He didn’t want to risk scaring her off before he had a chance to make his first move. If he didn’t count showing her up outside with the phone call to her uncle as his first move. It hadn’t exactly been a move, but it had been lots of fun.


    Drawing to a halt on her right, he lowered his head to hers and brushed his lips against her ears. “Hey.”


    She let out a yelp, spun to face him and punched something hard up into his solar plexus.


    “Fuck!” he choked out, staggering back a step. Pain lanced through his body. His breath squeezed from him in a wheezy gasp. Whoa, she’d hit him.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Incredulous anger shone in her eyes. Visible tension claimed her shoulders.


    Josh pressed his palm to his chest and gave the point of unexpectedly violent contact a rub. “Trying to get your attention?” Damn, he could hardly breathe. “What did you hit me with? A sledgehammer?”


    She narrowed her stare at him. “Yeah, I keep a sledgehammer on me at all times in case arrogant rock stars try to hit on me.”


    He let out a wheezy chuckle, rubbing at his solar plexus again. “Damn, you’re a prickly one, aren’t you? And who says I’m trying to hit on you? Can’t a guy just say hello? Given that he knows your uncle?”


    Uncertainty flickered over her face. Cautious doubt swam in her eyes. Her eyebrows, straight and dark and oh, so serious, dipped. The tension in her body remained. A tickle of intrigue stirred in Josh’s gut. In all the photos he’d seen of her in her uncle’s LA home, she’d been laughing and smiling. There’d been a cheeky mischief about her. A relaxed playfulness. Where was that Caitlin?


    She caught her bottom lip with her teeth for a second before frowning deeper. “You weren’t trying to hit on me?”


    “Actually, I was,” he answered with a smirk, determined to make her laugh. He’d spent more than one extended length of time in the shower thinking of her laughing image in those photos, his hand taking care of the steel in his groin as he did so. “But I was going to do it with charm and subtle grace.”


    Flinty anger fell over her face again and she turned away from him, showing him her profile. Not her laughing profile or her smiling profile. Her disdainful profile. Crossing her arms over her chest, she studied the writhing, dancing, drinking people crammed on the dance floor. “I’m not interested. So you can stop right now.”


    “Can’t I just buy you a drink?” he asked, risking physical injury again by leaning a little closer to her.


    She shook her head, her gaze fixed on the crowded dance floor. “No.”


    Josh narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t used to a woman saying no to him. They rarely did nowadays, not counting his mother and his kid sister that was. Chloe said no to him often, usually when he told her on the phone he had to end their conversations. Telling a five-and-a-half-year-old who loved him beyond measure he had to hang up always resulted with a stubborn, adamant no before she continued their conversation as if he hadn’t dared try to bring it to an end. Chloe was allowed to say no to him, however. Josh loved her for doing so.


    Caitlin Reynolds saying no to him now, even though she knew who he was, was…an interesting experience. And a stimulating one. He’d be lying to himself if he didn’t admit he was even more turned on.


    Or maybe his arousal was due to the absolutely gorgeous line of her upturned nose? Or the full curve of her bottom lip? Or the swan-like beauty of her neck? Or the heavy swell of her breasts beneath her folded arms, their round shape straining against the cotton of her Iron Man T-shirt—


    “I’d say take a photo, it lasts longer.” Caitlin’s shout sounded over the club’s pumping music, making Josh blink. He jerked his stare up from his contemplation of her breasts and found her profile once again. This time, however, it wasn’t disdainful but contemptuous. “But I don’t want you to get the idea I want you looking at me at all.”


    He frowned. “Are you always like this? So frosty and snappish?”


    She nodded, still without looking at him. “Yes.”


    Resting his elbow on the wall beside his head, he fixed her with a level gaze. “Don’t believe you.”


    With a drawn-out sigh, she turned to face him, leaning her shoulder on the wall, arms still crossed beneath her breasts. “Why? Because you’re the Josh Blackthorne? The hottest rock star on the planet? Sex on legs with a voice to match? Because no one ever tells you they’re not interested?”


    At the word sex passing her lips—lips Josh completely wanted to nip with his own—a heavy tension filled his groin. He shifted his stance, all too aware he was sporting a semi.


    “No,” he answered, leaning once again a little closer to her. Close enough to detect the delicate perfume she wore. It slipped into his lungs and threaded its way to the growing thickness of his cock, helping the organ progress from a semi to a…whatever the hell an almost fully erect cock was called. A three-quarter? “Because I’ve seen photos of you in your uncle’s house and you’re laughing and smiling in all of them. There’s not a hope in hell a woman could ever look so naughty and cheeky and relaxed if she’s as frosty and prickly as you claim to be.”


    She blinked.


    “That’s the woman I want to buy a drink for,” he went on, lowering his head closer still to hers. “That laughing, cheeky, relaxed woman. And I think that woman’s uncle wants me to buy her a drink as well.”


    Her gaze met his, an unreadable light in their azure depths. “Why do you think that?” The question left her on a low breath, low enough it was almost drowned out by the hip-hop rubbish spewing from the club’s speakers.


    Josh let his lips curl in a slow smirk. “Because he told me to look you up. Because he told me to tell you to cook lasagna for me one night.”


    “And that’s it? My uncle tells you to look me up in Sydney. My uncle who still thinks of me as the teenage girl who used to cook him lasagna on his birthday? That’s the reason you believe the woman you’re meeting now isn’t the real me?”


    He shook his head, his heart fast. Christ, he wanted to see if that bottom lip of hers was as soft and plump as it looked.


    Caitlin’s gaze locked on his, as if she was searching for something in his eyes. “So what is the reason, Mr. Knows All the Answers? Why do you think Uncle L so desperately wants me to get to know you? Huh?”


    Josh lowered his head to hers until he could see the tiny flecks of sapphire in her eyes. “Because he also told me you were too alone.”


    Those eyes widened. She sucked in a swift breath. Stiffened. Straightened from the wall. And then, without a word, spun on her heel and hurried away.


    It didn’t take long for the crowd to swallow her up. In a few steps, she was gone from Josh’s view.


    “Fuck.” He raked his hands through his hair. Damn it, he hadn’t meant to say that. He’d done so to get his own way, to prove he knew her on a level she obviously didn’t want him to. It was a low, manipulative act, one that he could only blame on his ego.


    As his fame and success reached surreal levels, he’d sworn to himself he’d never become the stereotype rock-star prick. The rest of Synergy—his father’s old band—made sure that didn’t happen either. All of them had existed in that deluded state at various points in their stellar careers, as had his father. None of them held back on the stories of the shit and heartache that kind of conceited, self-absorbed ego and attitude caused. The moment he’d become the new front man for Synergy, the moment his dad had wished him success with his old band, the guys had decided they weren’t going to let fame go to his head. They’d taken on the over-protective-uncle role and kept him grounded.


    But it was hard not to become enthralled with the power his fame delivered, especially when there was no Samuel, Jax, Levi or Noah around to tell him he was being a cocky wanker. Perhaps they all needed to tour again? Or spend some time in a recording studio. Perhaps he’d run loose for too long with nothing but his money, fame and ego to drive him.


    Perhaps he should have headed to Murriundah instead of Sydney. Laying low with his mum and dad would have definitely grounded him. Partying in Sydney with Rhys? Yeah, not so much.


    “Fuck,” he muttered again, doing that totally useless shuffle people did when they knew they had to do something to fix a situation but had no idea what that something was. His looked even more ridiculous, thanks to the fact his limp made him shuffle in a lopsided way.


    He’d upset Caitlin with that smug declaration. That much was obvious. The way she’d fled him, the stunned disbelief in her eyes. Not his finest hour. Fuck, what was her uncle going to do to him if he found out?


    And if her uncle was pissed—and rightly so—would he mention it to his friend, Aslin Rhodes? Aslin, who’d been Nick Blackthorne’s bodyguard for over fifteen years. Before Josh could fix his fuck-up, his father would be chewing him out for being the very conceited, arrogant arsehole Nick had never wanted Josh to be.


    Tugging on his hair, Josh shuffled with increasing exasperation. Jesus, in the space of a few seconds he’d gone from feeling like an untouchable rock god to a little boy scared of his dad’s wrath and the censure of his dad’s friends.


    All because he was horny over a woman whose laughing, smiling image had fed more than one sexual fantasy. A woman who so obviously didn’t like him.


    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he growled, staring at the spot Caitlin had disappeared into the frenetic nightclub. He had to find her. He had to apologise. Not just because he didn’t want to disappoint his father, or incur physical injury from her uncle, Liev, but because he didn’t like the idea he’d upset her.


    Didn’t like that he was responsible for the shocked pain in her eyes.


    Shoving his way through the crowd, uncaring of the hands groping at him, the bodies grinding against him and the dull ache in his right knee where the metal pins buried into his bones, he headed for the bar. He didn’t see Rhys. It was likely, knowing how smooth his friend was, that Rhys was already scoring in a dark corner somewhere. He did hear his own name whispered more than once. By the time he made it to the bar, he’d had four paper napkins with phone numbers scribbled on them shoved into his hands, down his shirt and in his back pocket. Christ, women were shameless sometimes.


    It almost made him wish he hadn’t ditched his bodyguard back in New York with nothing but an email telling him to take a few days off. If Kenny were here now, Josh would be able to find Caitlin without dealing with groping hands and unsolicited phone numbers in his pocket.


    Elbowing his way to the bar’s edge, he studied the people working behind it. Four women and two guys tended the madness of demanding patrons. All did so with easy smiles and natural calm.


    Josh couldn’t help but be impressed. Caitlin knew how to pick her staff.


    “Hey,” he shouted, waving at the nearest bartender—a tall guy with skin darker than chocolate, a gleaming shaved head and bulging muscles under his tight black shirt.


    The bartender crossed to where he stood, bent at the waist and leaned an elbow on the marble counter. “Can I help you?” he asked, his voice a deep timbre, his gaze fixed on Josh’s.


    “I need to speak to Caitlin,” Josh shouted back, the crowd around him a jostling mix of excited women and impatient men waiting to be served. “Can you tell me where she is, please?”


    The massive guy narrowed his eyes and folded arms the size of tree trunks across an equally impressive chest. “Nope.”


    Josh raised his eyebrows. Bloody hell, what was it with this bar? Everyone in here said no to him. “I’m not going to hurt her or do anything horrible,” he pleaded his case, a situation he was far from used to. “She just damn near knocked the breath out of me over by the DJ with a single whack. I get the feeling she’s more than capable of taking care of herself. I just wanted to talk to her, is all. I know her uncle and he told me to look her up. Nothing nefarious. Honest.”


    He didn’t mention his overwhelming urge to bury himself in her body he’d experienced out on the street. The physical reaction had taken him not by surprise, but by storm. Since then however, he’d looked into her eyes and seen something else in there. Something…intriguing. Sure, he still wanted to lose himself in her lush curves, but he also wanted to have a conversation with her that didn’t involve her telling him to, in so many words, fuck off.


    The bartender studied him, his expression contemplative. “You’re not making a deal about who you are then.”


    It was, in Josh’s opinion, an odd thing to say. He frowned. “Nope. Should I? Would that make you tell me where I can find Caitlin?”


    Those on either side of him began to shove and squirm more, like a writhing mass of sweat, their stares fixed on his face. He heard his name whispered with excited awe and amazement more than once. His chest tightened. At some point there was the distinct possibility of the crowd rioting if he didn’t get away soon.


    He really hadn’t thought this night through at all.


    In front on him, on the other side of the marble bar, the bartender chuckled, a deep, relaxed sound Josh could hear quite well despite the pulsing music emanating from the speakers and the horde exclaiming his name. “The opposite actually.” He leaned forward, close enough his forehead almost bumped Josh’s. “Head to the door marked private behind the stage. I’ll buzz you in.”


    “Dude!” Josh held out his hand, a tight ribbon of elation threading through his unease. “Thanks, mate.”


    The massive guy flashed a crooked smile at him and grabbed him around the wrist in a firm shake. “No worries, Blackthorne. But if you do hurt her, I’ll tear you apart limb by limb. Got it?”


    And with that, he released Josh’s wrist and went back to serving customers.


    Josh stared at him for a moment, trying to process the threat. Damn, she must be a great boss to warrant such violent, protective behavior in her staff. Further evidence she wasn’t the icy, uptight woman she’d presented to him.


    With a grin, he pivoted on his heel and headed away from the bar.


    Getting to know Caitlin Reynolds was his new plan, his new mission. He’d just decided. Getting to know her and tasting those sublime lips of hers.


    Approaching the empty stage next to the dance floor, he flicked it a quick look, picturing himself up there, guitar in hand. If Caitlin’s lasagna was as delicious as Liev Reynolds said, maybe he’d give a small, unplugged performance on that stage one night to say thank you for dinner. Just him, his guitar, a mic and an unsuspecting crowd.


    A warm finger of joy shot through him at the notion. It had been a while since he’d performed. Synergy was taking some well-earned time out after their last North American tour. Jax was hard at work writing his next memoires, no doubt driving Natalie crazy while doing so. Noah and Pepper were overseeing the formation of their new foundation, a fund-raising group dedicated to the research of ADHD. Samuel had whisked Lily away to Paris in a heart-wrenching attempt to help her deal with her twin brother’s fatal overdose. And Levi was enjoying being a father, doting over his baby daughter as much as he doted over her mother, Sonny, and their partner, Corbin.


    Josh was the only one who seemed restless, occasionally working on new material for Synergy’s next album, more often wasting time just fooling about being a rich celebrity. But maybe that was because Josh was only twenty-seven. A rich, famous twenty-seven-year-old, but still only twenty-seven.


    Or maybe it was because he didn’t have someone…important to share his life with. Well, someone apart from Rhys.


    He snorted, shaking his head and grinning at the thought of a life spent only with the wild pro-soccer player as his significant other.


    “Now that,” he muttered, reaching the door marked Private without too many offers of wild sex whispered in his ear, or too many napkins scrawled with phone numbers shoved in his hands, “would be a messed-up, crazy existence.”


    Depositing the napkins on the tall table beside the door, he shot a look over his shoulder at the bar he’d just left.


    His guardian angel—he of the massive muscles, towering frame and gleaming head—gave him a single nod and then reached under the counter. There was a soft buzz, followed by a softer click and the door opened a crack.


    Josh grinned back at the bartender, returned his nod and slipped into the dimly lit corridor on the other side of the threshold.


    Cool air caressed his skin, left hot and sweaty from the nightclub’s heady atmosphere. He drew in a slow breath, appreciating the lack of alcohol, perspiration and cloying perfume and cologne on the air, and shut the door behind him.


    Instantly, the throbbing beat of the DJ’s music faded.


    Josh turned and cast the door’s metal surface an admiring look. “That’s some serious sound-proofing.”


    His voice bounced around the concrete floor and stark, concrete brick walls. He pulled a face, for some reason suddenly nervous.


    Nervous. Him. Josh Blackthorne.


    Maybe he was as jetlagged as Rhys?


    Giving his shoulders a shake and his neck a roll, he started walking down the corridor. The heels of his boots echoed through the space, each footfall a loud announcement he was there.


    Each one taking the ridiculous nerves in his gut and twisting them tighter.


    What the fuck was up with that?


    Two closed doors later—one labeled Staff Toilets, the other labeled Lose the Key For This Door and You’re Dead—he stopped at another door. This one was also closed. Hanging from the knob of this door by a length of twine was a laminated sign saying The Boss.


    The muted sound of some kind of music came from the other side, too soft and indistinct for Josh to make out. He stood there for a moment, straining to hear it. What a person listened to in their private space was, in his opinion, a good insight into their state of mind.


    What was Caitlin Reynolds listening to now? After meeting him?


    He closed his eyes, trying to make out something that would clue him in, a riff, a lyric, a voice maybe…


    Whatever it was, it wasn’t like the frenzied music pumping through the speakers out in the nightclub. It was more…subdued? More—


    “Can I help you?”


    At the sound of Caitlin’s droll voice, Josh let out a yelp and staggered back a step. “Fuck, you scared the life out of me,” he burst out, staring at her where she stood in the now-open door. From her office, the sound of classical music wafted on the air. Beethoven’s “Symphony No. 7”. Powerful. Moody. Stirring. What did that say about her current thoughts and emotions?


    Josh didn’t know.


    A dark light glinted in her eyes and, for a split second, the corners of her lips twitched. A little. “Then my work here is done,” she declared, watching him. “You can’t bother me when you’re dead, can you?”


    Recovering his composure, Josh shoved his hands into his back pockets and gave her a puzzled frown. “You really are hell-bent on being horrible to me, aren’t you?”


    She waved her hand in a so-so motion. “Possibly. Or maybe I’m just this horrible to everyone?”


    Josh shook his head, letting his own smile pull at his lips. Not his usual smirk, the one he used when being interviewed or photographed. The one that said he knew all the filthy ways to make a woman come and if a woman was lucky he’d demonstrate them to her. His real smile. The one he gave his sister when she asked him to play fairy tea parties with her. “See, I would have believed that after our footpath standoff, but now I know that’s not the case.”


    She cocked an eyebrow, crossed her arms under her breasts and leaned her shoulder against the doorjamb. Josh couldn’t miss the fact the edges of her lips still danced. A little. Nor the fact she hadn’t closed the door in his face.


    Progress. Go me!


    “How so?” she asked, that enigmatic glint still in her eyes. He couldn’t decipher it. Was it mirth? Sarcasm? Or pre-garroting tolerance?


    Risking his solar plexus, he rested his elbow to the doorframe just above her head and let his smile grow wider as he drew his head closer to hers. “I was threatened with physical violence by one of your staff. A horrible person doesn’t gain that kind of protective loyalty.”


    She held his gaze, her face turned up to his, her chin titled. “Is that so? Perhaps I pay them well?”


    Josh shook his head again. “Not well enough to risk threatening a celebrity.”


    “Ahh, and there it is.” Her smile stretched wider, becoming sardonic and cutting. Her eyes grew flinty once more, filled with the same disdain he’d seen out on the street when she’d refused to believe he was who he said he was. “The arrogance of fame. I should have known I’d see it again. Ask me again why I’m being so horrible to you.”


    Josh couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing. “Wait a minute,” he said, levering from the doorframe. “You didn’t like me out on the street when you thought I was a hot-looking nobody pretending to be someone famous, and now you don’t like me because I am someone famous?” He tapped his index finger on the tip of her nose. She blinked, his unexpected contact obviously taking her completely unawares. “I think you’re prejudice against hot-looking guys whether they are famous or not.”


    His jesting rebuke hung on the air between them, both playful and pointed.


    He arched his own eyebrow in a show of quizzical patience. “Well?”


    With a ragged sigh, Caitlin rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “You got me. I’m only nice to ugly people. Which you, clearly, are not. So go away now.” She waved her fingers at him in a sweeping gesture. “Shoo.”


    The tiny twitch of the corners of her lips gave her away. A warm rush of delight rushed through Josh. For that very brief moment, she was enjoying herself with him.


    Yay. Now how did he capitalize on it?


    “I tell you what,” he said, refusing to budge or release her gaze. “If I promise to whack my face against the wall a few times, maybe break my nose and bruise up my cheek, even give myself a swollen eye and a split lip, will you let me buy you dinner? Or a drink?”


    She raised both her eyebrows up her forehead. Her lips danced some more.


    Oh yeah, he was winning her over. Excellent.


    “That wall?” she asked, leaning toward him a little as she pointed at the concrete-block wall beside her office door.


    He nodded.


    She grinned. A real one. He could see the laughter in it, and in her blue eyes. Fuck, it turned her from standoffishly beautiful to steal-his-breath stunning. “Go for it. Let’s see if you earn yourself just a drink or dinner as well.”


    Josh returned her grin. “Deal.”


    And then, with a laugh, he threw himself at the wall.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Oh God, he did it.


    Caitlin squealed, the shock of watching Josh Blackthorne—rock-god Josh Blackthorne, sexiest-man-she’d-ever-seen Josh Blackthorne, the-only-man-to-turn-her-on-in-eight-months Josh Blackthorne—propel himself face-first at the wall spurring her into action.


    She slammed into his side, wrapping her arms around his body and stopping him hitting the wall.


    They stumbled sideways, their legs and feet jumbling and knotting, their chests mushed together, their hips bumping and colliding as they went.


    An insane part of her mind took great delight in noting how hard and firm and sculpted his body was, how warm and alive and right there he was. An insane part of her body reacted to that information, the pit of her tummy clenching, her sex contracting and her nipples pinching into tight points.


    A moan slipped past her, low and soft but a moan all the same. She tried to hide it in a grunt, but something about the way Josh flattened his palms to her back as they regained balance told her he’d heard it.


    Heard it and recognized it for what it was—sexual awareness.


    Crap. She couldn’t be sexually aroused by Josh Blackthorne.


    It took her a second to realize they were both standing motionless again. Her arms were around his hips, their bellies pressed together, their groins touching, before she heard him say with a throaty chuckle, “You saved me.”


    She jerked her head up, tearing her stare from where it had stuck on the perfection of his lips. Wow, they were gorgeous lips. Defined and almost too pink for any man’s lips to be.


    Storm-cloud-grey eyes regarded her, a humoured light shining in their depths. And a promise of something any woman with a pulse and a libido would be insane to say no to.


    She wasn’t insane. She wasn’t. She just had insane…parts. Which meant Josh Blackthorne had to go. “I did,” she answered, disengaging herself from his arms. Well, trying to. He was doing a damn good job of holding her to his body. “I didn’t want blood staining my wall.”


    He chuckled again. Incongruously, he somehow managed to pull her closer to his body. Why was she letting him do that?


    Because you’re lonely, girl. And you can’t wait forever. You’ve already wasted eight—


    “Maybe you just didn’t like the thought of me hurting myself?” His deep voice played with her senses. And her resolve to get away from him. Damn, no one had the right to have such a sexy voice. They didn’t.


    He drew his head closer to hers. Close enough his warm breath tickled her lips. “Or maybe you’re not the horrible person you so want me to believe you are?”


    “I am horrible,” she whispered, staring up at him. Horrible because I want you to kiss me right now. Oh God, do I want you to kiss me right now. Kiss me and make love to me against this wall. It’s been so long. So long and you are so gorgeous and sexy and here…wanting me… “And I couldn’t care less if you hurt yourself or—”


    He kissed her silent. Stole the rest of her ridiculous statement with a soft brush of his lips over hers.


    No tongue, not even enough pressure to really feel. Just a feathering of his skin against her skin, just a lingering melding of their breaths.


    He held her, aligned their hips, pressed the steel pole of his erection to the soft curve of her sex and silenced her protest with a kiss softer than the caress of a butterfly wing.


    For a perfect moment, Caitlin forgot the weird reality of her life and lost herself in that kiss.


    For a perfect heartbeat-long moment.


    And then it was over.


    He drew his head away from hers, seeking out her eyes with his gaze. “Or maybe,” he whispered, his voice a little shaky, “you just wanted me to do that?”


    Pressing her palms to his chest, Caitlin pushed him away. Heat filled her cheeks. “Boy, have you got an ego. I didn’t want you to do that.”


    Liar.


    Josh seemed to agree with the traitorous little whisper inside her head. He let out a low laugh, an entirely devious sound her body reacted to with entirely too much need. “Ego or not, I think you did. And I think you liked it as much as I did.”


    The pit of Caitlin’s belly tightened. Her pussy contracted again. Grinding her teeth, she leveled a glare his way. “Even if I did like it, and I’m not saying that’s the case, you can’t just come back here to my office and kiss me like that.”


    He smirked. Already she both hated and loved the expression. Hated the way it said he knew how hot he was, loved the way it made his lips curl and his eyes fill with devilish conceit. “Why not?”


    She opened her mouth. Behind her, wafting from the speakers of her iPod’s dock, Beethoven’s “7th Symphony” gave way to Bach’s “Toccota and Fugue in D Minor”. “Because you can’t,” she offered as an answer. As answers go, it was a lame one, but somewhere between opening her office door to discover him there and his lips brushing over hers in the most tender, sensitive kiss she’d ever experienced, she’d lost higher brain function.


    The chuckle that slipped from Josh twisted the tension in Caitlin’s core to a heavy knot.


    “Give me a reason.”


    Caitlin stared at him. A reason. There was only one reason why he couldn’t kiss her. One reason. But that reason…well, it was pretty well messed up. And strange…


    “I tell you what,” he said with an easy grin before she could put words to the pain and confusion wanting to spread through her at the thought. Could he see she was uncomfortable? Unsettled? “I won’t kiss you again if you promise to have a drink with me.”


    “I can’t. I’m working.”


    That’s your answer, girl? Not because you have a—


    “When you finish work.”


    She looked up at him. He still grinned at her, a boyish playfulness about him. If she didn’t know he was one of the world’s hottest rock stars, she could easily believe he was just a sexy guy trying to flirt with a girl. “I don’t finish work until the club closes,” she answered.


    Before she could say another word, he nodded. “Done. I’ll see you then.”


    He spun on his heel and wandered down the corridor, hands loose by his side, a very subtle limp in his relaxed step.


    Caitlin stared after him, her cheeks on fire, her lips tingling. Why hadn’t she told him she wasn’t having a drink with him? Why hadn’t she given him the reason why she didn’t want him to kiss her?


    Behind her, Bach’s epic piece turned into Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata”. The dark piano masterpiece caressed her senses, a brilliant mirror to her mood. And yet a part of her felt…different. Less grumpy. Less moody and alone. Which made no sense, given nothing had changed to make her feel that way.


    Nothing except a kiss from the sexiest guy you’ve ever met.


    Caitlin watched Josh Blackthorne twist the knob of the door leading back out to the nightclub floor, her breath shallow. She shouldn’t watch. She shouldn’t linger, waiting to see if he turned around.


    He pulled the door open and stepped out into the thumping cacophony of dance music and partying patrons that drowned out Beethoven.


    Caitlin’s chest grew tight. A disappointed weight settled in her stomach.


    Why had she expected him to turn around? Why had she wanted him to turn around? To see if she was watching—


    He turned.


    Their stares met. Clashed. Melded.


    He dropped her a wink, grinned as if loving that he’d caught her watching him, and then pulled the door closed behind him.


    Leaving her alone in the corridor, Beethoven’s sonata competing with the wild beating of her heart.


    Scrunching up her face, Caitlin bunched her fists. “Damn it.”


    Busted for perving on him. There was no other word for what she’d been doing. She hadn’t needed to watch him go, hadn’t needed to check out the way he walked down the corridor with such innate grace and confidence, despite the slight limp from his old soccer-career-ending injury. She sure as hell hadn’t needed to take note of how hot his arse looked in his snug black pants. But she had. And he’d caught her.


    Which meant he would now think he really did stand a chance of scoring another kiss when they went for drinks.


    When they went for drinks? Seriously?


    Throwing up her hands, she stormed back into her office. “God, what are you thinking, Caitlin? You are not going for drinks with him.”


    That would be insane. That would be lunacy. And above all else, what with what her friends and family and the Australian High Commissioner in Somalia believed, that would be…awkward.


    A shard of guilt shot through her, so fierce and powerful she staggered to a halt, palm pressed to her chest. Damn it.


    Sucking in a slow breath, her pulse crazy, her heart aching, she crossed to her desk and dropped herself into her chair.


    “Damn it,” she whispered, staring at the spotless polished steel surface of her desk. “Damn it, Matt, why…”


    No. She wasn’t going to think about this. She wasn’t.


    What she was going to do was call her uncle and give the matchmaking bloody bastard a piece of her mind.


    Snatching up her iPod dock’s remote, she pressed mute. Silence fell over her office like a suffocating shroud. Good. She wanted to be grumpy. With a grunt, she leaned forward, grabbed the hand piece of her work phone from its cradle and stabbed in her uncle’s Los Angeles home phone number.


    He answered on the fifth ring. “G’day. Liev Reynolds here.”


    “Do you realize what you’ve done,” she burst out, dispensing with any pleasantries. She’d already talked to the bastard once tonight and she’d been quite pleasant then. Sort of. Maybe…


    “Made the most delicious bacon, banana and Vegemite toasted sandwich ever?” her uncle asked, laughter in his voice. “I do realize that. How did you know? Can you smell it all the way from Australia?”


    “Giving Blackthorne my place of work,” she shot back, ignoring his joke. She never ignored Liev’s jokes. They always had the ability to make her smile and feel warm inside, even when she was feeling dead. In fact, she couldn’t recall the last time she’d been angry with her uncle. Maybe, when she was fourteen and he’d come out. She’d been angry with him for being so calm with her stubborn, bigoted father who’d refused to have anything to do with his brother again and expected Caitlin to do the same. “Now the guy thinks it’s totally okay to just swoop on into my office, disrupt my life, ask me for drinks and kiss—”


    She stopped. Froze. Stared at the massive abstract painting on the far wall of her office.


    Oh God, had she just said—


    “Kiss you?” her uncle asked, disbelief etched with mirth in his voice.


    “Err…” She squeezed her eyes shut, dropped her head to her fist and thumped her forehead a few times. She hadn’t planned to say that. Why had she said that?


    Because you can’t stop thinking about it. Because you liked it. And you can’t stop feeling guilty about liking it.


    “Am I right, kiddo?” Liev prompted on the other end of the connection. “Did Josh Blackthorne kiss you?”


    She thumped her forehead with the side of her fist three more times and then nodded. “Yes.”


    “Did you like it?”


    “Uncle L!” She let out an exasperated argh. “That’s not the point. You told him to look me up, you told him I’d cook him dinner and now he’s here at my club disrupting my life and I want you to tell him to go away.”


    “Why?”


    Caitlin raised her eyebrows. “Why? Because he won’t listen to me.”


    “No, I mean why do you want him to go away? I know Josh quite well, kiddo. And trust me, he’s a nice bloke. A really nice bloke. I wouldn’t have given him your number—”


    “You gave him my number?”


    “I wouldn’t have given him your number if he was a wanker, would I?”


    “No. You wouldn’t. But I want him to go away because he kissed me.”


    Liev’s laughter tickled her ear. “And that’s a problem because…?”


    “Because I’m engaged,” she ground out.


    “No,” her uncle’s deep voice rumbled in her ear. “You’re not.”


    She let out a frustrated growl. “Okay.” She raked at her hair, the pain of her nails on her scalp almost too much. “But the rest of Australia doesn’t know that. Matt’s parents don’t know that, our friends don’t. You’re the only one who knows.”


    A long sigh sounded through the connection. “Caitlin…” Frustration filled her uncle’s voice. Frustration and disappointment.


    Caitlin closed her eyes, unable to look at the painting on the wall any longer. Matt had given it to her a month before he left. Looking at it now only made her ache more. A heavy lump filled her throat. A sick tension rolled in her tummy.


    “Caitlin,” Liev repeated her name, this time with less frustration and disappointment and more patience. “I don’t want to sound horrible, you know that. And God knows, I love you more than breath itself, but it’s been over eight months, kiddo. Eight months. The Somali government has officially declared him dead. The Australian government is on the verge of doing the same. You can’t spend your life in a holding pattern waiting for him to come back when all evidence says he won’t, especially when you both decided you needed a break before he left.”


    “There’s never been a body, Uncle L,” she whispered, words her uncle had heard from her before. A heavy weight wrapped her chest. The sick tension in her stomach churned. She opened her eyes and stared at her left ring finger, at the spot her engagement ring had been until the day before Matt had flown out of the country for Somalia. There was no evidence a sparkling diamond and gold symbol of commitment had ever encircled her finger. Not now.


    “How can I truly end all this without a body? When the rest of the country thinks…when the Australian government still refers to me as an example of…to help focus on…”


    “Kiddo,” Liev murmured, “you’re twenty-seven. You’re beautiful. You’re intelligent. You’re successful. And you’re lonely. I know you are. And it tears me apart knowing you’re shutting off a life of happiness and love and passion because you feel pressured into maintaining a relationship that was on hold anyway, just because he maybe…is most likely dead. You’re hurting yourself waiting—”


    “For Matt to come home?’ Caitlin cut him off. “How can I let his parents know we were over before he left without looking like a callous bitch?”


    It was a ridiculous question of course. Caitlin knew that.


    Seven months and twenty-nine days ago, her fiancé of six months, her boyfriend of two years had told her he was heading to Somalia to work with Doctors Without Borders. She hadn’t been surprised. Matt was born to be a doctor and he’d always put others above himself. Nor had she been surprised when he suggested they take a break while he was there.


    She’d been the first to admit they’d grown apart since their wild, university-days romance when everything had been safe and real life hadn’t impacted them. Since graduating and absorbing themselves in their chosen professions, they’d become a walking cliché—two people who had fallen in love before reality could demonstrate they really never should have been together.


    She’d agreed to the split, her heart aching even as she’d known it was the right move. When he’d asked if they could wait until he returned from his three months in Somalia before announcing it to their family and friends, she’d agreed to that as well. She did love him, dammit, and hadn’t wanted to make the horribly right decision more…horrible. After all, his parents would be heartbroken and she was in no rush to cause them that pain.


    That pain—the pain of their son and his fiancée going their separate ways—was nothing, however, compared to the pain of learning he was possibly dead.


    He hadn’t been seen or heard from since his Doctors Without Borders’ camp in Somalia had been raided by Al-Shabaab militants a week after he’d arrived. The chances of him being alive were, according to the representative of the Australian government assigned to Matt’s disappearance, slim.


    Caitlin knew it was unlikely he was coming back. But knowing it was time to move on and actually doing so were two very different things, especially when everyone, from his parents and sister to the Australian Prime Minister still believed her to be his grieving fiancée.


    She hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell them she and Matt had ended it. Matt’s parents had clung to her for support at the news of his disappearance. And the Australian Federal Government…the government had elevated her to poster-child status, a shining, heartbroken example of the dedication and determination Australians had in the face of tragedy.


    The only person Caitlin had confided in was her uncle, a man she loved and trusted damn near more than her own father. As much as she hated to admit it, she’d needed support for the emotional burden she’d placed upon herself.


    “It’s time to think of you, kiddo,” Uncle L chided gently through the phone. Love filled his calm voice. Love and concern. It was an emotion she was familiar with, especially from her family and closest friends. She’d heard it for eight months now. “I’m not telling you to jump into bed with Josh—”


    “Uncle L!”


    “I’m just saying maybe going out for a drink with him might be what you need to do to start thinking of you. If nothing else, cook him dinner one night. I did tell him how delicious your lasagna is, after all. Do you really think the rest of the country will care? Is it any of their business anyway?”


    The lump in Caitlin’s throat grew thicker at the thought of uber-famous Josh Blackthorne in her apartment. She pictured him sitting at her small dining table, the one she’d bought at a garage sale, with its stick-figure fairies etched in the wood with pink pen by the previous owners’ artistic daughter.


    She pictured him relaxing on her sofa after the meal, the first male in her home that wasn’t a family member, friend or tradesperson in eight months.


    She pictured the smile Josh had given her, the one that didn’t look mastered by countless photo shoots. The one that looked natural, not the smile of a rock star known for his seductive flirtation, but a guy who was enjoying sharing a moment of joy.


    She thought of the photo of Matt hanging on her wall, staring down at Josh. The one she hadn’t been able to put into storage with the rest of his belongings.


    “I don’t…” she began, her stomach churning.


    “Do you remember what you said to me a lifetime ago, kiddo?” her uncle asked. “When you were seventeen and I was messed up over my feelings for Chris? Do you remember? You told me to think with my mind, listen to my heart and be true to myself.”


    A thick lump filled Caitlin’s throat. She remembered that night, those words of advice she’d given her uncle when he’d doubted if he and Chris had a future together.


    “You also told me the worst thing a person could do is reject themselves in fear someone else will. Aren’t you doing that now? In a roundabout kind of way?”


    Raising her head, she stared at the painting Matt had given to her months ago, a breaking-up present, as it was. “I was a precocious teenager, wasn’t I?”


    Liev laughed. “Hell, yeah. And an intelligent one and a stubborn one, just like you are now—smart and stubborn. But it’s time to stop being stubborn and start being a realist.”


    “I feel guilty, Uncle L,” she whispered.


    “Guilty?”


    Her stomach rolled. “When I find myself laughing, when I find myself forgetting him, forgetting what I’m meant to be to him…I feel guilty. And even though we weren’t still together, I hate myself for forgetting him.”


    “Oh, kiddo.” Concern and sympathy cut her uncle’s words. “God, I wish I was there right now. I’d hug you silly.”


    A wet chuckle slipped from Caitlin. Hot tears prickled the back of her eyes. She swiped at her nose, sniffling. “I think I’d take that hug, even if you are trying to set me up with a rock star.”


    Liev returned her chuckle. “A nice-guy rock star. Do this for me, eh? The uncle you love and cherish and miss like crazy.” He paused. “And who used to collect you from night clubs and take you home when you were underage so your dad wouldn’t know what you were doing and ground you for months.”


    Caitlin laughed again, a little stronger this time. “Way to ramp up the guilt, Uncle L.”


    He sniggered. She had no difficulty seeing him do so, his blue eyes—so like her own—twinkling with mirth. She really did miss him. “This kind of guilt is healthy. Good for you in fact. Productive,” he said. “And I’m not opposed to using guilt on a family member when it’s for the right reason.”


    “And me cooking dinner for Josh Blackthorne is one of those reasons?”


    “No kiddo,” her uncle spoke, his voice steady. “You living again is the right reason.”


    Caitlin closed her eyes. “I love you, Uncle L.”


    “The feeling is entirely mutual. Now get off the bloody phone. I expect a full report within twenty-four hours, including how well Blackthorne kisses.”


    Razing heat flooded Caitlin’s cheeks even as a smile pulled at her lips and an unsettling flutter filled her tummy. “You’re depraved.”


    “Your dad’s been saying that for years, kiddo. Now go have some fun.”


    And with that, her uncle ended the conversation.


    Returning her phone to its cradle, Caitlin sat in her office and stared at the painting on the far wall. Silence surrounded her. Oppressive and suffocating. She grabbed the remote for her iPod dock and hit mute again. Bach emanated from the room’s speakers, a piano concerto that normally made her feel at peace.


    She and Matt had met thanks to classical music. She’d been looking in the music department of Target for a Christmas present for her dad and Matt had been looking for something to listen to as he studied for his final med-school exams. They’d bumped shoulders as they both reached for the same CD on the store’s display rack. The almost clichéd collision had resulted in Caitlin dropping the chopping board she’d bought only a few minutes earlier for her mum, which had promptly landed on Matt’s flip-flop-shod foot.


    He’d let out a yelp, she’d gushed out an apology, and an hour later they were sharing sushi and swapping life-stories. A fairytale HEA was in their future—the soon-to-be-doctor and the soon-to-be-business major had fallen in love at first sight.


    She’d never listened to classical music before Matt had entered her life. Now she played it to remind herself of him, to remember the relationship they’d had, the one everyone thought they still had. The one a part of her wished they still had.


    It was she had to admit, a guilty, messed-up situation.


    So why was the sound of Bach filling her office making her feel so…so…irritated now?


    She snatched up her iPod dock’s remote control and killed the music.


    The faint sound of the music playing in her nightclub filled the silence. Rock music. Not hip-hop or dance music. Rock music.


    She narrowed her eyes, listening to the almost inaudible bass throb. It was familiar.


    It sounded like…


    Her mobile phone burst into life on the desk. For some reason, her heart slammed into her throat. Picking up her phone, she frowned at the screen. She didn’t recognize the incoming call.


    Beyond the wall of her office, the rock music continued, an alluring pulse beating in time with her heart. In her hand, her phone continued to ring.


    She stabbed at the accept key, raised her mobile to her ear and yanked it away again at the deafening sound of rock music blaring through it. Good rock music. The latest chart topper by Synergy, in fact. Without the walls and sound-proofing to dampen it, she could make it out now. Synergy’s Number One hit, “Silken Ropes”. The very music her DJ was playing in the club.


    An image of Josh Blackthorne filled her head, smirking at her, his grey eyes devilish. Her heartbeat quickened.


    Returning her phone to her ear, she closed her eyes. “Hello,” she said with a loud voice, the sound of the carnally sensual song about a woman tying up her lover thrumming in her head. “This is Caitlin Reynolds. Who is this?”


    “I just bought everyone in your club a drink,” Josh Blackthorne declared through the connection. “Except you, ’cause you’re not out here.”


    “No, I’m not,” she answered. “And that was way too generous of you.”


    “What?” he called, the thrumming music of his band and the seductive sound of his own singing in the background almost drowning him out. “I can’t hear you.”


    “I’m not out there,” she said, louder this time. “And you shouldn’t have bought everyone a drink.”


    “I can’t hear you,” he shouted into the phone. “The song the DJ is playing is too damn loud. Good though, don’t you think?”


    Caitlin rolled her eyes. Not at the ridiculously shouted tête-à-tête they were having, but at the laughter in Blackthorne’s voice. He was enjoying himself.


    And so are you. You’re smiling.


    The realization she was, in fact, smiling sent a tight lick of confusion and surprise through her. She caught her bottom lip and turned from the painting opposite her. “It’s not too bad,” she yelled back, her tummy fluttering.


    “What?” he called. “I still can’t hear you. I tell you what, why don’t I come in there and we can talk without all the shouting. Or you can come out here to me and I’ll buy you that drink?”


    Unable to stop herself, Caitlin laughed. “You’re persistent, I’ll give you that.”


    She could hear his chuckle over the carnal sound of Synergy in the background. “I’m a lot of other things as well. Give me a chance and I’ll show you.”


    Her tummy fluttered again. This time, however, the unsettled sensation was rivaled by the heavy pulse in her pussy.


    Oh boy…


    Gripping her phone tightly, she shook her head. “I think we’re both better where we are,” she answered, closing her eyes. “Enjoy your night here at the Chaos Room, Mr. Blackthorne.”


    And before he could respond, before her uncle’s words of advice could whisper through her head again, she disconnected the call.


    Slumping back in her chair, she stared at the painting opposite her. Studied it. Thought of what it stood for and who had given it to her. A few minutes later, heart fast, pulse pounding, she turned from the painting and switched on the CCTV screens showing her the floor of the club.


    A second after that, she found what she was looking for. Josh Blackthorne.


    She didn’t know why she was looking for him, but she was.


    He leant on the main bar, his back to it, his elbows resting on its marble counter as he spoke to Zach who stood beside him. Her second-in-charge was laughing. Josh Blackthorne was grinning. Not his patented smirk, nor the relaxed smile she’d seen on his face here in her office, but a playful, boyish grin. She watched him take a sip of what looked like scotch. Watched him nod at a woman who came up and asked something of him. Zach straightened beside him, a menacing scowl falling over his features. Apparently, in the time she’d been in her office talking to her uncle, her second-in-charge had taken on the role of protective bodyguard to the rock star.


    Hmm, she didn’t know how she felt about that.


    The woman—a fan, going by the way she was squirming and giggling and constantly touching her cleavage—tried to give Josh a kiss. Zach stopped her with a hand. Josh shook his head, smiled at Zach and then gave the woman a wink and a quick kiss on the cheek. There was nothing dirty or condescending about it. Nothing conceited or arrogant. Caitlin couldn’t help but be impressed. If nothing else, the guy knew how to interact with his fans without causing them to be upset.


    The fan giggled some more, held out a napkin to Josh—Cailtin could just make out some black numbers written on its surface—and then flittered back into the crowd. Josh smiled, said something to Zach who smiled in returned, and placed the napkin on the bar behind him. He didn’t crumple it up and throw it away, but neither did he put it in his pocket. Again, there was nothing malicious or sleazy about the guy’s actions or attitude.


    Caitlin drew a slow breath, pinched her bottom lip between her thumb and forefinger and watched him.


    Continued to watch him, noting the way he put people at ease when they approached him, noting Zach’s complete lack of suspicious hostility while talking to him—which was Zach’s normal MO when dealing with people he didn’t know well. She noted the way Josh spoke to her other staff, with a friendly smile and open warmth. She smiled when his friend—Rhys McDowell—grabbed him in a massive bear hug, hauling him off the floor and jiggling him up and down a few times. She let out her own soft chuckle as Josh laughed at McDowell’s enthusiastic embrace, his grin for the man filled with happy love. She watched him cast a curious inspection over the couple McDowell left with—a tall guy with dark hair and eyes and a willowy blonde in a micro-mini and ten-inch heels—protective concern on his face.


    She watched him.


    Observed him.


    Until she found herself longing to be out there with him. Until she caught herself focusing on his lips…remembering what they felt like on hers. Wondering what they’d feel like kissing her with more passion.


    More intent.


    “Enough,” she growled, turning off the CCTV screens. Guilt seared through her veins. Knotted her belly. Wrapped her chest in a suffocating vice.


    Hot, bleak guilt.


    And desire.


    Damn it.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “Sure you don’t want another drink?”


    Dragging his stare from the door leading out to the Chaos Room’s staff area, Josh gave Zach Chapman a grin. “I’m good. Thanks though.”


    Caitlin’s second-in-charge let out a dry grunt. “Never met anyone who spends over fifteen grand buying drinks for a club full of complete strangers while only nursing one drink himself the whole night.”


    Josh chuckled. “I’ve never really been one for getting wasted. Not a fan of the headache the next morning.”


    Zach wiped dry a squat glass, lips twitching. “Ain’t that the truth.”


    With another chuckle, Josh turned back to his vigil of the door. Surely she’d be walking through it soon.


    “It was wonderful to meet you, Mr. Blackthorne.”


    The soft female voice drew his attention and he smiled at the voluptuous blonde who’d been working the main bar with Zach. “You’re more than welcome. Thanks for putting up with me.”


    She giggled, a throaty sound that spoke of an invitation waiting for him to accept. “Any time.”


    She’d not only sent out cues during the night he could have his wicked way with her, she’d outright declared it as the last of the Chaos Room’s patrons exited the club. When the very last clubber walked through the main door, leaving just the staff and a sticky, coaster-littered floor behind, she’d leant across the bar, showing off her very impressive cleavage, and said, “I’m yours if you want me. And I have no inhibitions.”


    He’d declined. It wasn’t that she wasn’t sexy or appealing or friendly, she just wasn’t—Caitlin—what he was in the mood for.


    He was in the mood for some conversation. Maybe some lasagna.


    And a full, plump bottom lip that felt like fucking heaven when you kissed…


    “Here’s my number.” The barkeeper held up her hand now and stepped closer to him, a small piece of folded paper held between her index and middle fingers. Without breaking eye contact, she slipped those fingers—and the folded paper—between his waistband and lower stomach. “Call me whenever you want…anything.”


    He sucked in a breath, his stomach hitching a little. “Thanks,” he said with a nod.


    “You’re welcome,” she murmured, her eyes telling him exactly what anything entailed, she crossed the now swept and polished dance floor to the exit door, hips swaying with exaggerated seduction. She tossed him a come-hither smile over her shoulder, flicked her tongue along her top lip and left, the last of the Chaos Room’s staff to depart, save for Zach.


    “That happen a lot?”


    Josh turned back to the man behind the bar. “Every time I’m out in public.”


    Zach shook his head. “Must be a tough life.”


    Josh laughed at the sarcasm in the man’s comment. “Someone’s gotta do it though. Am I right? And playing soccer for a living damn near crippled me.”


    Zach wiped dry another glass. “Wonder if it’s too late to change careers?”


    “To become a rock star?”


    “Yep.” Zach grinned at him. “Only trouble is, I can’t sing for shit.”


    Josh laughed again. “Plenty of platinum-record holders out there that can’t sing.”


    “Oh, in that case.” Zach deposited the towel on the counter with a slap and a smirk. “Reckon I’ll tell the boss I quit then.”


    “That will be a shame, Zach. You’ll be sorely missed.”


    At the sound of Caitlin’s husky voice behind him, Josh jumped.


    He spun to face her, suppressing his excited grin. Telling himself to relax. To not appear too eager to see her.


    He was though. Eager and nervous.


    Nervous. Go figure.


    Eyes of the most stunning azure regarded him. She stood in the middle of the dance floor, arms folded beneath her breasts. “I didn’t expect you to still be here, Mr. Blackthorne. You are aware the club is closed now, yes?”


    He nodded, forcing himself to lounge back on his elbows. Crossing his ankles, he gave her a lazy smile. “I am.”


    Behind the bar, Zach let out a snort. “Oh man, you’re asking for trouble.”


    Caitlin arched an eyebrow. At her second-in-charge or at Josh’s goading, Josh wasn’t sure. She studied him, narrowing her eyes. “And you’re still here because…?”


    “Because I promised your uncle I’d buy you a drink.”


    “You did not.”


    “Okay, he promised me you’d cook me dinner and I haven’t had anything to eat since halfway over the Pacific.” He affected a wounded-puppy expression. “C’mon, take some pity on me. I’m hungry.”


    Her lips twisted. “Have a peanut. There’s a bowl right next to your elbow.”


    He shook his head, holding her gaze. “Can’t. I’m allergic.”


    Worry flittered across her face. “Really?”


    He shook his head again. “No.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for this.”


    “Why? What else do you have to do at—” he flicked his watch a quick glance, “—three-fifteen in the morning?”


    Shifting her feet a little, Caitlin fixed him with a pointed gaze. “Go home. Have a shower. Go to bed.”


    Josh nodded. “Okay, let’s do that.”


    Her mouth fell open. A soft gasp filled the air between them. The most delightful pink tinged her cheeks. “Are you serious?”


    Pushing himself from the bar, he shook his head for a third time. “No. But, boy, I love the way you’re blushing now.”


    “Okay,” Zach uttered behind him. “I’m outta here. Boss, all that’s left to do is lock up. Mr. Blackthorne, you’re welcome back here any time.”


    Josh couldn’t stop his chuckle as Caitlin gaped at her employee. “Thanks, Zach,” he said, bumping fists with the massive man.


    “Excuse me, Zach?” Caitlin shoved her fists to her hips. Josh couldn’t help but notice how the move pulled the material of her T-shirt tighter across her full breasts. “Who owns the Chaos Room? You or me?”


    “You do, boss,” Zach answered, walking from behind the bar. “But I’m charge of arranging special guests. One of the duties you assigned me when I became 2IC, right? And I’m thinking having Josh Blackthorne in the place is good for business. In case you didn’t notice, the queue to get in tonight was more than double a normal Thursday night. And the Chaos Room has been mentioned in over five hundred tweets since you and Mr. Blackthorne faced-off out on the footpath. Any way you look at it, that’s good for business.” He turned to Josh again. “As I said, Mr. Blackthorne, any time.” He leant a little closer to Josh and dropped his voice into a melodramatic conspirator’s whisper. “I’ll make sure Mandy doesn’t shove her hands down your pants next time.”


    Watching Caitlin’s reaction to the statement, Josh grinned. There it was, a little flash of jealousy on her face. Booyah. “Thanks, mate,” he said, turning to Zach. He had no idea if the guy was intentionally helping him in his mission to get under Caitlin’s skin, but it seemed that way. Perhaps he should buy him a Ferrari to show his appreciation? “Is now the time to tell you the other barkeeper stuck his hand down my duds as well?”


    A booming laugh left Zach as he slapped Josh on the back. “Ah, you’re on your own dealing with Travis. That guy’s a sex fiend.”


    And with that, he gave Caitlin a nod, a relaxed, “Boss,” and crossed the dance floor, pausing only to open the door and exit through it. The solid thud of the slamming door echoed around the silence, emphasizing the fact Josh and Caitlin were now alone in the club.


    Fresh nerves pitched about in his stomach. He shifted against the bar, switching ankles as he waited for Caitlin to do something. Say something.


    She didn’t. She just stood on the spot, regarding him.


    Tension stretched between them.


    “So,” he said, grasping for his normal charm. “Come here often?”


    Caitlin’s laugh surprised him. “I can see why my uncle likes you. You’ve got the same woeful sense of humour.”


    “Hey?” He stuck out his bottom lip in a pout. Inside, his nerves intensified. God, she had a wonderful laugh. “I thought that was clever.”


    She shook her head, rolled her eyes and made her way around to the business side of the bar. “That was clichéd. That’s what that was.”


    Pivoting on his heel, Josh tracked her progress until she stood opposite him, the marble counter the only thing between them. “What are you doing?” he asked as she plucked two squat glasses from the rack of freshly dried ones left by Zach.


    Without an answer, she turned her back to him, retrieved a bottle of Chivas Regal from the glass shelf that ran the length of the mirrored wall behind the counter and then faced him again. She removed the whisky’s cap, drew the glasses closer and poured in two shots.


    Josh watched her, entranced. She moved with such fluid confidence and grace. It was hypnotic to watch. And fucking sexy as all hell.


    Still without a word, she slid one of the glasses across the counter to him, her gaze moving to his. “That’ll be twenty-two fifty.”


    He chuckled. “So this is me buying you a drink, is it?”


    Her lips twitched again. “It is if it means you’ll drop the ridiculous notion Uncle L has planted in your head that you and I should hook up.”


    He wrapped his fingers around the glass and raised it from the counter, studied its contents for a bit and then gave her a smirk. “Is that what’s in my head?”


    “It is. And it’s not going to happen.” Without breaking eye-contact, she plucked the other glass from the bar and chinked it against his. “Cheers.”


    She lifted the glass to her lips and swallowed its entire contents in a single swallow.


    Josh felt his groin tighten. Felt his balls grow heavy. “Why?”


    Placing her drained glass on the counter, she studied him. “You’re not my type.”


    “Is that right?”


    She nodded.


    “And what type is your type?” he asked, raising his own drink.


    “Someone grounded,” she answered, circling the rim of her glass with a fingertip. Her lips glistened with the residue of the whisky. Christ, he wanted to kiss them. Or lick them. Bite them. All three, in fact. “Someone not so self-absorbed. Someone less cocky. Someone altruistic.”


    Lifting his glass the rest of the way to his lips, he fixed her in a level gaze. “Sounds boring,” he said before throwing back his head and emptying his glass.


    The liquor burnt a path straight through his throat. It was nothing compared to the heat he was feeling in the pit of his belly, in his groin.


    Hell, he hadn’t been this aroused by a woman since…well, since he first saw Caitlin’s photos in Chris Huntley and Liev Reynolds’s LA home.


    Returning his gaze to her face, he bit back a curse. A flinty light filled her eyes, the same disdainful reproach he’d seen there twice already.


    He’d fucked up somehow. And he thought their flirting was going so well. What had he said?


    “Being a good person isn’t boring,” she said, turning away from him with their empty glasses. “Just like being a famous one isn’t a guaranteed way into a girl’s pants.”


    She yanked open a dishwasher, deposited the two glasses in there with savage force and slammed the dishwasher shut. “There,” she said, turning back to him, glare firmly in place. “You’ve bought me a drink. Now you can leave.”


    Chest heavy, Josh frowned. “I’ve said something to offend you.”


    Her glare grew darker. An unreadable emotion flared in her eyes.


    He pressed his elbows on the bar and leant towards her, wanting her to see the sincerity in his face. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to hear you laugh again.”


    With a ragged sigh, Caitlin scrunched up her face and rubbed her hands at it. Her shoulders slumped. So did her spine for just a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said, lowering her hands to gaze at the counter. “I’m not good with…this.”


    “This?”


    She lifted her attention to him, her smile wobbly. Uncertain. “This…interacting with men.”


    Josh’s lips curled. “You mean flirting?”


    A dry laugh fell from her. She shook her head, rolled her eyes and held out her hand to him, palm up. “We are not flirting. You are trying to seduce your way into my bed. I am trying to make it clear that’s never going to happen.” She wriggled her fingers. “Now cough it up. Twenty-two bucks fifty.”


    Drawing away from the bar, he patted his back pockets. “I don’t have my wallet on me.”


    Confusion and disbelief pulled at her eyebrows. “Then how the hell did you pay for all the drinks you bought for my patrons tonight?”


    Ducking his head, he offered her a sheepish grin. “Kidding.” He pulled his wallet from his back pocket, withdrew his credit card and held it out to her.


    She looked at it. Studied it for a long moment.


    Didn’t take it.


    A thick pressure wrapped Josh’s chest. “You know what I could go for right now?” he said, leaning back on the bar again as he tapped the edge of his credit card on the marble surface. “A Harry’s Tiger. Do they still serve those at Harry’s Café de Wheels down on the corner of Cowper Wharf Roadway? Those meat pies covered in mash potato, mushy green peas and gravy?”


    Expression unreadable, Caitlin nodded. “They do.”


    Josh smiled. “What do you think? Want to share one with me?”


    She frowned. Her teeth worried her bottom lip.


    “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “You share a pie with me at Harry’s tonight, I mean, this morning, now, and you don’t have to make me lasagna later.” He let his smile stretch a little wider. “What do you think? It’s win-win for you. You can tell your uncle you fed me one night without lying and I’ll stop harassing you in a futile attempt to get into your pants. How’s that sound?”


    Pinching her bottom lip with her thumb and forefinger, she studied him, a contemplative light in her eyes. “I think that’s doable.”


    Excitement sheared through Josh, but he tempered it with a low chortle. “I’m all about doable.”


    She laughed. “Seriously?”


    He pulled a mock look of indignant shock. “What?”


    A smile played with her lips. “I’m just going to get my bag.”


    “Okey dokey.”


    She sniggered as she rounded the end of the bar and walked towards the private door on the other side of the dance floor. “What kind of rock star says okey dokey?”


    He preened. “This kind.”


    Her laugh wafted back to him, full of relaxed life and humour.


    It was her laugh that made Josh move. Made him propel himself from the bar and follow her across the polished wooden floor, despite the dull ache in his knee and her assurances she didn’t want him. Her laugh and the simmering passion for life he heard in it. It was the first time he’d heard such intoxicating emotion from her and it stirred him.


    “Well, okey dokey then,” she tossed over her shoulder, unaware he was close. “Try not to be too famous and doable while I’m—”


    He snared her wrist in a loose grip and tugged her to face him. He couldn’t do anything else.


    He had to kiss her. Now.


    “What the—” she began, a surprised smile curling her lips.


    Lips he claimed with his own.


    He cupped her face in his palms as he did so, resting his fingertips on her temples as he traced his tongue over the plumpness of her bottom lip.


    For a split second, she froze. Stiffened in his arms, her hips pressed to his.


    And then she groaned, a low, raw sound that sent liquid heat straight to his cock and he dipped his tongue into her mouth.


    She met him in his passion, sliding her hands up his chest to tangle her fingers in the hair at his nape. The painful tug ignited fresh pleasure in Josh’s body and he deepened the kiss, the subtle sweetness of her lip gloss teasing his taste buds. He moaned, undone already by the potency of her mouth and lips and tongue. By the hunger of her kiss.


    She pushed her hips harder to his, the curve of her sex a warm pressure against his cock. The organ pulsed in his pants, growing stiff and alert and long. Christ, he’d never reacted so quickly to a kiss. Nor with such urgent need.


    He raked a hand over her shoulder, down her arm. Smoothed it over her hip. Squeezed her arse. She whimpered into his mouth and fisted her hands in his hair, sliding her tongue against his.


    Another groan tore at his throat. The acoustics of the empty night club took the sound and amplified it. His cock responded, throbbing harder. He rolled his hips, rubbing his erection against the softness of her belly. Wanting more.


    As if hearing his urgency, Caitlin captured his lip with her teeth and raked her nails down the back of his neck. Sharp pain sank into his core. A shudder rocked through him. He kneaded her arse and yanked her closer still to his body. Fuck, he wanted to be inside her.


    He wanted to strip her naked, ram her to the wall and fuck her with his tongue and fingers and dick.


    He wanted to stretch her flat on her back on the bar, spread her legs and eat her out.


    He wanted to hear her moan his name, beg him to make her come.


    He wanted her.


    On a purely physical level. On a purely sexual level, he wanted her. And after the sex, after the raw, carnal want…then he wanted to get to know her. Because she did something to him, all of him. And this kiss was just the—


    With a choked cry, Caitlin broke their kiss.


    She staggered back a step, staring at him, her face white, her breath shallow. Rapid. “I…I can’t…”


    Josh stared at her. Every fibre in his body sizzled and thrummed. His body ached, on the edge of concentrated pleasure and denied pain. “Caitlin? What…”


    She shook her head, raised a trembling hand to her mouth and pressed it to her lips.


    A cold pressure wrapped around Josh’s chest. A heavy knot twisted in his gut. His balls throbbed, swollen with impatient need. “What’s going on? Didn’t you…I thought…” Christ, he had no clue what the fuck he was trying to ask. He’d taken her by surprise to start with, but she’d responded to him. She’d given back with equal passion. Explosive passion.


    Mutual passion.


    So why had she stopped? Why had she denied them both?


    Staring at him, eyes wide, she shook her head again. “I can’t,” she whispered against her palm.


    Icy shock licked through Josh. He frowned, his pulse a thumping hammer in his neck. “Can’t what? It’s too much? I didn’t mean to get that…that crazy that quickly, it’s just…”


    Hell, he was reeling. Not just from the abrupt cessation to their kiss, but because of the overwhelming sexual energy charging between them. He took a step closer to her, aching to pull her back against his body and reclaim her lips with his.


    Caitlin staggered back a step, holding out her hand—so recently buried in his hair—as if warding off an attack. “Please don’t,” she burst out. “We can’t…I…we can’t do that again.”


    “Why not?” He dragged his hands through his hair. They were shaking. He was shaking. He’d never been so stirred by a kiss. Ever. “You can’t deny how incredible that was. You can’t.”


    She closed her eyes, shook her head. She hugged herself, her breath rapid. Shallow. “I’m…I’m with someone else.”


    Numb disbelief turned the fire in Josh’s body to an icy ache. “You’re what?”


    Caitlin opened her eyes and fixed him in a haunted gaze. “I’m…I’m engaged. And I can’t let you kiss me again.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    He had to be hearing her wrong. Had to be. There was no way she’d just said she was engaged.


    Skin prickling, chest heavy, he dropped his stare to her left hand. Nope. No ring. So he was hearing her—


    She raised her left hand to her chest, the fingers of her right hand circling her left ring finger. “I don’t have a ring.”


    The statement, uttered on a husky murmur, jerked his stare back up to her face. “Why not?”


    It was a stupid thing to ask. He should ask why she would kiss him like she did if she was engaged. He should ask her when she was calling the engagement off.


    Jesus, Blackthorne, talk about ego. Call it off? Because of one kiss from you?


    Blue eyes met his. He couldn’t miss the guarded light in them. “Matt and I didn’t think it was important.”


    “Your fiancé’s name is Matt?”


    More with the stupid questions. Way to go, dickhead.


    She nodded. “Matt Corvin. He’s a doctor.”


    A fist slammed into Josh’s gut. She wasn’t just engaged. She was engaged to a doctor.


    “He works for Doctors Without Borders. He’s posted to Somalia.”


    Jesus. She’s engaged to Superman.


    The thought lashed at Josh’s sanity. Five years of life as a rock star rushed at him. Mocked him. Five years of being paid millions to do nothing else but sing a few songs. Five years of suffering nothing worse than a drink with too few cubes of ice, dodging the paparazzi and a stalker who, by the man’s own admission, just wanted to sleep with him.


    Five years of a cushy life with more money than he knew what to do with. Five years of a life with a penthouse apartment overlooking Central Park West, a bodyguard, a personal assistant, a personal chef, a personal trainer, a personal masseuse, a personal driver. Jesus, he even had a personal dog walker who took Doofus to the park for a play when Josh wasn’t in New York. Five years of an indulgent, cushy life and Caitlin’s fiancé was in Somalia being a doctor, risking his life for those who had little access to medical care.


    Josh swallowed, his throat tight. “When is he getting back?”


    “I…don’t know.” Grief filled Caitlin’s answer.


    Josh frowned. “What do you mean?”


    It shouldn’t matter. She was engaged and therefore off-limits. But it did matter.


    For reasons he couldn’t fathom, the one kiss he’d shared with Caitlin had shaken him to his core. Had left him not just aching for more, but needing it.


    How was he to walk away from this? What did he do? Find himself a hot little groupie and bang Caitlin out of his system? Call the Chaos Room’s more-than-willing barkeeper who’d shoved her number down the front of his pants? Take Mandy up on her offer and pretend she was Caitlin?


    The repugnant thought sent a wave of distaste through him.


    Catching her bottom lip with her teeth, Caitlin studied him for a moment, the fingers of her right hand worrying the ring finger of her left. “I…” Shaking her head, she looked away. “I’m sorry I let you kiss me. I shouldn’t have let that happen.”


    “Why don’t you know when he’s coming back?” he asked, hanging onto the uncertainty in her answer like a drowning man to a life preserver.


    With a short sigh, she returned her gaze to his face. “You really need to leave, Mr. Blackthorne. Now.”


    He stood motionless. His body refused to move. He wanted to demand an answer to his question. He wanted her to explain why she had let him kiss her, why she’d kissed him back with such ferocity and passion if she was with someone else. She didn’t seem like the kind of woman who would do that, be unfaithful. Not at all. He wanted to know why she had cheated on her fiancé with him, even if it had just been a kiss. He doubted it had anything to do with him being famous. In the short time he’d known her, his fame and celebrity status had been grounds for her disdain and contempt. So why had she kissed him back? Because she wanted to tick off an item on her Bucket List?


    Because she wanted to brag about it later?


    Because she was attracted to him?


    His heart slammed faster in his tight chest at that possibility. With the way she’d responded to him, surely it wasn’t just his ego doing the thinking on that last one, was it?


    He held her stare.


    An anguished frown pulled at her eyebrows. “Please go.”


    It was the pain in her voice that made him leave. Fuck knows, he didn’t want to. He wanted to stay there with her. Not to kiss her again, but because leaving her now, when she looked so lost, so broken, tore at something in his soul.


    But she wanted him to go, so he went.


    With a slow intake of breath and a single dip of his head, he crossed the Chaos Room’s dance floor.


    He forced himself not to look back at her as he opened the door and stepped out onto the sidewalk. He forced himself not to turn around and storm back in when the door closed behind him.


    Instead, he stood on the step, rubbing his aching knee as he pulled his mobile from his back pocket and then scrolled through his contacts until he reached the name he wanted.


    Gut clenching, he hit dial.


    Pressing his phone to his ear, he counted the rings, a hot pressure growing in his chest. Anger? Confusion?


    Jealousy?


    He scowled. Could he be? Jealous of a man he’d never met? Was that possible?


    “Reynolds,” a man answered after the fourth ring.


    Josh sucked in a slow breath. “You didn’t tell me your niece is engaged.”


    “Ah fuck,” Liev Reynolds said on the other end. “Sorry, Josh. I was kinda hoping you’d—”


    “What? Make her forget she was?”


    Josh didn’t expect Caitlin’s uncle to laugh. But he did. “Well, to be honest, yeah. Listen, it’s not…I mean, their relationship… Fuck, Josh, I wish I could explain.”


    Frowning at the street in front of him and the string of early morning cars and taxis journeying along it, Josh shook his head. “Okay, back up a step. I think I’ve missed something. Is her fiancé a dick? Why do you want her to forget him?”


    “Matt was never a dick,” Liev answered. Josh didn’t miss the harried exasperation in his voice. Nor the past tense of his statement.


    “Was never?” he echoed.


    A ragged sigh came through the connection, drawn-out and frustrated. Josh had spent enough time with Chris Huntley and Liev Reynolds to know Liev wasn’t a man who frustrated easily. “What has she told you?”


    Josh let out his own sigh, dragging his hand through his hair as he did so. On the footpath, a group of late-night partiers stumbled along, throwing up their hands and cheering at him in inebriated joy as they passed. “Not much,” he said, watching them lurch and laugh their way across the street between the slow-moving traffic. Even at three-thirty in the morning, Sydney never went to sleep. “That he’s a doctor with Doctors Without Borders, that he’s in Somalia, that they didn’t think an engagement ring was important and she doesn’t seem to know when he’s coming home. That’s it. Oh, and his name is Matt.”


    Liev hmmed, the sound ominous. Contemplative.


    “Is there more to know?” Josh prodded. “There must be, given that you gave me her number, the name of her club and told me to look her up. Told me she was alone. Not to point the finger, mate, but you’re partly responsible for the situation at hand here.”


    “What situation?” The tone of Liev’s voice told Josh the man was alert. On edge. “What’s happened?”


    Josh tracked the group of rowdy carousers as they weaved their way farther along the footpath on the other side of the road. A peculiar tension made his body thrum. A knot in his gut made him shift his feet. It had nothing to do with standing on a sidewalk without his bodyguard and everything to do with the woman he’d left alone inside the club at his back. The woman he’d instantly and undeniably felt drawn to. A woman who’d done everything she could to push him away even as her lips and body had spoken to him on a level of carnal desire and pleasure unlike any he’d experienced before. “There were definite sparks,” he finally answered, mindful of the fact he was talking not just to a friend, but to Caitlin’s uncle. Liev didn’t need to know how fucking horny he’d been from the second he’d laid eyes on her. “We flirted, in a feisty kind of way. We connected. I kissed her once. And later she kissed me back. A lot.”


    “A lot? Define a lot.”


    “I kissed her, Liev, and she kissed me back.” His cock pulsed at the memory. He forced his voice to stay calm. Steady. “We had a connection, and then she told me she was engaged and asked me to leave. Now I think you owe me an explanation, seeing as you put me on this path.”


    And damn, he wanted to follow that path. Wanted to follow it all the way to Caitlin’s bed. But he couldn’t. Not until he knew more about the not-a-dick fiancé. Not until he understood why Caitlin seemed so tormented and tortured when she spoke of him.


    A shaky breath rasped at Josh’s ear from the other side of the world. “Okay, this is all I can tell you. Honest. I wish…” A muttered curse filled the connection and then Liev said, “Matt’s Doctors Without Borders camp was raided by Somali militants, the Al-Shabaab just under eight months ago. He hasn’t been seen since. They butchered a doctor and three nurses in the attack, destroyed the facility—which was barely more than a few tents—and took two more doctors hostage. Matt wasn’t one of them. No one knows where he is or what happened to him. Seven weeks ago, the Australian government declared him officially missing. The Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs has warned Caitlin and Matt’s family they are only a few months away from declaring him officially dead.”


    Cold pressure constricted around Josh’s temples. He stared at nothing, his mouth dry, his gut clenching. “Jesus.”


    “Don’t think He’s helping us much.”


    The dark contempt in Liev’s blunt response caused Josh’s stomach to knot more. There was anger in the man’s voice. Anger and concern and bitterness.


    Josh dragged his hand through his hair again. Over his mouth. He dropped his stare to the toes of his boots, at a loss for a word to say.


    What did he say?


    “So that’s the situation on Caitlin’s side. Sort of,” Liev uttered, a wry sadness in the word. “She can’t say goodbye because there’s no one to say goodbye to, and she can’t move on without feeling like she’s abandoned the man she once loved. A good man. We’ve told her it’s time to let go, just as we’ve told her no one will blame her for moving on, but she can’t. She’s…. It’s a complicated situation.”


    The pressure around Josh’s head grew thicker, clamping the back of his neck, his shoulders. “Who’s we?”


    “Me. Her parents.” Liev snorted, the noise a harrowing mix of exasperation and pain. “My brother and I don’t speak anymore, but her mum—my sister-in-law—has told me she’s pleaded with Caitlin to start thinking about herself again over and over. I know I’ve done the same. She needs to stop feeling guilty about saying goodbye, especially when…”


    “When what?”


    Liev muttered another curse. “She needs someone in her life to show her what being alive really means, Josh.”


    A thick lump filled Josh’s throat. He closed his eyes and buried his fingers in his hair. “And you think that person is me?”


    Liev surprised him with a weak laugh. “I did. I do. At the age of seventeen, Caitlin moved mountains to help me get over my shit so Chris and I could be together. I was kinda hoping I could return the favour now, but damn, she’s stubborn.”


    “And still in love?”


    The question felt wrong. Predatory somehow.


    Liev’s answer didn’t help. “It’s not my place to answer that, mate. I only know I can’t stand back anymore and do nothing while she grows more lost to a relationship no longer there. I’ve got to help her find her smile, her happiness. She needs passion in her life, Josh. She needs a living future to ache for, to crave, not a ghost of what had once been. And if you’re the bloke to give her that…” Another ragged sigh came through the connection. “Then I will make sure you record the closing track for every movie Chris makes from here on in.”


    The promise was an empty one. Josh knew that. It was never the main star who decided something like the film’s soundtrack, but the significance behind it squeezed his heart tight. As did the thought of Caitlin’s grief and loneliness and bleak uncertainty.


    It made sense now, her prickly response to his flirting at the beginning of the night, her confusion when their obvious sexual chemistry began to fire, her raw response when he’d kissed her.


    Her tormented conflict at that response…


    Straightening, he turned back to the Chaos Room’s closed entry door. Was she still in there? Or had she left via another door, avoiding him as she went home?


    “You still there, Blackthorne?”


    Josh startled at the unexpected voice in his ear. He’d forgotten he was still on the phone to Caitlin’s uncle. He studied the door, his pulse a wild beat in his throat. “Yeah, I’m still here.”


    The urge to bang on the door, to make Caitlin open it, flooded through him. What he would do if she did, however…


    Kiss her? Could he do that? Knowing what he knew now?


    Could he?


    “I’m sorry I sent you on a bum-steer, mate.” Liev’s apology filled his head, contrite and disheartened. “Didn’t mean to fuck up your first night back in Australia.”


    Josh ran his stare over the nightclub’s etched-steel door. His heart thumped fast in his chest. A charged energy claimed his body.


    “No apologies needed,” he replied, but he sounded distant even to his ears.


    A plan began to form in his head.


    He stared at the door, pictured the woman on the other side. Remembered the way she’d responded to his kiss, remembered the wretched pain in her eyes when she begged him to leave.


    “Just…just don’t give up on her, okay?” Liev asked. “My gut tells me you’re exactly what she needs.”


    “Is your gut always right?”


    Liev let out a wry chuckle. “Only when it comes to important things.”


    Josh let out his own dry laugh. “Well, in that case, tell Chris he better start looking at scripts.”


    He ended the call without another word, his stare fixed on the door.


    She was still in there. He could feel it. She was in there, alone.


    Waiting.


    Every fibre in his body ached. Every nerve ending sparked. His mind raced. His heart did the same.


    With a nod and a small smile, he pivoted on his heel and walked away from the Chaos Room, searching for a taxi.


    There were things that needed to be done.


    Now.


    Caitlin watched Josh move away from the club’s main door, the CCTV footage doing nothing to hide the smoldering, sex-god sensuality of the man.


    She sucked in a slow breath, willing her body to stop behaving the way it was.


    She had no right being flustered by him. No right being…aroused by him. What the hell was that? She was engaged, for Pete’s sake. She loved another man. She shouldn’t be…it was wrong to be…


    On screen, a taxi drew to a halt at the curb, its vacant light flickering out as Josh Blackthorne opened its back passenger door.


    Caitlin stared at the CCTV screen. A fluttering tension filled her belly.


    Why was she watching him climb into the cab like this? Why was her tummy a damn mess of butterflies?


    Why was she wishing he were back in her office?


    She watched Blackthorne climb into the taxi on the screen, his snug black pants showing off the far-too-perfect shape of his arse and sinewy perfection of his legs.


    Because he looks like that?


    Belly churning, the junction of her thighs fluttering, she killed the CCTV image and turned from the screen to fix her stare on the painting Matt had given her instead.


    Matt.


    She had to think of Matt.


    Closing her eyes, she drew an image of him into her mind.


    His floppy sandy-blond hair, his sky-blue eyes with their little crinkly lines on either side when he smiled. The subtle cleft in his chin, the just as subtle ridge on his nose where it had been broken in a rugby union match in his university days. The tiny scar below his right eye he’d gotten from a fight in a pub during graduation celebrations. His square jaw, his broad shoulders. His flat stomach with its dark-blond trail of hair leading down from his shallow navel to…lower. His lean hips and long legs…legs that felt so good wrapped around her hips…


    His laugh, his voice…the way it sounded whenever he murmured her name.


    Before they’d started to grow apart, before they’d become too busy for each other, too focused on other things.


    God, she missed the way he used to say her name, the way he would groan it when they made love.


    The way he used to nuzzle his lips into the side of her neck when he came home from the hospital, tired and mentally drained but still horny for her, still hot for her.


    The way he would smooth his palms over the curve of her hips, the plane of her belly, down to the curve of her sex. The way he would hold her against his body, his erection pressed to the crevice of her butt, stroking his fingers along the seam of her pussy through her clothes as he nipped a line up her neck to her ear…


    A shiver rippled through Caitlin, hot and raw at once.


    She let out a slow, choppy breath.


    Slumped in her chair.


    Her body ached, craving something she’d denied it for a long time.


    The material of her bra and shirt rubbed against her nipples. Surely, if she felt this aroused it meant she was really aching for Matt? Surely being this turned on meant she wanted him to come back so they could work it out? Would she be this turned on if the only real emotion she felt about him now was guilt?


    Surely not?


    Shards of tight heat shot through her and she caught her bottom lip with her teeth, suppressing the soft moan wanting to escape her.


    Instead, she squeezed her thighs together, putting as much pressure as she could on her sex, her clit, without touching them.


    Christ, she needed…


    Connection. A warm, living connection.


    Release.


    Now.


    Letting out another ragged breath, her cheeks hot, her lips tingling, Caitlin inched her fingers to the top button of her jeans.


    Popped it open.


    Her breasts swelled, straining against her bra and shirt. Her nipples turned to tips of concentrated sensitivity.


    She trailed the fingers of her right hand over her left nipple, pretending they were Matt’s fingers. Who else would she want touching her, after all? The lightest of contact sheared through her like a hot blade. Her pussy contracted.


    She did it again.


    Again, her body reacted.


    She lowered her jean’s zipper, brushing her left nipple through her shirt and bra with soft strokes of her fingertips as she did so.


    Heavy pressure swelled through the pit of her belly. Her breath grew quicker.


    The cool air of her office kissed her newly exposed flesh beneath her belly button. A shiver raced over her skin. Her nipples hardened more.


    She groaned. Aloud this time.


    The tormented sound hung in the silence of her office, both an accusation and a plea for more.


    A part of Caitlin wished she’d left her classical music playlist turned on. The music would camouflage the sound of her tortured need, if only to her own ears.


    But another part—a part that took her by surprise, that confused her and excited her at the same time—wanted to snatch up her iPod, find the most recent album she’d purchased on iTunes and play it loud.


    No-holds-barred rock ’n’ roll.


    The music of her soul. The music she’d listened to before she met Matt. Before his disappearance in Somalia…


    The music of—


    Denying the traitorous notion, her breath a rasping echo in the silence of her office, Caitlin slipped her fingers over the lower plane of her belly, past the parted opening of her jeans.


    Another ripple of impatient urgency razed her flesh. Another moan fell from her lips. Pinching her nipple through her shirt with her other hand, she feathered her fingertips over the curve of her sex a few times before slipping her fingers beneath the cotton of her knickers.


    And touched her clit.


    “Ohh…God…”


    The words were little but a panted breath. Nothing compared to the intense pleasure of that one simple caress.


    Nothing compared to the pleasure firing through her like a frisson of primal need.


    The man in her head whose fingers she pretended were touching her chuckled, his grey eyes glinting.


    No, not grey. Matt doesn’t have grey eyes. Matt has blue—


    Arching on her chair, Caitlin dragged her finger over her clit again.


    Exquisite agony shot through her. Sank into her core.


    She pinched her nipple, closed her eyes and pictured her imaginary lover’s eyes as he touched her clit again, his dark hair a tumbled mess around his face.


    Blond hair. Matt has blond—


    Breath caught prisoner in her throat, body held captive to its long denied needs, Caitlin parted her thighs farther, sank her fingers into her wet sex and stroked the sweet spot on her inner wall.


    A shudder rocked through her. Claimed her.


    She gasped, pressing the back of her head to the edge of her chair rest, eyes closed. She wriggled her fingers deeper inside her, picturing her lover.


    Pictured his storm-cloud gaze ablaze with desire.


    Blue gaze. Not—


    Pictured his lips curling, his dimple showing.


    Oh God, Matt doesn’t have a dimple. Please, don’t think of him. Not him. Think of Matt. Think of—


    She imagined him lowering his head to her breasts, ached for his lips to circle her nipple the way her fingers were circling her nipple, ached for his mouth to suck on her flesh the way her fingers were pinching and pulling her flesh.


    She arched on her chair, knees trembling, and explored the tight walls of her sex, knowing it was her fingers propelling her closer to a precipice too wretched and wonderful and pleasurable to deny even as her starved mind told her it was someone else’s. His fingers.


    She squeezed her eyes shut, spread her legs wider and pinched her nipple and moaned, riding the mounting wave of tension in her core. The man in her head was not the one she demanded be there, but a man in black leather, with grey eyes, a roguish smirk and sinfully sexy lips…


    She scissored her fingers inside her and shook her head, refusing the image of her imagined lover, furious at its audacity to be there when it was meant to be Matt. Brought herself closer to shattering, closer to splintering into a million pieces of urgent need and want and traitorous pleasure to the thought of a man who had no right being in her head.


    She tortured her nipple, her breast, bit her lip, rolled her head from side to side and pinched her clit.


    Writhing on the chair, she stroked the tiny button of flesh encased in her folds with increasing rhythm, with wild impatience. In her head, she fought to make her lover’s hair blond, fought to make the fantasy man giving her such pleasure the man she’d promised her future to.


    And when she reached the edge of control, by the savage thrusts and mauling of her own hand, she forced her lips and tongue to call out Matt’s name, even as it was another that tore at her mind and whispered through her head.


    When she came, it wasn’t to the thought of Matt, but to a rock star.


    A rock star. A fucking egotistical, smirking rock star.


    What the hell was wrong with her?


    Guilt scraped at her sanity. Hot and sour and absolute. It tainted the fading throbs of her orgasm. Mocked her.


    She withdrew her hand from between her legs, her heart too fast to be medically sound, her head roaring.


    Throat thick, breath labored, she let her other hand slip from her breast and opened her eyes.


    Staring at the painting opposite her, Matt’s gift to her a lifetime ago, she pressed her balled fist to her mouth and cursed Josh Blackthorne.


    How dare he make her…make her…do this. How dare he come into her life and…and…


    Make you feel something? Want something?


    A tight pulse of pleasure contracted in her heat at the thought, eager and sated and aching for more. Aching for the real, not just the imagined.


    Caitlin let out a choked sob, guilt lashing at her anew.


    “No,” she rasped, her voice a husky, strangled note. “No, this is…not right. This is…”


    Tears stung the backs of her eyes, as hot and acrid as her guilt, and she squeezed them shut.


    God, what had she done?


    What had she done?

  


  
    Chapter Six


    All it took was one phone call. Well, two, if he counted the call he made to Pepper from the back seat of the taxi telling her what he wanted to do. After he got the go-ahead from Synergy’s manager—and an assurance she would let the rest of the guys know—Josh spent the remaining hours of the morning in an excited state bordering on feverish.


    By the time the dawn sun broke over the eastern horizon, turning the waters of Sydney Harbour to a shimmering golden-pink blanket, he’d mapped out a plan.


    Waiting until it was a decent hour to ring Zach Chapman was the difficult part.


    At seven-fifteen, unable to hold off any longer, he snatched his mobile phone from where it sat on the balcony’s table and, watching the water taxis zigzag across the harbour’s surface, dialed the Chaos Room’s second-in-charge.


    Josh’s heart thumped faster. His gut churned. A nervous smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.


    All he needed now was a yes from the man.


    Just one yes.


    And then—


    “Who the fuck is this?” a sleepy voice growled into Josh’s ear through the connection. “And do you know what time it is?”


    “Zach?” Josh shifted his feet and rested his elbows on the balcony’s rail. “It’s Josh Blackthorne. How serious were you about me coming back to the Chaos Room whenever I wanted?”


    “Blackthorne?” The word was less sleepy, more dubious. “Bullshit. Who is it really? Daz? Strop?”


    Josh chuckled. “Nope. It’s really me. Last night when we were talking soccer I told you I could get you season tickets to the Sydney FC games and you gave me your number. Remember?”


    “Fuck.” Not a hint of sleep or suspicion cut the exclamation. Now Zach sounded surprised. Shocked. “I remember. I didn’t think you would. Remember my number, that is. Or be serious on the offer. Shit, dude, thanks. I mean…fuck, sorry. You caught me still asleep.”


    “No apologies needed.’ Josh smiled, tracking the path of one particularly manic water taxi as it cut across the water under Sydney’s iconic harbour bridge. “Sorry for waking you. I wanted to run something past you, if that’s okay? An idea I had during the night.”


    A pause came at the other end, long and weighted, before Zach said, “If it’s how to get into the boss’s pants, I can’t help you.”


    The tight heat licking through Josh’s body since he’d kissed Caitlin on the dance floor radiated into a hot ball in his groin at the thought of being in Caitlin Reynolds’s bed.


    For a second, he was overwhelmed by an image of Caitlin waiting for him in that bed, her naked body partly covered by the tousled sheet, one long bare leg exposed, one hip, the top swell of one breast, her shoulders…


    “That’s not what I’m after,” he answered, banishing the mental torment as a wave of hotter guilt crashed over him. “I’m thinking I want to do an unplugged, one-night-only performance while I’m here in Sydney. A spur-of-the-moment kind of thing. Hoping I could do that at the Chaos Room. What do you think? Interested?”


    Silence greeted his question.


    “Zach?” Josh frowned. “You still there?”


    “Are you sure this isn’t a scheme to get the boss to sleep with you?”


    The suspicious uncertainty had returned to Zach’s voice. And something else—protective menace.


    Josh let out a slow breath, at once in awe of the respect and loyalty Caitlin created in the man, and unsettled by the distinct possibility getting into her pants was exactly the reason for his suggestion.


    No. You want to do something for her because life has fucked her over. Because she is sad and needs to find her happy. That’s it. That’s—


    “Because if that’s the reason,” Zach went on, steel in the words, “you can fuck off. Famous or not, I won’t be a part of someone taking advantage of her pain. Understand?”


    Josh pictured the club’s second-in-charge. There was little doubt in his mind if Zach Chapman wanted to hurt him, he could. And would if he felt Josh deserved it. The guy would be capable of picking him up and breaking him in half without raising a sweat.


    Once again, he was impressed with the sheer lack of celebrity-fawning and arse-kissing from the guy. It was a pleasant change. “Understand,” he answered with a nod. “Let me assure you, all I want to do is help.”


    “Help what? The boss forget her fiancé?”


    The question, ringing so true to Liev Reynolds’s hope and reason for giving Josh Caitlin’s number, made Josh’s chest squeeze tight. It also cleared up another reason why Zach was so protective of his boss—he knew of her tragic situation.


    Perhaps most of Australia does? If you were living here when it happened maybe you’d know about it as well. It’s the kind of story that would make the news. The kind the government would milk to their advantage during an election year as well—find the missing Australian doctor and reunite him with the love of his life…


    A thick lump filled Josh’s throat. A hot beat throbbed in his temples.


    He shut his eyes on the sight of Sydney Harbour in all its morning beauty and kicked his toe in a soft, repetitive beat against the railing. “I want to help raise money for Doctors Without Borders,” he said, forcing himself to picture Caitlin in the arms of a man he’d never met, her beautiful face beaming with joy, her striking blue eyes alive with happiness. “Help raise the public’s awareness of what her fiancé was doing before he—”


    “Was killed?”


    Zach’s blunt delivery of the rest of Josh’s sentence jarred Josh. He opened his eyes and stared at his toe. Watched it connect with the steel railing. “Before he went missing,” he finished.


    Believing Matt Corvin was going to come back would stop him fantasizing about Caitlin.


    He hoped.


    “So you’re that altruistic then?”


    Zach’s question, asked with equal parts sarcasm and uncertainty, made Josh snort out a laugh. “Believe it or not, I’m actually a pretty decent guy. Dad’s drilled it into me how destructive the hedonistic rock ’n’ roll lifestyle can be. Mum’s told me if I ever behave the way Dad did when he found fame she’ll disown me. And the band—who all lived it at the start of their careers—have made it their mission to make certain I never get my head so far up my arse I forget I’m just a guy who can sing well and play a guitar.”


    He fidgeted. Why did he feel like he was being interrogated? Telling Liev Reynolds he’d kissed Caitlin had been daunting enough. Talking to her second-in-charge shouldn’t be this stress-inducing.


    Especially when all he wanted to do was offer his services as a performer with a certain amount of fame.


    Man, why hadn’t he let Pepper set all this up like she’d suggested when he’d called her?


    Because he wanted to do it. Not the band’s manager, not his agent, not a Sydney PR firm. Him.


    Why? So you can get into Caitlin’s pants?


    “So?” he asked, the unclear motivation for his plan a hot pressure on his mind. “Would the Chaos Room go for something like what I’m suggesting? Me? Maybe even Synergy if the rest of the band can get here? What do you say?”


    “I think it sounds fantastic,” Zach answered, the cautious edge to his voice gone. Once again, he sounded relaxed and friendly, just like he had last night in Caitlin’s club. “I’ll take a look at the live-entertainment schedule when I start work and let you know what slots we have available.”


    Lifting his face to the morning sun, eyes closed, heart thumping fast, Josh smiled. For some reason, he liked the fact Zach wasn’t prepared to bump an already-scheduled act for him. “Excellent. Think I’ll drop in. Scope the place out a bit more.”


    Zach chuckled on the other end. “Why did I know you were going to say that?”


    Josh felt his smile turn to a grin. “No idea. Thanks, Zach. See you later.”


    “Oh, before you go?”


    Opening his eyes, Josh watched the growing number of boats and yachts dart under the Harbour Bridge. “Yeah?”


    “If it’s okay with you,” Zach said, “I think I’ll keep your name…and Synergy’s name off the table when I initially talk to the boss about this. I’m thinking a surprise attack might be our best option.”


    A frown pulled at Josh’s forehead. “Okay. Why?”


    Zach’s laugh was surprisingly devilish. “Because I don’t want her to say no.”


    The prickling pressure wrapping Josh’s head grew tighter. “About the band?”


    “About you,” Zach answered. “She really does need to start living again.”


    And before Josh could respond, the Chaos Room’s second-in-charge ended the call.


    A charged lick of tension shot through Josh. A thrumming of something he’d never experienced before. He turned from the view of Sydney Harbour and strode back into his living room.


    He headed to his bedroom, tossed his mobile phone onto the bed and stripped his clothes from his body. Pausing for a moment, he rubbed the knot of twisted tendons and flesh beneath the long white scar running the length of his right knee, before moving to the shower of his en suite.


    Rhys hadn’t made an appearance since Josh returned to his apartment. Who knew where the guy was? In someone’s bed, no doubt. Which meant Josh would get shit when Rhys did turn up and discovered Josh hadn’t scored with Caitlin. But Josh didn’t care. His best friend could give him all the shit he liked. Josh would take it with a smirk.


    Because he was about to do something incredible. He was about to do something special.


    And for the first time since hitting the rock-charts stratosphere with Synergy, he fully understood what his fame could do.


    He may not be able to find Caitlin’s fiancé, but he was going to do a damn good job of making the world aware of what Matt Corvin had been doing when he disappeared. Helping those who desperately needed help.


    It was, Josh decided, the least he could do.


    And if it made Caitlin smile, if it helped her find, as her uncle put it, her happy, then that was even better.


    For some bizarre, inexplicable reason, Caitlin’s home phone wouldn’t stop ringing. She stood in the shower, the morning sun streaming through her bathroom window, the warm water washing away the fuzzy fog of a fitful, sleepless night, and listened to the distant sound of her phone constantly ringing. Ringing, cutting to the answering machine and then ringing again a few moments later.


    Someone was seriously trying to get hold of her.


    Refusing to rush, Caitlin rinsed the conditioner from her hair. She never rushed her morning ritual. Every minute of her day, she existed in a state of finely organised chaos and tightly controlled structure. Running your own business did not allow you to waste time or meander about directionless. For the first sixty minutes after rising from her bed however, Caitlin allowed herself the luxury of a forty-minute yoga session, followed by a leisurely ten-minute shower and ten minutes of relaxed caffeine appreciation and consumption.


    It prepared her for whatever happened after she finished her morning coffee—always a double-strength flat white on low-fat milk with three sugars. Usually whatever happened entailed some kind of situation at the Chaos Room from the night before. When over five hundred people got together in one environment while drinking alcohol, things always got interesting. When those people were bumping and grinding together to frenzied music written primarily to make the listener think of sex, there were bound to be situations.


    Her phone ringing in the morning didn’t surprise Caitlin. It happened daily. But ringing constantly?


    Whoever was calling really, really wanted to talk to her. And wasn’t satisfied with just leaving a message.


    Maybe it’s Josh Blackthorne?


    A prickling blush spread over her breasts and up to her cheeks. Her sex contracted, a traitorous, elemental reaction to the unwanted thought of the rock star.


    Caitlin ground her teeth and turned the water icy cold. Damn it. It was bad enough she’d spent the few hours between her sheets thinking about him no matter how hard she tried to think of Matt, now the guy was joining her in the shower?


    “Great,” she growled. “Just great.”


    An image of Blackthorne crossing the bathroom floor—naked and sexy as hell—tickled her senses. Her breasts grew round and heavy. Her nipples pinched into tight tips of wanton agony.


    If only she could blame the cold water. She’d be lying to herself if she did.


    Despite the fact she still ached for Matt to return, missed him with every breath she drew, she was sexually attracted to Josh Blackthorne.


    Enough to wish the rock star was here in the shower with her, running his long-fingered hands over her wet, naked body. Dipping those long fingers between her thighs. Finding her willing heat…


    “Enough.” She killed the water. So much for her morning ritual.


    The sound of her phone ringing in the living room replaced the soft patter of the shower stream, louder in the sudden silence. Somehow impatient.


    With a grunt, Caitlin snatched a towel from the nearest rail, gave herself the most perfunctory drying and stormed from the room.


    If it was Blackthorne on the phone, she was going to tell him to take a long walk off a short pier. One kiss—two if you counted the first barely touching of lips that made her knees weak and her breath catch and her belly flutter—and he thought he could just sweep into her life and mess it up? Huh. He had another thing coming. He may be able to snap his fingers and get anything and everything else he wanted, but he wasn’t getting her.


    For starters, she had a fiancé.


    No, you don’t. And not just because he isn’t—


    A long beep sounded in her living room, her answering machine no doubt about to take Blackthorne’s umpteenth message.


    She stormed towards her phone, preparing herself for the smooth huskiness of his voice seconds away from being recorded on her machine.


    “Hello, Ms. Reynolds,” an unfamiliar male voice with a broad American accent came through the machine’s speaker the instant its beep ended. “This is Ira Tibbs from Us Weekly. I’d love to talk to you about your interaction with Josh Blackthorne for the magazine. If you can return my call on…”


    Caitlin blinked, feet stumbling to a halt.


    She listened to Ira Tibbs recite his contact number, confusion mingling with disbelief.


    What interaction? Surely to God, no one knew she’d kissed Blackthorne, did they? Surely to God the guy hadn’t told anyone? Had he?


    Hot guilt and something else, something much more carnal, razed through her. Something like…primitive victory.


    From caveman days, every woman wanted the best of the male species to desire her whether they admitted it or not. Caitlin knew that from her university social psychology classes. And Josh Blackthorne truly was the epitome of physical, carnal perfection. And he wanted her. He’d kissed her. And now it seemed the world knew it.


    Oh God, why did that idea excite her? Even as it terrified and repulsed her?


    Fixing her towel around her breasts, she hurried the rest of the distance to the phone where it sat on a lamp table beside her sofa. Shocked at the little LED numbers telling her she had fourteen messages—fourteen—she stabbed at the play button on the answering service.


    “Hi, Ms. Reynolds,” a chirpy female voice emanated from the speaker. “This is Cindy Winslow. I’m the entertainment reporter with The Sydney Morning Herald and I’d love to discuss what happened between you and Josh Blackthorne last night at your club.”


    As was the case with Ira Tibbs, Cindy Winslow left a number Caitlin could contact her on.


    And, as she had after listening to Ira Tibbs, Caitlin stood dumbstruck, a disquieting sense of puzzlement and feminine triumph licking through her.


    “What the—”


    Before she could finish murmuring the expletive, the next message began.


    “Ms. Reynolds, this is Eleanor Carter, the executive producer of Channel Seven’s Sunrise program. We saw what happened between you and Josh Blackthorne last night at your club and we are wondering if you would like to come in and share your side of the story with our viewers on Monday? Please call me back to discuss what we might do to help you come to a decision.”


    Another contact number. This time, however, Caitlin didn’t stare at her phone stunned. She stood frozen, her heart a wild sledgehammer, her pulse equally crazy in her throat.


    Did Eleanor Carter say she’d seen what had happened?


    Caitlin’s mouth went dry. Her belly knotted.


    The memory of Blackthorne’s kiss on the dance floor, of her own far-from-reluctant and not-passive response to that kiss sent a flush of wicked heat through her.


    A soft whimper of dismay escaped her lips.


    Saw? How could they see? Who at her club would have released the CCTV footage of that kiss? Who had access to the footage apart from her and Zach? Was there footage? Hadn’t she turned the security system off before exiting her office?


    Or had she been so…so…out of sorts thanks to her traitorous reaction to Josh Blackthorne she’d forgotten?


    Oh God, if there was footage of her kissing Josh Blackthorne, how would she explain it to Matt’s parents? How would she—


    “This is Rodney Surtees from the Today radio network, Ms. Reynolds,” the next message on her machine announced, Surtees’s voice a deep, gravelly growl. “Please call me about your confrontation with the singer Josh Blackthorne on the footpath outside your club last night. We are willing to pay you for your side of the—”


    Caitlin stabbed her finger against the end button on her answering machine, killing Surtees’ blunt invitation.


    Silence fell over her living room, thick and oppressive.


    Outside.


    The word whispered through her head, at once bringing relief and frustrated disbelief.


    Outside. Rodney Surtees wanted to talk to her about her run-in with Josh Blackthorne outside her club, when she thought he was just a guy trying to cash in on his similarity to a celebrity. When she’d refused him and his friend—the real Rhys McDowell, as it turned out—entry into the Chaos Room.


    Not the kiss he’d stolen on the dance floor. Not the kiss she’d returned like a horny freaking teenager finding heaven in the arms of the hottest guy in the room.


    The confrontation. Her talking to him like he was a wanker, him proving her wrong.


    Captured on the smartphones of those waiting to get into the club, it seemed.


    Captured, loaded onto Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and God knew what other social media platform for all the world to see.


    A prickling pressure crept up the back of Caitlin’s neck. Her knotted belly twisted some more. Publically humiliated. She’d been publically humiliated. And she had no one to blame but herself.


    She should have known better. The moment those waiting to get into the club had started taking photos of her and Blackthorne, she should have known better. She should have remembered how quickly those kinds of images made it into the media.


    Like they had when Matt went missing. When people photographed you crying alone in the park, or as you left Parliament House with Matt’s parents after being told another lead had been a false alarm.


    The media were kind to her then, even if heartless people on the street weren’t. Considerate and sympathetic. Would they be the same now? Especially given Josh Blackthorne was a national golden boy, born from Australian music royalty? Would they remember who she was in regards to the missing Australian doctor lost to a militant attack in Somalia? How could they not, given her name, Matt’s name, was raised by the media whenever there was strife in Somalia on the news?


    Grief and guilt sheared through Caitlin, dark and mocking.


    She stared at her answering machine, its blinking light telling her there were still eleven unheard messages waiting for her attention.


    Eleven.


    Would they all be similar to the four she’d just heard? Members of the media wanting to talk to her about the fool she’d made of herself outside her own club?


    Turning from the small black device, she dropped into the nearby sofa. “Oh God,” she muttered. “Oh God.”


    She hated this. The uncertainty, the attention, the time wasting…her lack of courage.


    She’d prided herself on being strong, on not breaking Matt’s parent’s hearts with the truth of her relationship with their son. On not crumpling into a puddle of confused misery when Matt’s disappearance continued. But the idea of being hounded by the media to talk about Josh Blackthorne turned her belly to jelly and her pulse to a thumping tattoo in her neck. Talking about him meant she was thinking about him, and she didn’t want to think about him.


    She wanted to think about—


    Her phone burst into life at her elbow and she let out a squeal.


    “Oh God,” she muttered a third time, this time with disgust.


    Shooting the annoying thing a dark glare, she ground her teeth. She was going to put this insanity to rest once and for all. Whoever was on the other end desperate for the story of her and Blackthorne was going to get it—that she hadn’t recognized him on the footpath, after she realized who he was she’d let him in and he spent the rest of the night in the club buying everyone drinks. And that she had no plans to see him again.


    A simple, truthful interview to end any speculation.


    Giving her head a determined nod, she snatched up the hand piece and rammed it to her head. “This is Caitlin Reynolds,” she snapped, transferring her glare to the morning sunshine flooding into her living room through her gauzy curtains. “And before you ask, no Josh Blackthorne and I do not know each other, are not in any kind of relationship and I have no plans on changing that…or of seeing him again.”


    “Well, that kinda sucks,” a deep, smooth familiar male voice chuckled in her ear, “given I’m hoping you’ll agree to let me take you to breakfast this morning.”


    The blood drained from Caitlin’s face.


    “And as for not being in a relationship with me,” Josh Blackthorne went on, more laughter in his voice, “I did buy you a drink last night. Does that count?”


    Caitlin swallowed, her mouth dry. Not just because she’d made a total fool of herself—again—but because the second his voice has caressed her senses, her body had gone into sexual hyper-awareness.


    Her nipples pinched tight, the pit of her belly fluttered, her breath caught and the junction of her thighs contracted.


    Pulsed.


    Grew heavy and hot and eager.


    Oh God. For the third time.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    He didn’t expect her to say yes. Why would she? Especially after what he was seeing on the morning news programs and in the newspapers—images and footage of him and her facing each other down on the sidewalk outside her club, guarded uncertainty in her face, an arrogant smirk on his.


    Yeah, like she was going to agree to spend any more time with him.


    But here he was, calling her now.


    He had no other choice. The moment his conversation with Zach Chapman had ended, he’d felt compelled to hear her voice.


    Without consideration or contemplation, he’d acted on that compulsion. He’d played soccer the same way back when he’d been Sydney’s highest paid striker—without consideration or contemplation, just on instinct. Instinct had told him when to attack and take possession of the ball, when to shoot and score.


    He wasn’t hoping to take possession of Caitlin Reynolds, not now, knowing what he did about her missing fiancé. Nor did he want to score—not in the way he’d originally wanted when he’d first laid eyes on her. But he couldn’t ignore the driving need to talk to her.


    To see the smile he’d only fleetingly glimpsed last night.


    A smile that stirred inside him a rhythm that had teased him all last night.


    “Breakfast,” he said when she didn’t answer. His blood roared in his ears. “At the Rocks Café?”


    Silence stretched over the connection.


    “Or maybe just coffee?” he continued, pulse growing quicker. “At the nearest Starbucks?”


    More silence.


    “Would you go for a bottle of water at McDonalds?”


    The sound of her laughter, soft and almost reluctant, sent a wave of joy through him. Relief flowed through his muscles like liquid. He closed his eyes and then opened them again at the sound of the door of his apartment opening.


    “Oi!” Rhys called, his voice rising above the music playing in Josh’s living room. “Where the hell are you, Blackthorne? Time to open up, loser, ’cause I scored big time last—”


    Josh spun away from the open concertina doors separating the balcony from his living room. Damn it, had Caitlin heard his best mate? “I’ll pick you up in half an hour,” he blurted into the phone, all too aware she hadn’t actually said yes to his breakfast request.


    “On two provisos,” she answered back.


    Fresh relief washed through him, pooling in his groin. Fuck, he was going to have to do something about that. Listening to her voice made him somewhat horny. “What’s that?”


    Behind him, making his way through the apartment, Rhys began describing in minute detail and a triumphant shout, what had transpired between him, the pneumatic blonde from the nightclub and her very buff boyfriend.


    “You don’t try to kiss me again,” Caitlin instructed, not a hint of jest in the words. “And you don’t flirt with me. Deal?”


    “Deal,” he agreed without hesitation. “We will have the most platonically beige breakfast two people who’ve kissed each other senseless can ever have.”


    “If you’re going to—”


    “Half an hour,” he said before she could retract her acceptance. Damn it, why the hell couldn’t he play it cool like a normal bloke? “I’ll be there in half an hour.”


    And before she could protest, he disconnected. Just as Rhys slapped him on the back, damn near sending him over the railing as he did so.


    “So.” His best friend grinned at him, hair a mess, shirt unbuttoned, the dark bruise of a hickey marking the side of his muscular throat. “Did you score?”


    Josh tossed him a look. His heart was hammering in his chest, a wild beat that would rival Noah’s insane work on drums. “Nope. Gotta go.”


    He turned from the rail and hurried into his living room.


    “Whoa, whoa whoa,” Rhys called after him. Josh didn’t need to turn to know his best mate was following him. “Wait up. You gotta go? Where? And you didn’t score? Since when does the Josh Blackthorne not score?”


    Josh tossed him a grin over his shoulder. “Since last night. Since I found out Caitlin is engaged to a doctor.”


    Rhys paused mid pursuit. “Engaged? Whoa.”


    Continuing to his bedroom, Josh scanned the room for his boots. Where were they?


    “So who you going to see now?”


    Without looking at Rhys, he answered. “Caitlin.”


    Rhys dropped onto the end of the bed. “So you didn’t score with her last night, she’s engaged to a doctor and you’re going to see her now?”


    Still looking for his boots, Josh nodded.


    “Whoa,” Rhys repeated.


    Giving up in his search for a moment, Josh fixed his friend with a puzzled frown. “That’s five whoas. What’s the deal?”


    Rhys shrugged, an unreadable light in his eyes. “Never seen you so worked up over a girl you’re not trying to get into the sack is all.”


    A tight knot twisted in Josh’s stomach. “Who says I’m not trying to get her in the sack?”


    Rhys’s responding laugh bounced around the room. “You are prone to bouts of conceited narcissism, Blackthorne—have been that way since we were kids—and you’ve only gotten worse since you hit it big. But you’re not a bastard. If Caitlin Reynolds is engaged, you’re not going to make a move. It’s one of the reasons I still put up with your pretty-boy prima-donna shit.” He grinned, that unreadable light gleaming brighter in his eyes. “Now me on the other hand, would go after someone off-limits like a fucking dog to a bone. ’Cause I’m a selfish prick who exists for pleasure and satisfaction.”


    It was Josh’s turn to laugh. “That you are, McDowell. It’s one of the reasons I love you. Now shut the fuck up and help me find my boots. I told Caitlin I would pick her up in half an hour and I’ve wasted five minutes talking to you.”


    Stretching his arms above his head in a display of melodramatic languor, Rhys flopped back onto the bed and spread his legs. “Nope. You owe me a blowjob. You lost. I won. I don’t make the rules. I just have to live by them.” He moved his hand to his fly and tugged open the zipper. “Get to it, boyo.”


    “You do make the rules, fuck-knuckle,” Josh responded, returning to his search for his boots. Where the hell were they? “And it’s not going to happen. Ahh, there they are.”


    He strode to the en suite, scooped up his boots from beside the toilet, turned and threw one at Rhys, still stretched flat on his back on the bed.


    It hit his best mate right in the middle of the stomach.


    “Now that’s a score.” Josh chuckled as Rhys jack-knifed into a laughing ball around Josh’s boot.


    “Bloody spoil sport.” Rhys threw the boot back at him with a smirk. “You owe me one.”


    Snatching the air-born boot mid trajectory, he snorted. “Yeah, yeah. You wish.” He shoved his foot into his boot, hopping about on one leg—his good one, thankfully—as he did so in an awkward dance. “There’s fresh groceries being delivered in a few minutes, so make sure you’re decent when they arrive.”


    “I’m always decent,” Rhys protested, once again lying flat on his back, the devil in his voice.


    Josh rolled his eyes. “Of course you are.”


    Rhys chuckled, staring at the ceiling as he scratched his bare stomach with lazy strokes. “Is this what you do when you’re not scoring with an engaged woman? Online grocery shopping?”


    Josh smirked at his friend. “Gotta find something to do with my hands, right? Don’t forget to put the cold stuff in the fridge. I bought milk, bacon and eggs, so you should be okay for a few hours. Oh, and that disgusting protein powder you exist on when you’re in training.”


    “You’re a prince, Joshua Robbins-Blackthorne,” Rhys crooned, waving a hand above his head with regal indulgence. “A prince. Now fuck off to your untouchable girl. I’ll be waiting for that blowjob when you get back.”


    With a snort, and a grin, Josh left his bedroom. He found his wallet and his apartment keys, stuffed them into his back pocket along with his mobile phone and closed the door to his Sydney home on his way out.


    Rhys was one of the best soccer players the world had met, but Josh knew him well. He’d be in a hangover-induced coma before Josh reached the apartment complex’s foyer.


    “Mr. Blackthorne—” the complex’s residential concierge hurried over to him as he exited the lift on the ground floor, “—can I help you with anything?”


    Josh gave the man—who, by his own admission, was his father’s biggest fan—a warm smile. “Two things, Demetri. I need a taxi ASAP, and there are groceries being delivered to my apartment any moment now. Can you make sure they get to my kitchen and the cold stuff is packed away if Rhys is catatonic, please?”


    Demetri nodded. “Yes, sir. Easily done. But are you sure you want a taxi? I can arrange a limousine for you within the—”


    Josh shook his head. “A taxi is perfect, Demetri. I’m going to try and keep low today.”


    The concierge chortled. “With the number of times I’ve seen you and that pretty girl’s face on telly this morning, keeping low may be tricky.”


    Before Josh could respond, Demetri strode over to his counter and picked up the phone, leaving Josh to stand and wait with an image of the pretty girl in his head.


    Scrubbing at his hair with his fingers, he frowned. What was he doing? Breakfast with Caitlin Reynolds? To achieve what? Wasn’t he just torturing himself by constant exposure to her company? Their time together last night, their kiss, was enough to tell him he wanted something he couldn’t have, and yet here he was now, heading to her home to subject himself to more of that which was off-limits.


    Why?


    “Your taxi, Mr. Blackthorne.”


    Demetri’s affable declaration pulled him from the puzzling contemplation.


    “Thanks, Demetri.” He handed the concierge a hundred dollar note. Tipping wasn’t a thing in Australia, but he spent so much of his time in the US now it had become second nature to him.


    The taxi ride to Caitlin’s home in Woolloomooloo took longer than he wanted it to. The driver was a chatty guy who recognized Josh from his soccer days. He spent the entire trip dissecting every game Josh had played for Sydney and Australia, his enthusiasm for the sport filling Josh with a bittersweet joy. Josh missed playing soccer. Missed not limping almost as much. But fate had decided this was the way his life was to be and he was rolling with it. In the same way fate had decided the first woman who’d truly stirred something deep inside him was engaged to a missing doctor.


    It sucked, but he was rolling with that as well. What other option did he have?


    All he could do now was play the hand he’d been dealt, rock Caitlin’s socks off with his unplugged charity performance and hopefully give her a reason to smile, to find a moment of respite from the uncertain anguish fate had dealt her.


    “That’ll be thirty-seven fifty, Mr. Blackthorne,” the taxi driver announced on arrival of the address Josh had supplied, an address Liev Reynolds had given Josh only forty-eight hours ago.


    Handing over a fifty, Josh cast the small apartment building on the other side of his window a quick look. Caitlin lived in apartment 7C on the sixth floor. Would she be waiting for him? Would she let him in?


    “By the way,” the taxi driver said, drawing Josh’s attention back to him. He was twisted around in the driver’s seat, a curious frown on his seamed face as he looked at Josh. “What’ve you been up to since your injury took you out of the game?”


    Josh laughed. “Not much. Play a bit of music from time to time.”


    The driver pulled a face. “That sucks. Any chance your knee is going to let you return to the field?”


    “I’m afraid not, mate.” Josh opened his door and climbed out into the warm summer morning air, leaning back into the cab a little to give his driver a smile. “I’m afraid not. Thanks.”


    “No worries, Mr. Blackthorne.” The driver grinned, showing nicotine-stained teeth. “Wait until I tell me mates I had Josh Blackthorne in me cab. They’re gonna be spitting jealous.”


    Josh let his smile stretch wider. “Better than having Rhys McDowell in your cab?”


    His driver burst out laughing. “Fuck no. He still plays.”


    Josh couldn’t stop his own laugh. “Take care, mate,” he said, straightening as he closed his door with a thud. “Have a good one.”


    “You too, Mr. Blackthorne.” More nicotine-stained teeth flashed at him. “And you keep a hold of that pretty girl I saw you in the paper with. I remember her from when her bloke got attacked by militants somewhere overseas. She could do with a nice bloke in her life.”


    Before Josh could reply, the taxi pulled away from the curb, its vacant light illuminating a few yards down the street.


    Josh raised his eyebrows. “Well, if I ever decide to go after Caitlin, at least I’ve got that guy’s blessings.”


    Turning away from the road, he looked up at Caitlin’s apartment building and scrubbed his palms on his thighs. A knot of something tight and hot twisted in his gut.


    Nerves.


    Jesus, he was nervous.


    He hadn’t been this nervous when, at the age of fifteen, he’d unexpectedly found his rock idol, Nick Blackthorne, in the kitchen of his home. He’d worshipped Nick since he was just a kid. He’d been excited beyond description to find the living legend in his home. And then completely blown away to discover, only a few hours later, that Nick was his father.


    That day had changed his life. Changed everything.


    Was this day going to be the same?


    Swiping a hand over his mouth, he sucked in a deep breath, straightened his shoulders and walked toward Caitlin’s building.


    Apartment 7C.


    He found her place with ease. There was no building security, nor locked doors to deal with. Just a flight of stairs leading to the sixth floor and a long corridor leading to a door painted in cheery orange, with an equally cheery flame-pink metal 7C screwed onto the wood just above the spy hole.


    He studied the door, noting the fake dog door big enough for a Chihuahua drawn in what looked like magic marker at the bottom. The whole thing was overtly happy and it stirred up the nerves in his stomach some more. Along with something else.


    Something like…sympathy.


    How hard was it for Caitlin to approach that cheery door every day knowing the life she’d planned on the other side had been stolen from her?


    Much like the life you’d planned as a professional soccer player for Australia over six years ago? How often do you find yourself looking at the scar on your knee and thinking about the hours you spent running around the field?


    His stomach churned again. His chest squeezed tight.


    Swallowing at the sudden lump in his throat, he balled his fist, raised it to his shoulder and knocked on Caitlin’s door.


    Three sharp raps of his knuckles on cheery-orange wood.


    A few seconds passed. Long enough for Josh to wonder if she wasn’t home. And then, just as he was about to knock again, the door swung open to reveal Caitlin Reynolds in all her morning beauty, and Josh forgot how to breathe.


    Goddamn it, why did he have to look like that?


    Breath caught in her throat, Caitlin stared at the famous man on the other side of her threshold. He was barely recognizable.


    Last night, he’d been the ultimate rock star, dressed all in black and oozing smug, potently sexual energy.


    This morning, standing in her open door with the muted-down lights of the corridor casting him in a warm golden hue, his jeans faded and blue, his plain T-shirt white and snug, he looked like a normal albeit nervous guy.


    It messed completely with Caitlin’s head.


    And body.


    If she’d thought her body reacted with overwhelming, adulterous zeal to rock-star Josh Blackthorne, she didn’t know the words to describe the way she felt looking at this Josh Blackthorne.


    Oh boy.


    She stared at him, the unsettling throb in her sex making her want to whimper…or throw herself at him and do stuff.


    Oh boy.


    “You look incredible.” Josh’s compliment—uttered on a reverent breath—shattered the silence between them.


    Caitlin blinked, heat flooding her cheeks. She ducked her head, unable to meet his gaze any longer. It would be no good for him to see in her eyes the way he made her feel. No good at all. “Thank you.”


    She flicked a look over her clothes—a simple pair of denim cut-off shorts complete with frayed edges and a black Guns N’ Roses tank top. “I wasn’t expecting you.”


    Or I would have changed? Into a hessian bag? Or something even more evocative?


    His chuckle raised her focus to his face again. “I told you I was coming.”


    She arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t think you would, given I told you kissing and flirting were off-limits.”


    He gave her a boyish grin. She wished he hadn’t. It made that place between her thighs that never lied constrict. “I think I can control myself. Besides, you’re not that adorable.”


    Despite herself, Caitlin laughed. “Thanks. I think.”


    “So, breakfast at The Rocks Café? For no other reason than I can report in with your uncle when I get back to the States that you’re eating healthy?”


    Caitlin narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you sure that’s your only agenda?”


    He put his right hand to his chest—a chest, she couldn’t help but notice, far more muscular and broad than the black shirt he’d worn last night had revealed—and raised his left hand to beside his head. The universally acknowledged taking-an-oath pose. “Promise. That’s it.” His grin stretched wider. “Well, that and maybe to convince you to let me back into your club again, as well.”


    She laughed. “In that case…” She held his stare for a moment, enjoying the way his lips curled as she made him wait for her answer. “Breakfast would be nice.”


    He surprised her by scrunching up his face with enthusiastic victory and pumping the air with his fist. “Booyah!”


    “If you do that in public—” she chuckled, “—I’ll kick you in the shins. Understand?”


    Mock dourness fell over his face. “Understand. I’ll be boring and beige, just for you.”


    Caitlin rolled her eyes. “Somehow, I doubt that’s possible. Just let me get my bag and shoes.”


    And before he could respond, she closed the door on his grinning face.


    Heart thumping with wild abandon in her throat, she stood motionless, her hand pressed flat to the door, her unfocussed stare locked on its solid surface.


    This wasn’t wise. This was…wrong.


    Why? Because you’re going to breakfast with a guy who obviously likes you?


    Yeah, breakfast. Out in public. Where everyone could see. Where anyone with a smartphone could photograph her…and send those images to the media…post them online…


    Guilt shot through her, melding with an unsettling frisson of something charged playing with her senses. As was the case last night, interacting with Josh Blackthorne made her feel…alive again, after so many months of feeling empty, hollow, dead. The thought of people witnessing that…capturing it…


    Don’t go to breakfast. Tell him to go away.


    Chest tight, throat tighter, she yanked open the door, fixed him with a level stare and said, “Would you like me to cook you breakfast instead?”


    Josh’s eyebrows shot up his head. Caitlin’s heart slammed into her throat.


    The blood rushed to her cheeks.


    What the fuck was she doing? Where had that invitation come from?


    For a heartbeat, Caitlin stood in utter terror of the path she’d put herself on. Of the temptation she’d opened herself up to.


    Please say no. Please say no.


    “I would love you to cook me breakfast,” Josh answered. “As long as I’m allowed to help. I make a mean toasted cheese and Vegemite sandwich.”


    “I don’t like Vegemite,” she blurted out.


    Josh recoiled in melodramatic horror. “What? Sacrilegious!”


    She let out a nervous giggle, all too aware how adorable he looked.


    He gave her a wide smile. “In that case, there’s no chance of us having a relationship, no matter what the media are chomping at the bit to say. I can’t be with someone who doesn’t like Vegemite.”


    The severity of his tone, and the wicked light in his eyes made Caitlin laugh again. “The fact I’m engaged isn’t dissuasion enough?”


    He pulled a face, mirth still dancing in his eyes. “Well, there is that as well.”


    And just like that, Caitlin knew she could trust him. Knew he wasn’t going to make any kind of move on her.


    Now, all she had to do was trust herself.


    Stepping aside, she extended her hand back into her home and smiled at him. “Come in.”


    He did.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    This was, Josh admitted to himself as he scooped a forkful of scrambled eggs from his plate, the worst decision of his life.


    He’d only taken two steps into her home when something cold and invisible slammed into his gut. That invisible, mentally induced force came the second his gaze fell on the large photo on the main wall of Caitlin’s living room. A photo of Caitlin and a man with sandy-blond hair laughing together on a beach.


    He stared at it in an icy micro-second, unable to miss the sheer joy of the moment captured—their arms wrapped each other, their legs were entwined, their matching clothes—white linen shirts, faded-blue jeans rolled up at the ankles—spoke of a togetherness he’d never experienced with anyone.


    The man stood a head taller than Caitlin, radiating a healthy, outdoorsy vibrancy Josh thought only existed in aftershave commercials.


    “Is that your fiancé?” he asked, his mouth inexplicably dry.


    Caitlin paused in her journey toward the kitchen, her attention moving to the framed photo. She studied it for a long, silent moment, her expression unreadable. “It is.”


    Josh swallowed. His gut churned. “You look good together.”


    They did. Like they were meant for each other.


    Caitlin moved her gaze to him, a shadow he couldn’t decipher in her eyes. “Thank you.”


    And then she was walking again, heading into the kitchen, asking him how he took his coffee over her shoulder as she went.


    He followed her in there, refusing to look at the photo of her and Dr. Matt Corvin even as he burned the image into his memory.


    Not his competition, but the man clearly still in her heart. He had to remember that.


    Thirty minutes later however, as they sipped coffee while she made scrambled eggs, it was all he could do not to picture himself in Matt’s place in the photo.


    Thirty minutes of neutral topics conversations and he’d never felt so relaxed and yet so wired at the same time.


    Thirty minutes of talking about the scorching summer weather in Sydney, next year’s Synergy world tour, their mutual thoughts on the recent Oscars’ Best Movie winner, who was the best James Bond, who was the best Spiderman. At thirty-two minutes, he couldn’t help but ponder how he was to walk out of her place—and her life—without leaving his heart behind.


    At thirty-five minutes later, when a long, fat blue-tongue lizard emerged from under the refrigerator and wobbled on three legs across the kitchen floor toward Caitlin’s bare feet, Josh felt said heart stop in his chest. Not from fear, but from the simple fact he’d grown up in the country and blue-tongue lizards were his favourite reptile ever.


    When Caitlin bent down, scooped up the lizard and perched him on her shoulder, introducing him to Josh with a wide smile as she scratched the scaly skin under his chin, Josh was lost to her forever.


    He’d come to Caitlin’s house to prove to himself he was a nice guy who only wanted to get to know her in the most platonic way, to make her smile and maybe broach the topic of his planned charity performance at her club.


    Instead, he’d discovered the notion of love at first sight really did exist and he was living proof. Well, lust at first sight and love at second sight.


    Fuck.


    Fuck, fuck, fuck.


    Caitlin Reynolds was funny, intelligent, quick-witted, generous and beautiful.


    Even with all those attributes, he may have been able to resist the potent, fatal plunge towards love if she hadn’t introduced him to her pet.


    A three-legged blue-tongue lizard she called Fluffy.


    Now here he sat eating scrambled eggs and pretending to not want her with every damn fibre of his body and soul.


    Yeah, coming had been a bad move.


    Shoving the fork loaded with brutalized eggs into his mouth, he swung his stare to the photo of her and Matt for the umpteenth time.


    He had to remember she was off-limits. Even if her fiancé was missing, even if what her uncle said was true, and she was lonely, she was off-limits.


    “That’s the fourth time I’ve noticed you looking at that picture.”


    Caitlin’s soft statement sent hot tension into Josh’s core. He turned back to her, the sight of Fluffy still perched on her shoulder, blue tongue flicking out in little swipes as the reptile tasted the air, making his already conflicted guilt all the more wretched. “Tell me about him.”


    Dark loss etched her face. Loss haunted her eyes. And then she turned her attention to the image of her and her fiancé on the beach and the sun came out in her smile. “He was…is patient.”


    Her self-correction stabbed at Josh’s soul. He swallowed, every nerve and sense in his body attuned to her.


    “He’s compassionate,” she went on, studying the photo. “Incredibly smart. Incredibly generous. He wants to save everyone in the world. Is dedicated to doing so.” She let out a shaky laugh. “He has a very bad sense of humour, is a Monty Python fan, loves Doctor Who, gets furious at people who drive under the speed limit in the fast lane and tries to hide the fact he lets me win whenever we play chess.”


    Josh turned his focus back to the photo, despite the fact he wanted to do nothing more than gaze at her, watch her as she absently scratched her pet lizard’s neck and thought of a man she hadn’t held in her arms for over eight months.


    It was a seriously fucked-up, surreal moment.


    “It’s a great photo,” he said, forcing his voice to sound calm. “Was it a special day?”


    “Almost every day with Matt was special.”


    The answer sheared through Josh, at once profound and heart breaking.


    Silence stretched between them. Filled her home, thick and heavy.


    The knot in Josh’s gut twisted. The pressure around his chest intensified. He slid his stare to her face and bit back a curse at the sight of a single tear trickling down her cheek.


    Without thought, he moved, pushed his chair from the table, rose to his feet and closed the distance between them. He kneeled at her feet and, when she turned back to face him, her expression once more indecipherable, he wiped the tear from her soft skin with a gentle stroke of his thumb. “I’m sorry,” he said, pouring his regret for making her sad into the apology. “I shouldn’t have—”


    She leant forward and silenced him with a kiss.


    Her lips brushed his, hesitant. Uncertain. Her fingers did the same to his jaw.


    A distant part of his mind heard the raspy scrape of scales on scales—Fluffy disturbed by her sudden move?—and then Josh lost all ability to think about anything except Caitlin’s lips on his.


    The kiss lasted a mere heartbeat. In the time it took the organ in his chest to thump once, Caitlin’s heat branded Josh hers.


    And then she slipped her fingers from his face, her breath fanned his lips and she pulled away, straightening again in her seat. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, turning away from him. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


    He gazed at her, on fire, conflicted. Falling deeper and deeper in love with her with every second.


    He could take her now. He had no doubt. He could part her legs, press his chest to hers, his groin nestling against the junction of her thighs and reclaim her mouth with his.


    He could kiss her until she begged him to make love to her.


    He could strip her naked and bury himself in her heat until they both moaned with rapture and need and elemental desire.


    He could do that.


    He could see it in her eyes—a want as haunted as it was hungry. As powerful as it was tormented.


    He could take her and make her forget Matt Corvin had ever existed.


    And she would hate him forever if he did. Just as he would hate himself for doing so.


    Drawing on every shred of self-control he had, he let out a wry chuckle. “Hey,” he said, slouching back on his heels and affecting a doofus grin. “Not your fault. I’m a rock star. I’m born to be irresistible.”


    As deflections went, it was woeful.


    But it did the job. Or at least, Caitlin let it do the job. It was that or run from the room, shame and guilt flaying her alive.


    She had no excuse for kissing him other than she’d needed to. When he’d knelt at her feet, when he’d looked at her with such open compassion, she’d been incapable of doing anything else. And when her lips had touched his, all thoughts of Matt had faded, replaced by a raw urgency to take this man at her feet into her arms, into her bed…into her life.


    It had been the last compulsion—a need beyond comprehension—that had made her break the kiss.


    The power behind that need frightened her. It wasn’t just that she felt like she was betraying Matt. It was that she’d never experienced that kind of overwhelming, passionate urgency with Matt. Ever.


    Not in the entire time she’d been with him, known him. And here was this guy, who she’d known personally for less than twenty-four hours, and she wanted him on every level.


    She wanted to believe it was the rock-star thing. She’d never tell him, but she was a fan. She owned every Synergy album released. She wanted to convince herself this undeniable compulsion to keep kissing him, to keep touching him, to keep inviting him into the places she considered her most private and safe—her office and her home—had to do with that, but what he was had nothing to do with it.


    She knew if the Josh Blackthorne limping his way back to his seat right at that very second was the Josh Blackthorne who’d wowed the soccer world with his skill, she’d still feel the same way.


    If he were a garbage collector, it would be the same.


    She was drawn to him.


    “So what’s Fluffy’s story?” His jovial question sent a shard of something at once miserable and elated through her.


    Pulling in a deep breath, she closed her eyes, counted to five and then turned to face him, steeling herself against her body and soul’s inevitable reaction. “I found him beside the back wheel of my car outside the Federal Parliament building in Sydney seven months ago. His front left leg was a mangled bloody stump. How a blue-tongue lizard got into the CBD is beyond me, but I couldn’t leave him there. I picked him up—he gave me a nice little bite for my efforts—” she held up her right hand, showing Josh a jagged little scar over the main knuckle of her thumb, “—walked into the closest shop, asked for an empty box, put him in it and drove to a vet I know.


    “Rick fixed up his leg and offered to find someone from the Australian Wildlife Rescue Organisation to look after him. I said no, put him back in the box, along with my jacket—which was blood stained from my initial rescue anyways—and brought him home. He’s been here ever since. He sleeps under the fridge most days, loves slipping into the bath with me when I let him and takes great delight in pooping in my runners.”


    Josh laughed. The warm sound made Caitlin’s pussy contract. “That is awesome.”


    She arched an eyebrow at him. “That he poops in my running shoes?”


    “No.” He shook his head, lips twitching. God, she remembered all too easily how wonderful those lips felt against her own. “Well, okay, yes. The whole thing. I always wanted a pet blue-tongue when I was growing up.”


    “In Murriundah?”


    He nodded. “You’d think a kid growing up in the sticks would have a pet blue-tongue, wouldn’t you? But Mum was petrified of them. She doesn’t bat an eye at snakes and spiders, but lizards? Nope. The irony is, my kid sister now has one. Six years old and she has a terrarium in her room where Baxter residues in the lap of reptilian luxury, offered all the live crickets he can eat, under the most expensive bloody heat light money can buy.”


    Caitlin burst out laughing. “Oh boy. Jealous much?”


    Josh pulled an indignant face. “Hell, yeah. What makes matters worse is I have to beg her for a hold every time I go home. And the last time I was there I saw a picture of Mum holding Baxter. What the hell is up with that?”


    Caitlin laughed again. “Seriously?”


    “Yep,” Josh said, indignation turning into a pout even as happiness twinkled in his grey eyes.


    “Well, in that case…” Caitlin rose to her feet, crossed to where Fluffy was dozing in the sun on the kitchen floor and gently scooped him up.


    He opened his eyes and flicked his blue tongue over her fingers in a soft little swipe—Fluffy’s way, in Caitlin’s mind, of saying he knew she wasn’t going to hurt him.


    “Here you go,” she said, turning to Josh and holding her pet lizard out to the rock star.


    He gaped up at her, mouth open. “Are you serious? Can I really?”


    She grinned. When was the last time she’d done that? When was the last time she’d been so happy she wanted to do that? “I am. Now hold out your hands. He doesn’t like to feel anything on his scar, so be careful with your fingers.”


    Nodding like an overjoyed little schoolboy, and looking sexier than any man had a right to, Josh straightened in his seat and dutifully held his hands out—palms upwards. “I will.”


    With tender care and a certain amount of trepidation—when had she ever done this, trust another person with her pet?—she placed Fluffy on Josh’s waiting hands.


    “Oh—” the rock star breathed, his gaze locked on the lizard now on his palms, “—wow.”


    Fluffy shifted a fraction, twisting on Josh’s hands.


    Josh sucked in a gasp.


    Caitlin laughed. “Relax, Blackthorne,” she commanded. “You’re freaking each other out.”


    Grey eyes lifted to her. Open excitement and delight swam in their depths. “Okay.”


    Just that. Not a witty quip. Not a smug brush-off. Just that one word that told Caitlin he was prepared to experience the moment without pretention or ego with her.


    It undid her.


    She stepped away from him, hiding her sudden disquiet in the guise of collecting their breakfast dishes from the table and hurrying to the kitchen counter.


    Behind her, Josh murmured things to Fluffy. She couldn’t hear what the muted whisperings were. Her ears picked out a few isolated words here and there, words like smooth, incredible, heavy. When she heard him mutter, “Sucks to have a gummy leg, doesn’t it, mate?” she wanted to go back to him and kiss him again.


    Instead, she slammed her dishwasher shut, threw out a lame excuse about needing something in her bedroom—ha! What? A vibrator? Courage?—and rushed from the kitchen.


    Goddamn it, he was nothing like she expected him to be and everything wonderful, playful and full of life.


    And he was here. In her home, in her life, making her smile and laugh and grin.


    It wasn’t fair.


    The petulant, childish thought scraped at her sanity.


    Swinging her bedroom door shut, she crossed to her bed, sat on its edge and buried her face in her hands.


    She stayed that way for a long time, elbows resting on knees, face pressed to her palms, the pounding of her heartbeat and her rapid, ragged breaths the only sounds she could hear.


    Five minutes passed, maybe. She wasn’t sure. Maybe it was longer. Long enough for her to realize just how strange her absence must be to the man she’d left holding her lizard in her kitchen.


    Lifting her head from her hands, she drew a slow breath, another and another.


    “Enough, woman,” she murmured. “Enough.”


    She rose to her feet, brushed her palms over her thighs, raked her fingers through her hair, walked to her closed bedroom door and opened it.


    Josh smiled at her from the other side, Fluffy draped over his shoulders. “Hi. We got worried.”


    Grab him. Drag him into your room.


    “Josh…” His name fell from her lips, barely a breath. Their eyes meshed. “I w-want…”


    Kiss him.


    Pull him to your bed.


    Make love to—


    Smile turning wry, Josh reached up behind his head and gently plucked Fluffy from his shoulders. “I have to go.”


    Cold despair smashed into Caitlin, as telling as it was powerful. Go? She didn’t want him to go. She wanted him to stay with her and make her feel alive. Make her feel connected.


    She wanted him to stay with her and chase away the lonely emptiness and guilt left in her heart by Matt’s disappearance. The way he’d already started to do.


    She wanted—


    “Mum and Dad have discovered I’m in Australia and I’ve just received a text telling me to get my butt to Murriundah ASAP.” He chuckled, the sound both full of mirth and boyish love. “I think I’m about to get my famous arse kicked by not only my mum, but my sister as well.”


    She frowned, doing her best not to think of his famous arse and how good it had looked last night in black leather. “Why would they kick your butt? Because you didn’t let them know you were coming to Australia? Or because you haven’t contacted them yet since getting here?”


    With another chuckle, this one more self-deprecating, he handed Fluffy to her. Their fingers touched in the exchange. Caitlin couldn’t help but draw a quick breath at the innocent contact. “Because I didn’t tell them why I was coming to Australia, and my bodyguard back in New York just sent Dad a text with all the details.”


    Caitlin lifted an eyebrow. “You mean it wasn’t just to come to my club and cause a ruckus?”


    He laughed at the flippant question. She wondered what he would have done if she’d voiced the vainglorious notion really on her mind—that he’d come to Australia for her.


    “No,” he said as she draped Fluffy over her shoulder, the lizard’s weight and warmth an instant comfort to her. “I came to Australia because my stalker was released on bail.”


    Caitlin blinked. “I’m sorry…what?”


    Josh made a yeah-I-know-how-lame-is-that face. “Pretty gutless, ’eh? I flee the country just because some guy wants to chain me to his bed and have sex with me.”


    Caitlin’s mouth fell open. “Jesus, please tell me you’re doing that thing you do right now? That thing where you say one thing and then tell me you’re kidding straight away.”


    He shook his head. “Not this time. But hey, that’s a pretty good ice-breaker, right there.”


    Fear for him shot through her. Fear and the faint memory of a fatalistic acceptance she’d experienced eight months ago. What must it be like to live every day knowing there was a mentally unhinged someone out there obsessed with you? “How can you make jokes about it?”


    Josh shrugged. “It’s joke or lock myself away, denying myself life. And if I choose that route, the stalker’s won, yeah? Well, apart from doing…what he wants to do…to me.”


    She stared at him, at a loss for what to say.


    He let out a dry snort. “It’s no big deal. And he’s in the US and I’m here, so it’s all good. Of course, Mum is freaking out, so I better go placate her.”


    “How long will you be gone?”


    The question popped out of Caitlin’s mouth before her brain registered she’d said it. Heat flushed her cheeks. Oh man, she may as well take out a billboard stating she wanted to be with the guy.


    The grin that pulled at Josh’s lips sent liquid tension straight to her core. “Missing me already?”


    She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her breasts. On her shoulder, Fluffy sank his claws into her skin. “Don’t be absurd.”


    “Wanna come with me?”


    Prickling heat razed Caitlin’s body. It wrapped around her heart, sank into her belly. It unfurled like a blossoming bloom in her sex. It made her lips tingle. She stared at Josh, her breath caught in her throat.


    He gave her a mock frown. “Unless you’ll get all starstuck and gooey over Dad, and if that’s the case, my poor ego couldn’t handle it.”


    “Who’s your dad again?”


    Josh’s joyous laugh reverberated all the way into Caitlin’s core. “I am so going to tell him you said that.”


    She grinned. God, she hoped she was doing a good job of hiding her shock. Go somewhere with Josh Blackthorne? She’d never survive. Her promise to Matt wouldn’t survive.


    She couldn’t go to Murriundah with Josh, no matter how much she wanted to. And she did. So much. Not to sleep with him, not to kiss him, but just to be with him and soak up the vibrancy and life he exuded.


    Delight dancing in his grey eyes, Josh damn near quivered on the spot. “Excellent. I’ll go hire a car, tell Rhys we’re buggering off and be back in an hour to pick you up. Is that enough time?”


    Numb pressure wrapping around her chest, Caitlin shook her head. “I can’t go with you, Josh. I’ve got to open the club tonight. And I’ve got no one to look after Fluffy.”


    His charged excitement visibly drained from him. “Bring Fluffy,” he answered. “He can meet Baxter. And Zach can open the club.”


    She cocked an eyebrow at him. “You know, for someone who’s only known me for less than twenty-four hours, you’re dishing out quite a lot of commands.”


    He studied her a beat and then ducked his head. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Just got caught up in the moment, is all.”


    Caitlin bit back a curse. Why did he have to do that? Be so damn…wonderful. Letting out a sigh, she held up a hand. “It’s okay. Our relationship isn’t exactly…normal.”


    He smirked. “Our relationship? The one you said earlier we don’t have?”


    She rolled her eyes and gave his chest a small shove. On her shoulders, Fluffy dug his claws in more, his precarious balance—given his three-legged state—unsettled by her sudden move. “Yeah, yeah. You’re very clever. Now go away.”


    Smile wide, he staggered back a step, more to humour her than because she physically moved him, she suspected. “Let me take you out to dinner when I get back? No flirting. No kissing. Promise.”


    Heat flooded Caitlin’s cheeks again at his words. Kissing. Huh. Seeing as it was her doing all the kissing, his promise didn’t really mean what it should.


    Reaching up to scratch under Fluffy’s chin, she shook her head. “No.”


    The open disappointment that etched Josh’s face turned her heart to a constricting vice.


    “Let me cook you lasagna instead,” she finished.


    He burst out laughing. “Deal.”


    With that same fluid grace she couldn’t help but notice last night, he stepped toward her, his limp turning the move to a quirky lopsided lope.


    She froze, her breath caught in her throat, her lips already anticipating the warm caress of his.


    Instead, he scratched Fluffy under the chin and dropped her a wink. “See you when I get back.”


    And with that, he turned on his heel and walked away.


    Leaving Caitlin in the doorway of her bedroom.


    Aching for a kiss that never came. A kiss she didn’t want him to give her.


    Damn it.


    Spinning on her own heel, she stormed into her bedroom, deposited Fluffy on her bed and snatched up the hand piece of the phone sitting on the bedside table. She dialed a number by memory, her pulse pounding in her ears as she waited for the connection to be made.


    It finally happened. On the eighth ring, a voice she knew very well answered with usual efficiency. “Hello, this is Michael Gallagher, Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs.”


    Closing her eyes, Caitlin perched her butt on the edge of her bed and let out a long slow breath. “Hi, Michael, this is Caitlin Reynolds. I’m wondering if you have any new news on Matt.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    He didn’t realize how long it took to drive from Murriundah to Sydney.


    Actually, he did. He’d made the trip numerous times in fact. First when he was a country boy whose small school had been dedicated to making sure its students got to experience as much as a city student in a big school could. Then when he was representing the state in high school soccer and had to train every weekend in Sydney. And then when he’d finally moved to Sydney at the age of eighteen to begin his professional soccer career.


    But this trip seemed to be taking forever.


    After two days with his family, the drive back to Sydney was fraught with a tangled mess of conflicted confusion and desire.


    He’d spent two days indulging every second he could with his little sister. Playing dragons and princesses with her, teaching her how to play the guitar. Hours spent helping her clean Baxter’s tank, playing soccer with her in his parents’ enormous backyard—oh boy, were those moments a big ball of bittersweet wonderful pain. Hours letting her beat him in checkers, Go Fish and—of all things—poker. Two days worth of all those moments added up to two days worth of wonderful euphoria. Two days he didn’t want to bring to an end.


    He didn’t want to drive away from his mum and dad and sister, despite Nick’s ongoing lectures about the threat of a sexually unhinged stalker, and Lauren’s tangible fears for his safety. He didn’t want to leave them. It had been so long since he’d gotten to exist with them, he didn’t want that time to end now.


    He didn’t want to go. Almost as much as he didn’t want to go another day without seeing Caitlin Reynolds.


    It was that want, that urgent need, that made him climb into the Jag he’d hired in Sydney two days ago and point the car in the direction of the city.


    To put it bluntly, he had to see her.


    He’d called her both nights he was away, both times with some made-up, pathetic excuse of a reason. Both times it had gone straight to her message service.


    She hadn’t called him back either time.


    That wasn’t the reason for him breaking the speed limit now as he approached the outer limits of Sydney.


    Well, not the sole reason.


    He wanted to get out of this car, rub away the ache in his knee and see her smile. Even if he knew it wouldn’t be the kind of smile he wanted from her.


    Any smile would do.


    He’d take it.


    Finally turning off the freeway, the thick sludge of Sunday afternoon Sydney traffic engulfing him in an instant, he rapped his fingers on the steering wheel.


    In the time he’d been at Murriundah, not only had Zach Chapman called, telling him the night of his performance had been scheduled for the Saturday night three weeks from now, but Pepper had as well. As had Samuel, Levi and Jax. All had wondered what he was up to. They’d seen the footage of him with Caitlin on the sidewalk outside the Chaos Room. Their questions were telling. Pepper wanted to know if Caitlin was the reason for his request to perform at the club. Samuel wanted to know if Josh was prepared to thrust a girl into the public eye. Levi wanted to know if Josh realized Liev Reynolds—who Levi knew well—would break both Josh’s legs if Josh caused his niece any pain. Jax wanted to know what she kissed like.


    He’d given all of them the same answer. She was engaged to a doctor, not interested in him, and to shut the hell up and stop leaping to conclusions.


    It was Jax—ever the perceptive pain in the arse—who’d succinctly summed up their responses. “Bullshit. The sexual energy between you both bloody well melted my television.”


    It didn’t help Josh’s peace of mind. Knowing it wasn’t just him convinced he and Caitlin had chemistry messed with his head even more.


    He had to remind himself at least twice a day she was engaged to a doctor, even if Matt Corvin was missing.


    Presumed dead.


    He never let himself think of or dwell on those last two words. He couldn’t. If he did, he’d become what Caitlin so desperately didn’t need. A man who seduced her into his bed.


    He wanted her there. Unequivocally and undeniably. But not because she couldn’t resist him, but because she wanted him. There wasn’t much separating the two, but he kept his mind locked on the gossamer-thin difference. For Caitlin’s sake and his own.


    Navigating through the traffic, his tormented thoughts drowning out the AC/DC blasting from the car’s speakers, he damn near jumped out of his skin when his phone overrode the Jag’s sound system and filled the cabin with the theme music from Adventure Time.


    He stabbed the button on the steering wheel that connected the call, for some reason both nervous and excited.


    Was it Caitlin?


    “Mr. Blackthorne?” Zach Chapman’s deep, rumbly voice emanated from the speakers. “Are you back in Sydney yet, sir?”


    “Just got here, Zach,” Josh answered, taking the turn on his left. “What’s up?”


    “The club’s closed tonight,” the Chaos Room’s second-in-charge said. “Figured you might want to take the opportunity to come in and check out the acoustics.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” Josh took the next right. “But let me check with your boss first. She—”


    “Is in Canberra,” Zach cut him in off, hesitation in his voice. “You didn’t know?”


    A cold pressure clamped around Josh’s temples. “What is she doing in Canberra?”


    Zach didn’t answer for a short moment, long enough for Josh to fill in his own answer—Matt has returned, she’s gone to meet him and the Prime Minister. The PM is going to give Matt the Merit of Australia for being the most courageous man alive. Caitlin and Matt are going to get married while there, the PM is going to officiate. Matt’s then going to rip open his shirt to reveal a red-and-yellow S and whisk Caitlin away to—


    “There’s a new lead on the doctor,” Zach finally said. “A body unearthed in a Somali militant dumping ground. She flew down to Parliament House with Matt’s parents two nights ago. Hasn’t come back yet.”


    The world swam. Josh’s blood roared in his ears.


    For a second, he forgot how to drive and the Jag swerved to the right in its lane. A loud horn blared at him and, with a shout, he yanked the rental back under control.


    Breath shallow, throat thick, he blinked, his grip on the steering wheel so tight his knuckles popped. “Is it Matt’s?”


    “Looks that way. The government is waiting on more results.”


    “Jesus.” Josh swallowed. His mouth was dry. His heart hammered. His gut churned.


    A sickening wave of elation washed over him. He ground his jaw, disgusted at the reaction. Christ, what the fuck was wrong with him?


    How goddamn self-absorbed could he be?


    “Yeah,” Zach answered, concern ripe in the word. “Sorry, dude. I thought you may have known.”


    Josh shook his head. “Nope.”


    Silence stretched again. Longer this time. “Still want to do the performance?” Zach finally asked.


    Pulling to a halt outside his destination, Josh stared through the window at Caitlin’s apartment building, at the windows on the right of the sixth floor he knew were the windows of her living room and her bedroom.


    His whole upper body burned, with shame and guilt and disgust.


    His head roared.


    Turning away from Caitlin’s home, he let out a shaky sigh. “Fuck.” He gave a soft grunt. “I don’t know.”


    “You told me you wanted to help raise money for Doctors Without Borders.” A hint of hostility cut Zach’s words. “Told me the reason for the performance was to help raise the public’s awareness of what the boss’s fiancé was doing before he was killed. Was that a lie?”


    Josh shook his head, eyes closing. “No.”


    “It’s your call, Mr. Blackthorne,” Zach went on, his voice softening…somewhat. “If the reason you were going to do it was to help Matt’s fellow doctors over there, then I can’t think of a better way to honour what he died for.”


    Opening his eyes, Josh looked back up at Caitlin’s apartment. “You’re right. Three weeks from Saturday, you say?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Done. I’ll see you at the Chaos Room in a couple of hours.”


    “See you then,” Zach answered, a second before AC/DC flooded the Jag’s interior again, signally the massive guy had ended the call.


    Gut churning, Josh killed the engine, climbed from the rental and slammed the door shut behind him.


    He stood on the footpath, studying the windows of Caitlin’s home.


    He’d planned a surprise performance, a show that would go viral once the word got out. An unplugged concert that would shake the social networks and bring attention to the work of Doctors Without Borders.


    But now, standing here in the glorious summer sun, his blood warm in his veins, his heart beating in his chest, breath in his lungs, he wondered if that was enough?


    He was alive. The man Caitlin loved wasn’t.


    And with Matt’s death, a part of her would forever be dead and cold as well.


    He shoved his hand into his back pocket and withdrew his mobile phone, swiped his thumb over its screen and dialed a number he knew well. The number for a reporter renowned throughout the world for her cutting-edge brilliance and talent. A woman who knew his father well. The woman responsible for making his dad return to his mum. The woman who’d made Nick Blackthorne realize his life had no meaning without love.


    On the fourth ring, the connection was made.


    “Josh Blackthorne,” a husky woman’s voice tickled Josh’s ears, familiar and wonderful at once. “It’s about time you rang.”


    He smiled, love and joy flooding his soul. “Heya, Mack. It’s been a while. How’s Aidan?”


    Mackenzie Rogers, award-winning journalist, and the closest thing Josh had to an aunt, laughed on the other end of the line. “Not dealing well with retirement. I found him hosing down the grape vine in the backyard like they were on fire, grumbling the whole time about how was he meant to save lives with such low water pressure. I don’t know whose life he was saving, but I’m guessing by the fact I don’t have grapes in my fruit bowl right now, he failed.”


    Josh laughed, even as the conflicted mess of joy and self-disgust continued to twist and fester in his gut. “Yeah, I can see him doing that.”


    Mackenzie chuckled. “Want me to tell you he was doing in it nothing but red boxers and his old deputy captain’s helmet?”


    “No,” Josh burst out, face aching from his smile.


    “I’ve got the photos to prove it,” Mackenzie went on.


    “Stop.” Josh shook his head, laughing. “Stop.”


    “Can do,” Mackenzie answered. “But only if you tell me why you’re ringing. I know you rock stars well. You don’t do social calls.”


    “Ouch.” Josh pouted.


    “Said with love, boy. Said with love. Now spill, what do you want?”


    “I want you to write an article.”


    “Is that so? What about?”


    Drawing a slow breath, Josh leant his arse on the bonnet of the Jag and gazed up at Caitlin’s home. “About Doctors Without Borders…and the charity performance I’m doing at the Chaos Room three weeks from now.”


    The fog hadn’t left her.


    Not on the flight back from Canberra after receiving the news her soul still couldn’t comprehend, nor on the taxi trip to Matt’s parents’ home, Matt’s mother weeping at her side, Matt’s father sitting stunned and silent on her other side.


    It didn’t leave her as she sat with them in their dining room, listening to Elizabeth call Matt’s older brother and sisters to tell them what the Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs had finally—reluctantly—revealed to Caitlin and Matt’s parents in his office—that the decomposed body discovered in Somalia had been wearing Matt’s identification badge. The body had been found near the medical satchel Caitlin had given him as a going-away present, along with the remains of a Doctors Without Borders nurse from the same camp Matt had been working at.


    “We’re here, Miss.”


    Blinking at the fog, Caitlin swung her gaze to the man behind the wheel of the car she was in. When did she get in a taxi?


    Where had the colour gone in the world?


    Why did her head feel wobbly?


    “We are ninety percent certain the body discovered is Matt’s.” The memory of the Federal Minister’s words whispered through Caitlin’s grief. “Of course, there are more results coming, and our people are working with the Somalia government to expedite those results, but at this point, it is my sad duty to inform you the Australian Government’s official stance is that Matt is dead. I’m so sorry for your—”


    “Miss?”


    Caitlin blinked, and for a moment the hazy greyness suffocating her vanished.


    She looked at the driver frowning at her.


    “That’ll be forty-two fifty.”


    She fumbled for her purse. Dropped it. Plucked it from the floor beside her feet, opened it and slid out her credit card.


    The driver took it, dubious apprehension in his eyes.


    A few seconds later—or maybe it was a few hours, Caitlin couldn’t tell—he handed it back to her. “Want a tax receipt?”


    The question lashed at her. Shaking her head, she flung open the door and tumbled free of the taxi’s interior. She had to get fresh air. She’d been stuck in small environments since she’d gotten the news—the taxi to the airport in Canberra, the plane, the taxi to Matt’s parents’ place, the taxi here…


    Swinging her head about, she frowned at her surroundings. Why was she here?


    Turning back to the taxi, she peered at him through the open front passenger-side window. “Why did you bring me here?”


    Contempt twisted the driver’s lips. “You told me to.” And before she could respond, he tore away from the curb.


    Straightening, Caitlin turned back to the building behind her.


    The Chaos Room—closed at this time on a Sunday afternoon—sat amongst the other businesses, the sign above the main entry doors dark.


    She stared at it, the fog sliding around her. Why had she told the driver to bring her here?


    Because home is too painful? There are no images of Matt here, just a painting.


    A sob lodged in Caitlin’s throat. Fresh pain splintered her heart.


    She hadn’t realized how much she’d believed Matt was still alive until now. How much she’d wanted to see him again. Not to say goodbye, but to just see him. To smile at him and see him smile in return. And now she would never see him again, except in a photo long overdue to be taken from the wall.


    Drawing in a ragged breath, she dug about in her handbag for her keys. Had she taken them to Canberra? She couldn’t remember.


    Something cold and metal struck her searching fingers and a surreal sense of joy shot through her grief. There and choked immediately by the fog.


    Withdrawing the keys to the club, she made her way to the front doors. Perhaps her subconscious knew this was where she needed to be. There was whisky inside. A whole bar full of it. Three bars, in fact. Perhaps the liquor would burn away the fog.


    Perhaps, if she got drunk enough, the grief would go away.


    Perhaps, if she finished off every bottle of whisky in the place, she could erase every memory of Matt, every moment aching for him to be alive, every second hating him for being missing and for asking her to not say anything about them breaking up…


    She shoved the key in the lock and then twisted it to the right.


    “Fuck,” she muttered, pulling her hand away from the lock. “Forgot the alarm.”


    Scowling at the security panel above the lock, she flipped open the cover.


    And stopped.


    The little green light indicating the alarm wasn’t activated flashed at her.


    Why was the alarm not on?


    Apprehension rippled over the greyness enveloping her. For a moment, the fog dissipated. She frowned, returning her attention to the key still in the lock and, heart fast, opened the door.


    The first thing she heard was singing, unaccompanied by music of any sort.


    A male voice, smooth and yet with a faint scratch on the high notes, a dirtiness she’d recognize anywhere.


    Josh Blackthorne was in her club. Singing.


    She stopped three steps into the entry foyer, hidden by the shadows. Whoever had let Josh into the Chaos Room hadn’t bothered with the rest of the club’s lights. From where she stood, all she could see was Josh bathed in a single spotlight, perched on a lone stool in the middle of the small, low stage, a guitar on his thighs.


    He sang with his eyes closed, the messy waves of his dark hair tumbling around his face, his jaw dark with a five o’clock shadow that looked well and truly on its way to being reclassified as a beard.


    Black denim encased his long, lean legs, a retro Blackthorne T-shirt wrapping his torso. His feet were bare, his discarded boots lying at the foot of the stool.


    Caitlin stood motionless, the incredible beauty of his voice caressing her grief.


    It was “Lily’s Song” he sang, the breakout hit that had launched him onto the rock ’n’ roll world, the closing credit track to Dead Even 2.


    She remembered attending the red-carpet opening of the movie with her uncle and Chris Huntley, the film’s star, five years ago. Remembered even then, as a naïve twenty-one-year-old, being moved by not only the lyrics of the song, but Josh’s voice.


    At that moment, she’d become a fan. From that point onward, she’d listened to Synergy as often as she could.


    And then she’d met Matt and life changed. And when Matt went missing, she’d turned to classical music to find him in her lonely soul.


    It wasn’t classical music moving her soul now.


    It wasn’t Bach, or Mozart or Chopin.


    It was Josh Blackthorne’s amazing voice, singing the story of a man who would do anything thing he could, change anything he could, so the woman he desired, the woman he ached for, would see him for what he truly was—the man that loved her beyond everything else.


    She stood in the darkness and watched him sing, listened to his voice fill her club like no other sound ever had.


    And the fog finally cleared, finally evaporated, replaced by tears, silent and hot.


    Moving to the column just inside the entryway, she pressed her back to the cool steel surface and slowly sank to the floor.


    She didn’t wipe at her tears. She just sat, knees curled to her chest, arms wrapped about her legs, and let the tears fall as she listened to Josh sing.


    When the song ended, the last word an elegant note of heartache, silence descended over the Chaos Room.


    It played with Caitlin, eased her, let her live in a moment of quiet beauty, her thoughts sliding and shifting, never lingering on one thing for long.


    She thought of Matt, of the time they went skiing and built a snowman, of her parents, of her uncle who she loved so much and how her father refused to acknowledge his existence. She thought of the photos of Uncle Liev and her dad her mother still kept in a box in the attic. She thought of the time she and Matt stayed awake all night, caring for a tiny kitten they’d found in their letter box, a kitten that grew to a rangy cat that would bring them home live cockroaches and meow with gusto until they gave her a pat. She thought of the night Matt asked her to marry him as they watched the full moon rise over Bondi Beach’s famous waves.


    She thought of the morning he told her he wanted a break to see if they were still in love or not. She thought of the day he left for Somalia, she remembered her tears, hidden in the shower an hour later.


    She thought of his lips on hers.


    And then those lips weren’t his. Those lips belonged to the man on the stage. A man who seemed as lost as she as he sat beneath the spotlight alone.


    “That was fucking incredible!”


    Caitlin let out a yelp at the sound of her second-in-charge’s voice reverberating through the club.


    She slapped her hand to her mouth, her pulse a wild rhythm in her throat.


    On stage, Josh smiled, his fingers moving to the strings of his guitar. “Thanks. I gotta say, the place has incredible acoustics.”


    “Yeah, the boss knows her stuff.” Zach walked onto the dance floor dressed in the most outlandish boardshorts and tank top Caitlin had ever seen. “I was here the day she ripped into the builders who fucked up the construction of the ceiling. When she was finished, one of them was actually in tears.”


    Josh’s soft chuckle reached Caitlin’s ears. “She’s pretty awesome.”


    “And fierce,” Zach added.


    “And incredible,” Josh continued. “I’m in awe of her strength and courage.”


    Caitlin’s tummy tightened. She closed her eyes. Should she be listening to this? Josh might believe her courageous, but was she? Sitting here in the darkness, silently crying? Was that strong?


    Wanting to step into the light and rest her cheek on his chest, to soak in his warmth so soon after hearing Matt was dead? Was that courageous? Or cowardly?


    “You known her long?” her second-in-charge asked, curiosity in his voice. “I thought you only meet her the other night, but the way you talk about her…”


    Josh’s gentle snort teased Caitlin’s senses. “I saw a picture of her in her uncle’s house years ago. It was just a snap-shot taken by Chris Huntley as Liev and Caitlin were fooling around pretending to out-Bruce Lee each other. She was laughing even as she was doing her best to look menacing. I was eighteen, in L.A. with my parents for Liev and Chris’s wedding. The moment I saw that picture, the moment I looked at it, at her…suffice to say, I’ve seen her eyes so many times in my dreams since.”


    “Fuck, dude.” Zach let out a shaky laugh. “Didn’t expect you to say that.”


    Neither had Caitlin. She sat motionless, staring at Josh on the stage bathed in the single spotlight, her heart wild.


    Oh God.


    Josh chuckled and gave a lop-sided shrug. “It’s the poet inside me. It escapes every now and again and I say something wanky like that. That kind of stuff belongs in song lyrics, not conversation.”


    “Have you written a song about the boss?”


    Caitlin didn’t wait to hear Josh’s answer.


    She scrambled to her feet and ran for the main door. She didn’t care if they heard her leave, she couldn’t be here now.


    The humid early evening air wrapped around her with greedy haste as she threw herself against the door and out onto the footpath.


    Oh God, she had to…she had to…


    “Caitlin?”


    Her heart smashed into her throat at the sound of Josh’s voice behind her.


    “Are you okay? How long—”


    She spun around, allowed herself a split second to look at him, to take him in, to burn him into her brain, and then she stepped forward, buried her fingers in his hair and dragged his head down to hers. She captured his lips. Kissed him. Surrendered herself to the raw intoxication of his lips against hers, opened herself up to the fire of his passion, his life. She willed it to burn away her grief. Needed it to clarify her confusion.


    She kissed him, fisting her hands in his hair, pressing her hips to his, grinding her sex to his groin.


    She kissed him, gave herself to him, like she’d wanted to from the moment she saw him on the footpath—this footpath.


    She let out a sob of disbelief and dismay when he pulled away from her.


    “Hey,” he murmured, cupping the side of her face as he stared into her eyes. “What’s—”


    She tried to kiss him again.


    He pulled back, an unreadable expression flickering over his face. “Caitlin, what’s going on? Talk to me. I know about…about your fiancé.” He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “I know you’re hurting now. But trust me, babe, this isn’t going to take away your pain.”


    Grief ripped at her, raw and total. She gazed up at him. Hot tears stung her eyes. Her chest ached. Emptiness and elemental need churned in her stomach. “I…I just need…to feel.”


    Why couldn’t she be numb?


    “Please,” she whispered. “Please, make me feel. I want you…I want you to make me feel.”


    That same unreadable expression flared in Josh’s eyes again, a turbulent emotion that raged like a thunderstorm, and then it was gone, replaced with compassion so intense Caitlin lost her breath. “Then feel, babe,” he whispered, “and hear my heart as it feels with you.”


    He pulled her to his body, wrapped his arms around her back with tender pressure, tucked her head beneath his chin and pressed a soft, lingering kiss on the top of her head.


    “Hear my heart, Caitlin,” he murmured against her hair. “And let yourself grieve.”


    With the steady sound of his heart beating in her ear, she stood in his embrace, the warmth of his body seeping into hers, her cheek resting against his chest.


    She stood there on the street in the evening sunset and began to cry.


    Mourned the man she knew in her own heart she’d said goodbye to almost a year ago.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    He took her back inside.


    Led her back into her club, his arms around her, his lips still pressed to the top of her head. With each silent shudder of grief that claimed her, his heart broke for her. With every step they took, he held her closer.


    When Zach approached, consternation swimming in his eyes, Josh shook his head. Josh’s gut told him that Caitlin would be mortified to know her employee, even one she considered a friend, had seen her in such a state.


    With a silent nod, Zach left.


    Josh heard the Chaos Room’s main door open and swing shut.


    He didn’t release Caitlin. Instead, he walked her to the centre of the dance floor and tucked her completely into his body.


    Her tears rent the silence. He could tell, even now, she tried to contain them. It was part of her nature to control herself, to hold on tightly to every facet of her life. She’d held on to Matt for this long, and now she was holding on to the tears to say goodbye to him.


    A wave of helplessness washed over him.


    He smoothed his hands up and down her back, murmuring words of comfort that he doubted eased her grief at all. What were words but sounds? How could sounds help anything when your life was torn asunder?


    But with each whisper, with each stroke of his palm over her back, her shoulders, her sobs grew louder. With each murmur of her name, her hands—fisted in his shirt beside her face—balled tighter. Until she and Josh both crumpled to the floor and Caitlin buried her wet face into his neck and clung to him.


    He didn’t move. Even though his knee screamed in pain at its bent position, he didn’t move. His physical pain was nothing next to the pain in Caitlin’s heart. He would no more ask her to move so he could be more comfortable than he would deny her her grief.


    A lifetime passed.


    Caitlin wept and Josh held her. And eventually the tears subsided. Eventually, the quaking sobs claiming her body ceased.


    And still, he didn’t move.


    He didn’t tuck his finger under her chin and raise her face to his so he could kiss away those tears wetting her cheeks. He wanted to. He wanted to take away her pain and give her new warmth. But he didn’t. Because this wasn’t his time. It was hers.


    The minutes passed.


    If they turned into hours, he didn’t know or care. He turned his mind away from the screaming pain in his knee and focused instead on the warmth of Caitlin’s body, on the steady beat of her heart thumping against the side of his chest.


    When she raised her head a little, eyes shuttered, cheeks wet, nose red, he waited for her to speak.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, not looking at him.


    “Don’t be,” he whispered back.


    She caught her bottom lip with her teeth and nodded, the action hesitant, uncertain.


    “Want me to take you home?”


    She opened her eyes and glanced at him. “Okay.”


    He lowered his head and dropped a soft kiss on the top of her head again. “Okay, let’s go.”


    They rose from the floor together. Josh’s knee screamed at him in violent protest, punishing him for his protracted position by sending shards of slicing pain deep into his knee joint and up and down his leg. He ground his teeth and denied it.


    “Do you know if Zach went out the back?” Caitlin asked, the words a husky rasp. “Do I need to go out there and turn anything off?”


    He shook his head. “As far as I know, it was just the main spot light.”


    She licked her lips, her gaze shifting about. “Okay.”


    She moved then, walking toward the stage. Each step grew stronger, more purposeful, until she climbed the small flight of stairs leading up to the raised platform without any hint of uncertainty.


    Josh watched her move to the side of the stage and flick a switch high on the wall.


    The stage was plunged into darkness, the only light in the club the dull green glow of the exit signs above the main door, another on the far side of the dance floor and one upstairs.


    When Caitlin didn’t immediately return, he squinted into the blackness. “Caitlin?” he called, his concern reverberating around the silence.


    “I’m okay,” she called back, disgruntled exasperation tingeing her answer. “Just forgot where the damn steps were for a second. Almost fell off the stage.”


    He chuckled, the wry sound amplified by the acoustics of the club.


    “You can laugh,” she muttered, suddenly directly in front of him in the darkness. “You already have a limp. I’d rather keep my natural-born gracefulness, thank you.”


    Josh chuckled again, sliding an arm around her to pull her to his side. “All the cool kids limp. Didn’t you know that?”


    She grunted a response, a grunt that turned to a sob.


    Before he could move, she pressed her face to his chest, her shoulders shaking with fresh, silent tears.


    He stood there, lips on the top of her head, eyes closed.


    A few minutes later, she pushed away from him. “Okay, I’m better. Let’s go.”


    He couldn’t see her face clearly in the dark, but suspected better wasn’t an accurate word to describe her state of mind.


    He didn’t raise the issue though. Instead, he nodded, curled his arm around her back and walked her across the dance floor.


    “You’re limping badly.”


    He shrugged. “It’s all good.”


    Silence stretched between them. They left the club, Caitlin locking the door and activating the alarm system while Josh waited at her side. He walked her to where he’d parked the Jag earlier that afternoon, not holding her even though he wanted to.


    He knew what the life of a celebrity was like. He didn’t want someone photographing them and the image appearing all over the social networks along with conjecture and gossip so close to Caitlin’s loss.


    It wouldn’t take the media long to learn of the discovery of Matt’s body. When they did, he didn’t want them to sink their fingers into her grief and twist it into something insidious and tainted by posting vicious rumours about her relationship with him so close to the announcement of her fiancé’s death.


    If anyone recognized him as they walked the block and a half to the Jag, they didn’t react to it. That was good. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with his fame tonight.


    When they reached the rental and he opened the passenger door for her, Caitlin raised her face to his. “Thank you, Josh.” The words left her on a shaky whisper.


    He could see fresh tears glistening in her eyes. He brushed her cheek with his thumb. “Just doing my job.”


    Puzzled confusion tugged at her eyebrows. “Your job?”


    He gave her a soft smile. “Don’t you know it comes with the whole rock-star thing—singing songs, offering shoulders?”


    Her responding ahhh was a soul-tearing mix of sorrow and mirth. “Good you were here then. For your expertise.”


    He touched her cheek again, aching to press his lips to it. “Any time.”


    Before he removed his hand, she covered it with her own and turned her face into his palm.


    He didn’t know how long they stood that way. He didn’t know if anyone photographed them. He only knew he would do anything he could to see her smile, to hear her laugh, again.


    The drive to her apartment was silent. Caitlin sat in the passenger seat, her forehead resting against the window, her eyes sometimes closed, other times open as she watched Sydney pass by.


    Four blocks later, he drew to a halt outside her place.


    “I want to ask you to come up,” Caitlin’s husky murmur stroked Josh’s control. “But I’m scared you’ll say no because you think I will try and kiss you again.”


    He stared at her. His gut churned.


    “But I won’t,” she went on, still looking out the window. “I promise. I just…I just want you to be with me. In my home. In all honesty, I will probably fall asleep, but I don’t want to do that without you there.” Turning away from the view of her apartment, she gave him an uncertain frown. “Is that okay?”


    Josh nodded. “It is.”


    They moved inside. Caitlin walked to her bedroom. A few seconds later, Josh heard the shower running.


    It took him a few moments to find her kettle and tea caddy. In that time, Fluffy wandered out from under the fridge, flicked his blue tongue in the air a few times and looked up at Josh.


    “She’s in the bedroom, mate,” he said, dropping a tea bag into the biggest mug he’d found in the cupboard.


    Fluffy poked his tongue out again, three times, and then slowly wandered away, the soft rasping of his belly scales on the kitchen floor strangely comforting to Josh.


    Turning back to his tea-making efforts, he popped another tea bag in a smaller mug, spooned three sugars into it, flicked on the kettle and then leant his butt against the counter, watching Fluffy as the lizard made his lopsided slither-limp toward Caitlin’s bedroom.


    “Go help her find her happy, mate,” he murmured.


    Fifteen minutes later, with Caitlin’s mug still waiting to be filled, his own tea sitting cold and forgotten on the coffee table in front of him and the sound of the shower long silenced, Josh pushed himself from the sofa.


    He had to check on her. He was sure she was asleep, but he had to check.


    Endeavoring to make as little sound as possible, he walked to her bedroom and tapped twice on the doorframe with the back of his knuckles. “Caitlin?”


    No answer came.


    His chest constricted. With a deep breath, he stepped up to the open door and looked into her room. He let out a sigh when he found her asleep, curled on her side on top of her bed, her damp hair tangling around her face, her long limbs bare.


    She wore a pair of shorts covered in Elmo’s perpetually laughing face and a bright red tank. At her feet, Fluffy stretched flat, his tail draped over her ankle. In the background, playing so softly Josh could only just make it out, was the sound of Bach.


    A slow smile curled Josh’s lips. Warmth, tight and undeniable, threaded through his chest, down into his very core. He studied her, watched her body move ever so slightly with her deep breaths, and then he left.


    Back to the living room and his cold tea.


    Dropping onto the sofa, he dug his mobile from his back pocket, woke it up and tapped out a text message:


    Rhys, don’t think I’m coming home tonight. Maybe not for a while. Let me know when you’re heading back to the UK. I’m sure by now you’re in that much shit with your coach he’s likely to skin you alive. Which would make for an interesting match to watch, I must admit—a skinless McDowell, running around the field, leaving bloody puddles everywhere.


    JB


    He hit send, waited until the phone told him the message had been delivered and then turned it off and shoved it back into his pocket. He didn’t need it on. He didn’t need to talk to anyone.


    Nothing mattered except being here when Caitlin woke.


    Closing his eyes, he laid his head on the back of the sofa and crossed his ankles on the coffee table.


    He had no idea what was going to happen when Caitlin woke. No idea at all. Maybe he should plan something…


    The aromatic smell of fresh coffee brewing woke him hours later. So much for planning something. The last thing he’d expected to do was fall asleep.


    Pushing himself upright from the sofa, he squinted against the early morning sun flooding the apartment. “Caitlin?”


    “Coffee’s coming,” Her voice floated from the direction of the kitchen.


    He frowned. There was no sorrow in her answer. In fact, she sounded…chirpy. “Okay.”


    A shot of pain lanced up from his knee and, biting back a wince, he gave it a rub.


    “You good with toast for breakfast?” Caitlin called.


    Rising to his feet, he limped into the kitchen, his breath catching at the sight of her whizzing around the small area in her Elmo PJs. On the counter beside her, Fluffy sat munching on what looked like a tiny bowl of raw minced beef. “Hey.”


    She tossed him a look over her shoulder before snatching the freshly popped toast from the toaster. “Morning. Thank you for staying last night. I’m sorry I was…well…you know.”


    He narrowed his eyes. He hadn’t expected this.


    Actually, he didn’t know what he’d expected. He’d fallen asleep before he could make any kind of plan or consider what was going to happen when she woke.


    Moving deeper into the kitchen, he dragged his hands through his hair and scratched at the scruff on his jaw. Yep, it definitely seemed like he’d grown a beard over the last few days. “How you feeling?”


    “Better. A little foolish.” She yanked open the fridge and studied its contents. “I don’t have Vegemite, but I do have peanut butter. Are you okay with that?”


    He waved a dismissive hand. “Sure. What do you mean foolish?”


    Closing the fridge with a nudge of her hip, she opened the jar of peanut butter she’d withdrawn from it and scooped out a dollop with a knife. “The way I carried on. The crying and the…the kissing. I won’t do it again.”


    None of it?


    The unworthy, far-from-chivalrous thought whispered through Josh’s head.


    She turned and handed him a plate with two slices of toast smeared in peanut butter. “Here you go.”


    He took it, his head buzzing. “Caitlin, do you want to talk about—”


    “Why were you at the club last night?”


    He blinked at her abrupt question.


    She looked at him, her eyes bright, her shoulders square. There was a charged tension about her. An almost feverish energy. “When I got back from Canberra, you and my second-in-command were at the club. You were singing on the stage. Why?”


    “I was…” He paused. What would she do when he told her?


    She raised her eyebrows. “What?”


    “I was testing the acoustics.”


    “Why?”


    “For an unplugged performance I’m going to do there in three weeks.”


    Confusion rippled over her unnatural vibrancy. “A what?”


    He swallowed. “An unplugged performance, to raise awareness of Doctors Without Borders and Matt’s work with them. I started organizing it with Zach three days ago. Mackenzie Rogers, the journalist, is writing a story about it for both the Sydney Morning Herald and The New York Times.”


    She stared at him. “W-why…why would you…”


    “Because I wanted to make you smile.”


    Her lips parted. A tiny gasp escaped her. She looked up at him, her eyes wide.


    “Caitlin?”


    “I think you should leave now, Josh.”


    Her request, spoken with such calm, such seriousness, slammed into him like a fist. He blinked, a cold lick of confusion tracing up his spine. “Why?”


    “Because right at this very moment, I want you to make love to me so badly, I don’t care that I only found out twenty-four hours ago my fiancé was killed by militants.”


    His head roared. His throat grew thick. His body thrummed.


    The urge to step forward, to cup her face and claim her lips as his, once and for all, flooded through him, more potent and compelling than any instinct he’d ever had. To do exactly what she wanted him to do, make love to her.


    Instead, he stood rooted to the spot. He couldn’t move.


    Not towards her, but holy fuck, not away from her either.


    “Please, Josh,” she said, holding his stare. “I need you to go.”


    Summoning more willpower than he thought he had, he nodded. “Okay.”


    He placed his toast on the counter and turned. Strode from the kitchen, through her living room to the door.


    “Josh?”


    He paused at her call but didn’t turn. If he did, if he looked back at her and saw need in her eyes, saw desire in their striking-blue depths, he’d never leave.


    He’d walk straight back to her, pick her up, deposit her on the kitchen counter and proceed to make her his. Thoroughly, completely and irrevocably. “Yes?”


    “I’ll call you later,” she said. “About the performance.”


    “You will?” Damn it, why did his heart have to skip a beat at her words.


    “I will.” He heard the smile in her voice. “I think it’s an incredible idea.”


    He closed his eyes, only just saving himself the embarrassment of running back to her and begging her to let him stay by the simple act of turning the door knob. “I’m glad,” he said, picturing her standing behind him. “Talk soon.”


    He walked through the door and closed it behind him.


    He made it to the foyer, six flights of stairs down, without looking back. She didn’t come after him.


    His gut churned at the fact, a surreal mix of disappointment and pride. How was it possible to be so mixed-up and yet so clear on something? It made no sense and made all the sense in the world. It was the stuff of songs, and when he got back to his apartment, he would write it down. If Rhys was still there, his best mate would just have to play on the X-Box or, fuck, maybe even make them lunch. When he got back to his apartment, he was putting everything he felt for Caitlin Reynolds into lyrics.


    It was the closest he could get to telling her. And maybe one day, in the coming months, or maybe at the unplugged performance itself, she’d get to hear it and not hate what she felt for him.


    Not hate herself for feeling it.


    Maybe. If he was—


    Josh pulled open the foyer door and froze.


    Half a dozen paparazzi ran at him, cameras raised, flashes firing. In amongst them, more than one television news reporter shoved their microphones in his direction.


    “Blackthorne, how long have you been seeing Caitlin Reynolds?”


    “Did you know her fiancé is dead?”


    “Were you two having an affair while the doctor was still alive?”


    The questions came, hard, fast, non-stop. The cameras flashed. The microphones stabbed at him.


    He stumbled back a step, his injured knee choosing that moment to give out. His arms flailed, his elbows whacking the doorframe, his hip bouncing off it with a painful thud.


    Jesus.


    Spinning on his heel, he staggered back into the foyer and slammed the door shut.


    Jesus.


    Outside, the horde continued to shout questions.


    He sucked in a quick breath and another. He had to get them out of here. He had to get them away from Caitlin’s apartment. ASAP.


    Jesus.


    He yanked his phone out of his back pocket and dialed Rhys.


    “Dude.” His friend laughed into his ear. “Where the fuck are you? You’re all over the news. Did you know someone from the government made an announcement last night that your honey’s doctor of a fiancé is—”


    “McDowell,” Josh cut him off, eyes squeezed shut, back pressed to the door. “I need you to do me a favour.”


    “Fuck.” Shock registered in Rhys’s voice. “You okay? You sound stressed.”


    “The paparazzi have me cornered at Caitlin’s place. And the media. I need you to come get me. Now. I want to draw them away from her. I want you to be your normal self and grab all the attention. Think you can do that?”


    “Sure thing, dude. Where does she live?”


    Josh gave his friend Caitlin’s address. “Get your arse here ASAP, Rhys.”


    “Be there in ten.”


    Josh blinked. “Ten?”


    Rhys laughed. “I’m at the Tilbury Hotel, you lucky bastard. I’m having breakfast with the captain of the Socceroos. Hey, want me to bring him?”


    “Rhys,” Josh growled.


    His friend laughed. “Yeah, yeah. On my way, pretty boy. Be ready to run at the sound of the horn.”


    The conversation over, Josh shoved his mobile back into his pocket, leant harder against the door and raked his hands through his hair.


    And to think he’d come back to Australia to escape the madness of a stalker?


    “Jesus,” he muttered with a wry chuckle.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Caitlin knew she was meant to be grieving more for Matt. She knew that. But the tears for him that had wet her cheeks on the dance floor of the Chaos Room ten nights ago while being held by Josh Blackthorne were the last she’d shed.


    Every morning since then, ten mornings in fact, she woke and lay in bed, waiting for the pain to claim her again.


    It never did. There was a numb place in her heart for Matt she suspected would always be there, a bruise she didn’t think would go away, but the grief she’d experienced in the club had gone.


    Every night since she’d found solace in Josh’s arms, in the tender warmth of his platonic embrace, she’d waited for the memories of Matt to assault her, to haunt her dreams.


    They never did. Instead, she would lie in her bed and, no matter how often she tried to think of Matt, her thoughts would turn to the rock star who’d held her when she needed him to and left when she’d asked him to.


    If Caitlin believed in Hell, she was certain she was heading for it.


    A person didn’t recover from a loss like this. They didn’t.


    And yet during the last ten days, she’d discovered she was ready to move on. She had, in fact, been ready for a long time.


    She’d also discovered—via a hasty apology from the Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs the morning after she’d returned from Canberra—that someone from the government had sent out a press statement about Matt’s death not yet approved for release.


    In the last ten days, she’d also learnt how nasty the media could be when they thought a story was there to dig up.


    She’d stopped answering her home phone and any unknown or blocked number on her mobile. It was only members of the media wanting to know how long she and Josh Blackthorne had been having an affair, wanting to know if Josh’s charity performance at the club for the Doctors Without Borders was still going to take place given the revelation of their secret, wanting to know if she and Josh were going to get married.


    The only calls she took now were those from Zach, her parents, her uncle and Josh.


    A day hadn’t passed since she’d asked Josh to leave her apartment that they hadn’t spoken.


    She’d called him that evening, asking for details about the performance. They’d talked long into the night, first about the unplugged concert he’d planned, then about the article Mackenzie Rogers was writing, and then about…stuff. Just stuff. Before she knew it, it was almost two a.m. and they were still talking. Somewhere in the hours between her saying hello to him and bringing the conversation to an end, she must have done some serious smiling, because her cheeks had ached when she’d plugged her phone in to charge.


    The next day, she’d called him about when the article was going to be published. Three hours later, she’d ended the call promising she would watch his favourite movie, Shaun of the Dead. She’d almost asked him to join her. Almost. The invitation had danced on the tip of her tongue, but then she’d remembered the way he’d pulled away from her kiss on the footpath outside the Chaos Room, remembered the unreadable expression in his eyes as he’d told her she had to grieve, and she’d bitten back the words.


    The next day, he’d called her, asking her what her favourite non-Synergy and Blackthorne songs were. When she laughingly told him anything by Justin Bieber, he’d told her he was never speaking to her again and hung up.


    She’d laughed, counted to one hundred and called him back. “Okay,” she’d chuckled. “Anything by Miley Cyrus.”


    They’d played that game for the day. She would make an outlandish claim, he would hang up in mock horror. He would declare the unthinkable—her favourite was that Zac Ephron was a better actor than Joseph Gordon-Levitt—and she would end the conversation with a gasp. By that night, as she settled on her sofa to watch Shaun of the Dead, she realized she hadn’t thought of Matt once.


    And so the ten days went that way.


    Ten days of being hounded by the media and paparazzi, of being harassed by them so much she didn’t dare go to work, of letting her answering machine take her calls until she’d finally decided it was better to just disconnect the damn thing.


    Ten days of her mum and dad wanting to come and comfort her, of her dad telling her Matt was in a better place, that it was time to move on. Ten days of him calling often to subtly tell her he didn’t approve at all of her seeing a musician. “Not that you are, Caity,” he’d say halfway through each conversation. “I know you have better taste than that, but all these gossip magazines keep talking about the fact he was in your club, and showing photos of you talking. I know you’ve been lonely, and now that Matt…well, I know you’re not interested in that Blackthorne guy, but you know, people talk…”


    Ten days of that, and ten days of Uncle L calling her to tell her he loved her and to not give a rat’s arse what the media was saying about her. “They’re vicious, kiddo,” he’d remind her. “Don’t let them hurt you. The people who care about you, who love you won’t believe or care what the bastards say. They’ll still care for you, still love you, okay?”


    Ten days of sympathy cards sent to her by friends who’d heard of her loss and, just like Uncle L said, didn’t care what the media were saying about her and Josh.


    Ten days of talking to Josh on the phone.


    Talking with him.


    Laughing with him, despite the distance between them.


    Ten days.


    Caitlin was going insane.


    Which was why, on the eleventh morning, she stood in front of her bathroom mirror, her hair wet, water beading on her body, and made a decision.


    Walking from her bathroom, she crossed to her mobile where it sat beside her bed, picked it up and dialed Josh’s number.


    “Caitlin,” he answered on the second ring, the smile in his voice warming her heart.


    She grinned. The junction between her thighs throbbed. Her nipples grew hard. “What are you doing tonight?”


    “As far as I know,” he said, curious hesitancy drawing out the words, “watching reruns of Sleepy Hollow on the telly. Why?”


    Caitlin closed her eyes. The throb between her thighs increased. Of course he would be watching her favourite show. Of course. She swallowed. Her heart beat faster. “Would you like to watch them here? With me?”


    Silence stretched through the connection.


    Caitlin’s heart thumped faster. God, what if he said no? “While eating lasagna?” she added, wincing at the uncertainty in her voice.


    “What time?”


    The question set off a frisson of base joy inside her. “Six okay?”


    “Five would be better.”


    “Get here any time after four,” she answered. Her belly knotted. Her breasts grew heavy, round with impatient need.


    “What about any time before four?”


    She caught her bottom lip. Pressed her thighs together. “Now would be perfect.”


    Another stretch of silence filled the connection.


    Caitlin swallowed. “Josh?”


    “I’ll bring the garlic bread.”


    And before she could utter another word, he hung up.


    Nerves shot through Caitlin. A ribbon of tension unfurled through her. Fear, apprehension and excitement made it hard to breathe. She placed her phone on the bedside drawer, stared at it for a moment, rubbed her palms on her damp thighs and swallowed.


    He was on his way. Josh Blackthorne was on his way here.


    A thumping lump filled her throat.


    Oh God. What…what had she done?


    What if she…it had been so long. Over eight months…and she…


    “Oh God,” she murmured.


    Spinning on her heel, she ran back to the bathroom.


    With a whimper of desperation, she snatched up her toothbrush, stared at it. No, she’d already cleaned her teeth. She needed to…


    Her stare moved to the mirror, her chest heaving from her ragged breaths.


    Her reflection watched her, horrified and bemused excitement burning in her eyes.


    “Oh God,” she groaned. “What am I…?”


    Eight months.


    Eight months since anyone but herself had seen her undressed. Eight months since any hands but her own had touched her.


    Pulse pounding, she ran a gaze over the naked woman looking back at her from the mirror.


    She wasn’t a twig. She had flesh on her, curves. And muscle under those curves. In the last eight months she’d done a lot of working out…and a lot of chocolate eating. What if Josh didn’t like…what if he…


    Her gaze fell to the dark nest of curls at the junction of her thighs and a soft cry escaped her.


    Oh God, when was the last time she’d trimmed?


    She looked like a hairy gorilla.


    Another cry slipped from her.


    Oh God, what was she doing? What was she doing?


    With a hard stare at her reflection, she yanked open the vanity cabinet’s second drawer, withdrew a new razor and then, jaw bunched, turned on her heel and crossed to her shower.


    A few minutes later—eight, to be exact, a strangely appropriate amount of time, when she thought about it—she stepped from the shower. She crossed to the window, wiped away the steam clouding the surface with a swipe of her hand and inspected her work.


    “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.”


    Her belly knotted. Her breath grew shallow. Her breasts seemed to grow rounder, heavier. Her sex throbbed.


    She met her eyes in the mirror. Saw her fear in their depths.


    Saw her excitement.


    “Okay,” she murmured.


    With a slow, deep breath, she left the bathroom.


    It took her longer to decide what to wear than logic dictated. She discarded more than one set of underpants and bra. She rejected more than one pair of shorts and T-shirt, more than one summer shift, more than one maxi dress.


    When a knock sounded on her apartment door, she was still standing in her underwear, glaring at her open closet.


    She froze. A horde of insane butterflies took flight in her tummy. Her pussy contracted.


    “Oh no.” The words fell from her on a breath.


    The knock came again.


    She snapped her stare back to her closet. At the clothes within it.


    “Fuck,” she ground out. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


    What was she doing?


    At the sound on knuckles once again rapping on her door, she reached into the closet, grabbed the first thing her brain registered being in there—a simple emerald-green sleeveless shift that hugged her breasts and hips and fell in soft waves to her mid thighs—yanked it over her head and ran from her room.


    Why she had not yet exploded into a frenzied mess of nerves and excitement and terror was beyond her.


    “Caitlin?”


    At the sound of Josh’s voice—laced with concern—coming from the other side of the door, she hissed in a breath.


    “Are you there?”


    She stopped. Closed her eyes. Centred herself. Straightened her shoulders, rolled her neck, shook out her hands.


    Okay. You can do this…


    Opening her eyes, she closed her fingers around the doorknob and opened her door.


    Josh smiled at her from the other side, looking like every sexual fantasy she’d ever had.


    He wore black jeans and a T-shirt adorned with a Mohawk-sporting R2-D2. Both emphasized the muscular perfection of his body beneath. His hair hung around his face, an artful mess of dark waves, the dark stubble of his five o’clock shadow highlighting the squareness of his jaw, defining lips she ached to feel on her own. His eyes smoldered with open desire.


    “You look beautiful,” he stated.


    She smiled, heat filling her cheeks. “Thank you.”


    He didn’t say anything else. Didn’t move.


    Inside Caitlin’s belly, the butterflies whipped about in a crazy flurry. She stared at him, the open hunger in his eyes sending waves of tight urgency into her sex.


    Dropping her gaze to his empty hands, she frowned. “Did you bring the garlic bread?”


    He shook his head. “No. I brought this instead.”


    With a single step, he crossed her threshold, snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her to his body, crushing his lips to hers.


    He swept his tongue into her mouth, clicked his teeth against hers. She whimpered, burying her hands in his hair as she opened up to him completely.


    Liquid heat pooled in her core. She pressed her hips to his, the rigid length of his arousal nudging her belly making her head swim.


    When Josh balled his hand at the small of her back, bunching her dress in a tight fist as he kicked the door shut behind him, it was all Caitlin could do not to crumple in a puddle of wanton delight at his feet.


    His desire for her turned the air in her lungs hot. The ferocity of his kiss sent raw need through her veins.


    He walked deeper into her apartment, his lips never leaving hers. She went with him, willingly trusting him as he propelled her backwards into her living room. Her arse struck the back of her sofa, the sturdy piece of furniture bringing them to a halt.


    Josh didn’t stop his assault on her lips however. He nipped them with his teeth, sucked on her bottom lip, plundered her mouth with his tongue. She groaned, wave after wave of exquisite heat rushing through her. She scraped her nails over his scalp, meeting his fervor with her own. The soft scratch of his beard on her chin and tip of her nose sent shards of wicked delight into the pit of her belly, a primitively carnal reaction to a thoroughly masculine contact.


    Josh’s hand left the back of her dress, raking over her hip, up her ribcage, to her breast. He palmed the heavy swell of flesh, dragging his thumb over her erect nipple so many times Caitlin forgot to breathe.


    God, it felt so good. So good, so right, so perfect.


    Nipping at her lips again, he moved his other hand—previously tangled in her hair—down to her thigh. His fingers skimmed the back of her leg, a teasing caress that became a possessive grip as he tugged her knee high to the side of his hip.


    Without delay, he ground his jeans-trapped erection to her newly spread sex, journeying his mouth up to her ear as he continued to knead and massage her breast.


    Eyes closed, Caitlin clung to him, drowning in pleasure far more intense and absolute than she’d been prepared for. How could she have ever been prepared for this?


    Nothing could have prepared her for rapture like this.


    “I’ve ached for you for so long, Caitlin.” Josh’s breath fanned the side of her throat, the words a rasped groan against her skin. “I know it makes no sense, but it’s true.”


    Caitlin groaned, head back, breasts heaving, belly hitching.


    “And now,” he went on, scraping teeth over the curve of her shoulder, thumb and forefinger pinching her nipple through her dress, the solid pole of his arousal hard against her folds, “I finally get to show you…”


    He plundered her mouth again, showing no mercy. She didn’t seek any. She wanted everything he was giving her. Needed it. Every coarse brush of his fingers on her breasts, every squeeze of the back of her thigh by his hand sent charged energy through her. Every stroke of his tongue on hers, every groan deep in his throat filled her, not just with pleasure, but with life.


    She raked her hands across his shoulders, over his back, up into his hair again.


    When he tore his lips from hers and yanked her other foot from the floor to wrap her leg around his hip, she didn’t stop her cry of delight.


    Perched on the back of the sofa, she fixed her stare on his, letting him see her need for him as he ground his erection to her sex in slow up-and-down strokes.


    “Josh,” she whispered his name.


    “Fuck, babe.” He closed his eyes, his nostrils flaring, his chest heaving. “Just the feel of your heat…there…against mine…fuck.”


    She let out a wobbly laugh. “If you keep that up, I think I’ll come.”


    His eyes snapped open, his nostrils flaring again. A low growl tore at his throat. “Jesus, woman. Do you have any idea what hearing that does to me?”


    Caitlin’s heart stilled. She frowned, her tummy knotting. “I didn’t mean…”


    He shook his head and thrust his length harder to her pussy. “It drives me wild, Caitlin. Wild.”


    He took her mouth again, each stroke and swipe of his tongue a testament to his desire for her. For long, delirious moments, he worshipped her mouth and throat and breasts with his lips and hands.


    Caitlin balanced not just on the back of the sofa, but on the edge of detonation. Pleasure took utter possession of her body, wrought by the mastery of Josh’s touch. She whimpered and writhed, undone by it all.


    And even as she teetered on the precipice, her body awash in elemental sensations, she wondered how she was to survive it all when he truly touched her. When his lips touched her bare nipples, when his fingers parted her folds…


    How would she survive that when she was drowning already?


    Did she even want to survive?


    “I can’t…” Burying his face in the curve of her neck, he let out a muttered curse and rammed his erection to her sex, trembles wracking his body. “Fuck, babe, I can’t wait any longer.”


    Belly fluttering, breath shallow, she squeezed his hips with her thighs, dragging her hand down to his chest. The feel of the hard point of his nipple beneath her fingertips sent a jolt of electricity in her core. “Then don’t.”


    With a growl, he hauled her off the sofa, spun around and carried her, legs wrapped around his hips, stare locked with hers, to the kitchen.


    He deposited her on the counter, raking his hands up and down her thighs.


    She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Here?”


    He let out a wobbly chuckle, his cock pressing to her folds with a sudden spasm. “The bedroom’s too far away.”


    She laughed, the desperate urgency in his eyes and voice turning her own need into something carnal. “That it is.”


    He captured her laugh with a savage kiss, fisted one hand in her hair, the other palming her breast.


    She arched into the touch, sucking in the subtle scent of him as she pressed her heels to the small of his back. She wanted him inside her. Oh God, did she want him inside her.


    Tearing her lips from his, she pressed her hands to his chest and gave him a little shove.


    He stumbled backwards a step, just one, and then let out a groan when she hooked her hands around the hem of her dress and yanked it up over her head.


    “Fuck, Caitlin…” His voice left him on a shaky breath, his gaze roaming what she’d revealed to him.


    She sat motionless, suddenly nervous.


    The realization she was almost naked in front of a man who wasn’t Matt slammed into her. A man who, she suspected, had seen many stunning women in his fame-filled life.


    She caught her lip. “I know I’m not—”


    “Don’t you fucking dare say perfect,” he growled, stepping back to her, sliding his hands up the outsides of her thighs.


    Heat filled her cheeks.


    He gazed into her eyes. “Because you are.”


    Concentrated joy and pleasure flowed through her. “Josh—”


    “Everything about you is perfect,” he went on. He skimmed his hands up her ribcage, barely touching her breasts—now heavy and swollen with need and straining against the lace of her skimpy red bra. Her nipples responded to the touch, puckering into harder points.


    “Your breasts.” He brushed his thumbs over each tip. “Your neck.” He feathered his palm up the column of her throat. “Your lips.” He traced the line of her bottom lip.


    She stared at him, captured by the raw desire burning in his eyes. At the reverence in his voice and the tender restraint in his touch.


    “Your belly.” He trailed his fingers down over the curve of her breasts, over her ribcage to her navel. Her tummy hitched at the teasing touch. Her sex throbbed.


    “Your pussy.” He stroked his fingers over her seam through the fabric of her panties.


    Caitlin moaned, the caress sending dire want into her very being. She closed her eyes. Her clit, her pussy ached with heavy need.


    “Everything…” His murmured declaration played with her senses, a second before something warm and wet traveled the very path over her sex his fingers just had.


    “Oh God,” she gasped, spine arching.


    “So perfect,” he whispered, his breath hot between her thighs.


    He licked her again, his hands spreading her thighs wider as he flicked the tip of his tongue over the tiny hood shielding her clit through her panties.


    She bucked, her fingers finding his hair of their own accord, her feet finding his shoulders.


    He curled strong fingers around her inner thighs, parting her legs wider still as he lapped at her sex. She gasped again, the friction of his tongue laving her flesh through the silk of her panties making her head swim.


    “Josh…” she moaned, pressing the soles of her feet harder to the tops of his shoulders as she lifted her hips a little. “I want…please…”


    Words failed her.


    With a growl, he hooked his hands at the sides of her underpants and tore them apart. Just like that.


    She cried out, the savage move surprising her, thrilling her.


    And then he shoved her legs apart again, grabbed the cheeks of her arse and yanked her to the edge of the counter, his mouth capturing her exposed sex with greedy intent.


    “Oh…oh…” She rammed her hips upward, the wild lashing of his tongue on her clit too much to withstand. Ribbons of tight heat unfurled through her, radiating from her most intimate flesh. She planted her hands on the counter behind her and arched, her feet once again rammed to his shoulders.


    Josh feasted on her pussy, lapping at her clit, sucking the tiny button, biting it and sucking again. And all the while he roamed his hands over the rest of her body, stroking her thighs, her belly, skimming over her breasts, her nipples, back down to her hips, the backs of her thighs.


    She moaned, knees trembling, breath rapid and shallow. Holy fuck, she was going to—


    He sank a finger into her heat and moved it against her inner walls in perfect rhythm with his lapping tongue on her clit.


    “Holy shit!” Caitlin cried out, the raw pleasure erupting in her core powerful. “Holy shit, that’s…that’s so good.”


    Josh didn’t stop. Pressing a firm hand to the lower plane of her belly, he plunged a second finger inside her, scissoring the two with increasing speed and pressure as he tormented her clit with his tongue and teeth and lips.


    Caitlin writhed on the counter, a bone-deep liquid heat building at the base of her spine. She threw back her head, aware she was making sounds she’d never made before—mewling sounds, whimpering pleas. Aware every fibre and nerve ending in her body was thrumming, on the cusp of pleasure meltdown. She was going to come soon, on Josh’s face, in his mouth.


    Rapture shot through her, just as Josh twisted his hand. With his fingers still inside her pussy and his tongue still flicking at her clit, he dragged his thumb over the flesh between her sex and her anus with heavy pressure.


    Fresh pleasure flared within Caitlin, unlike any she’d experienced. She cried out his name, her whole body trembling, an exquisite heat blooming in her lower extremities. A fierce tension rushed through her, taking possession of her body, her mind.


    Once again, Josh dragged his thumb over her perineum, this time sucking on her clit as he did so.


    A wall of sensations smashed into Caitlin. A wave of absolute pleasure.


    He did it again, but this time, as his fingers and thumb and lips worked the flesh between her legs, his other hand found her right breast and he pinched her nipple. Hard.


    “Fuck!”


    The hot pressure building in Caitlin’s core detonated. She came, the pulsing contraction of her orgasm stealing her breath, her words.


    A keening sound filled the room, high and choked and ripe with pleasure. The sound of her release, vocalized with unchecked honesty and surrender.


    And still Josh didn’t cease his worship of her sex, her breast.


    She came again and again, the mastery of his mouth and hands unraveling her. Rendering her a creature of ecstasy, of rapture.


    Marking her as his with every swipe and suck and stroke on her flesh.


    Undoing her.


    Making her feel.


    As she’d known he would.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    His cock had never been harder. His heart never beat faster. But it wasn’t just the physical response to finally being with Caitlin that made his head swim. It was the way she responded to him, the way her cries claimed his soul and sang in his mind.


    It was the way he soared on her moans. The way he lived in her pleasure.


    What had begun as a teenage fantasy a lifetime ago, born from photos on a friend’s wall and the overactive hormones of an eighteen-year-old’s lust was now a reality.


    And the reality was more than he’d ever thought it could be.


    It was—she was—everything he could want and hope for.


    And it had only just begun.


    With the sounds of Caitlin’s orgasm ringing in his ears, and the warm cream of her release coating his tongue, he withdrew his fingers from her flesh and smoothed his hands up over her thighs, her hips.


    A shudder wracked her body at the new touch. A moaned, “Oh God, Josh,” fell from her.


    Hot wonder and awe rolled through him.


    He was here, with her. She was with him.


    After one more stroke of his tongue over her sodden pussy, he straightened from between her thighs.


    She lay sprawled on the counter before him, eyes closed, her face flushed with undeniable pleasure, a small smile on her parted lips. The sight sent fresh blood to his already engorged dick, the organ throbbing with painful want.


    He’d never seen such a thing of indescribable beauty and spent passion.


    He almost came there and then.


    In his five years as the front man of Synergy, he’d taken more than one groupie to bed. Before that, he’d fucked his way around the hallowed halls of the Sydney Conservatorium of Music. Before that, he’d enjoyed the perks of being a pro soccer player in quite a few beds…and locker rooms.


    Now, standing here in Caitlin’s kitchen, with her pleasure on his tongue, his heart a crazy hammer in his chest, his cock a swollen pole of need, he hated every minute he’d spent with those other conquests.


    Hated that he’d tarnished his flesh and his body with them.


    He was no saint, and yet he dared to pleasure a woman more wonderful than he deserved.


    A heavy pressure wrapped his chest and he staggered back a step.


    “Josh?”


    He lifted his stare, finding Caitlin watching him. “I can’t believe…I can’t believe I’m finally…with you. I’ve had a…thing for you for a while now. Long before—”


    She laughed, the sound delightfully dirty. “Josh, I heard you tell Zach you’ve had a thing for me since you were eighteen the other day. It kinda freaked me out a little, but perhaps I should tell you now I’ve got every Synergy album released, as well as all your DVDs. Which means not only am I a bit of a fan, I’m also well aware you’re a famous rock star who’s spent the last five years living that life with all its perks.”


    He blinked.


    “And the fact you’re here with me now,” she went on, her smirk growing wider, “when over two weeks ago I told you to leave me alone because I was engaged, the fact you waited and never pushed me when you and I both know you pretty much could have had me whenever you wanted…that tells me the only thing that’s important to me about you.”


    He drew in a slow breath, his chest tight, his throat tighter. “What’s that?”


    “That you are incredible.”


    He stared at her. Watched her inch her way off the counter, watched her close the distance between them. “And I want you in my life.”


    “Seriously?” The question felt heavy on his tongue.


    She reached up and cupped his face in her palms, her eyes holding his, her lips twitching. “Seriously.”


    He hauled her to his body and captured those lips. Kissed the laughter from her, turned it to a raw moan.


    She raked her hands down his back, found the hemline of his T-shirt and yanked it up. He tore his lips from her long enough for her to strip the shirt over his head and then captured them again, swiping his tongue into her mouth as they both fumbled with his belt buckle, the zipper of his fly.


    They stumbled sideways, his balance undone not just by his wonky knee but by his jeans as they slid down his thighs.


    They laughed into each other’s mouths, Caitlin grabbing him, holding him still as he toed off his boots. When he kicked them aside, she drew her body back to his and shoved his jeans completely to the floor with one single downward stamp of her foot, her tongue and lips playing with his the whole time.


    The very notion of not kissing her while he undressed was beyond ridiculous. He smoothed his hands over her arse, squeezed each cheek as he rubbed his erection, still contained by his damn briefs, against her belly. She moaned, moving her hands to his hips before she shoved her fingers beneath the waistband of the black item of underwear to grab his butt.


    She kneaded his backside, hard and purposeful, before with a slight shift of her hips, she slid one hand around to his groin and captured the rigid length of his cock.


    He bucked, the searing, possessive contact arching his spine. “Fuck,” he ground out, face scrunching. Fuck, he was on the verge of blowing his fucking load.


    “I imagined doing this,” she murmured, pulsing her fingers around his shaft with increasing strength. The amazement in her confession sent hot new blood through his veins. “Even when I told myself I shouldn’t, I did.”


    He sucked in a ragged breath, dark blossoms of tight heat forming at the base of his spine.


    Fuck, he didn’t want to come on her hand, on her belly. Not now, not the first time. He wanted—


    “Just like I imagined doing this…” Her soft voice caressed his senses.


    She tugged his briefs down over his hips with her other hand and, before his brain could register what she was doing, sank to her knees and took his cock in her mouth.


    “Fuck, babe,” he burst out, his hips slamming forward of their own accord, driving his cock deeper into the hot wetness beyond her lips. “I can’t…I’m going to…” He groaned, eyes shuttering closed, almost lost to the pleasure her mouth on his flesh awoke in him. “Please…I don’t want…not the first…”


    She sucked down his length and then back up it, releasing his erection with a pop.


    Opening his eyes, he dropped his gaze to her upturned face, sheer happiness warming his soul at the devilish joy in her eyes.


    “Is there something else you’d rather we do?” she asked.


    Fuck, he loved her.


    Snaring a fistful of her hair, he bent at the waist and brought his lips so close to hers he could feel her breath tickling his skin. “Hell, yeah.”


    And before she could respond, he ducked lower, pressed his shoulder to her belly and lifted her off the floor.


    She let out a squeal, the sound part surprise, part delight.


    “Now,” he growled with melodramatic machismo as he spun in a slow half circle, flattening his palm to her backside. “Where to? The couch or the bed?”


    “The bed.” She giggled, squirming on his shoulder.


    He laughed. “Bed it is.”


    He’d taken two steps when she let out another squeal. “No! I mean the couch.”


    He didn’t stop. “Too late.”


    “Oh, God, no.” She let out a laughing groan, raking her nails over his naked butt. “Please ignore the pile of—”


    He stopped at her bedroom door, taking in the clothes—bras, underpants, dresses, shorts and shirts—scattered all over the bed and floor.


    On his shoulder, Caitlin wriggled. “I couldn’t decide what to wear.”


    Josh couldn’t help but laugh as he ran his gaze over the obvious display of desperate frustration littering her room. “I know this sounds weird, but for some reason, I’m more turned on than ever.”


    “Because I’m a messy dresser?” her question came from his back.


    He shook his head, his grin wide. “Because this is proof you were as nervous and freaked out about me coming here today as I was. Believe it or not, I got a traffic infringement on the way over.”


    She twisted a little on his shoulder, no doubt in an attempt to see his face. “For speeding?”


    He shook his head again and gave her perfect butt a slap. “For driving on the wrong side of the road. I was so flustered and nervous I forgot I was driving in Australia again.”


    She burst out laughing.


    Grin wide, he strode into her room and, without warning, deposited her in the middle of the bed, amongst the rejected clothes and underwear.


    He followed her immediately, covering her body with his as he snared her wrists in his hands and slid her arms farther up the bed.


    He kissed her, long and hard, taking his time. He didn’t want to rush what was about to happen, even as every fibre in his body demanded he be inside her now. Now.


    She moaned, wrapping a long leg around his hip, dragging her heel up and down the back of his thigh, nestling her pussy against his shaft. Her damp heat licked at his sanity and, despite willing himself to take it slow, he rolled his hips. His cock slid against her seam, her satiny folds trailing down the underside of his erection to his balls.


    She arched, her tongue coaxing him deeper into her mouth, her heel hard against his arse. Their passion and movement, a second ago playful, turned smoldering hot. Intense.


    He ravished her mouth, thoroughly and completely. Explored her chin, her throat, her collarbones. When he reached her breasts, he let out a growl of anger at the lace of her bra still covering her flesh.


    Releasing her wrists, he dragged his hands down her arms, over each glorious mound. He hooked his fingers beneath the edge of lace and yanked them aside.


    She gasped, excited anticipation in the sound.


    He gazed at what he’d revealed, a heavy spasm claiming his cock at the sight of her dusky-pink nipples poking up at him, waiting for him to take them in his mouth.


    Caitlin writhed beneath him, thrusting her breasts upward. “Please, Josh…” she begged. “Suck.”


    He took one in his mouth and drew on it deeply.


    “Oh, yeah,” she rasped, scraping at his scalp, his shoulder.


    Releasing her flesh a little, he flicked his tongue over the tip of her nipple, smoothing his other hand down her waist, around her hip to cup the back of her thigh and pull her bent leg closer to her body. His cock nudged her spread folds, her wet heat slick against his flesh.


    He bit back a groan. At some point he’d need to stop. He’d need to get a condom. Jesus, did he have one in his wallet? Fuck, did he have his wallet?


    Caitlin’s nails scored a slow path across his back, shattering the thought.


    He sucked on her nipple again, this time skimming his hand down to the curve of her butt.


    She shuddered, her moans giving way to soft pants. “Oh, God, that’s…that’s so…”


    Once again, he released the suction on her nipple to tease it with his tongue.


    She thrust her hips harder to his, the action granting the rigid pole of his length greater access to her soft sex.


    Drawing deep on her nipple, her cries turning his blood even hotter, he rolled his hips backward.


    The crown of his cock dragged over her folds, parting them.


    He felt her arch beneath him, felt the tip of his erection penetrate her heat.


    His head swam. His heart thumped fast. His body screamed to be inside her, to feel her walls envelope his bare flesh…


    With a growl, he pulled away. Just.


    He knew he needed to climb off the bed. Needed to go find his jeans. Go find his wallet. But she was too addictive. Too intoxicating.


    Every time he found the strength to pull away from her, his body cried out in denial and he returned to her.


    He was lost to the sheer pleasure she woke in him.


    When she reached for his cock, when she pumped it with her hand, he knew he had to move.


    He shoved himself backward, closing his eyes against the sight of her dismay as he muttered, “Condom,” and hurried from the room.


    Scanning the floor of the living room, he raked his hands through his hair. “Where the fuck are my jeans?”


    Christ, his cock was about to rupture. It had never been so swollen with need. If he was lucky, he’d at least be able to cover the damn thing with a condom and sink into her pussy before he lost control. If he was unlucky, he wouldn’t even get the rim of the condom to his balls before he came.


    Spying the crumpled pile of denim that was his jeans near the sofa, he ran to them. Snatched them up. Yanked his wallet from the back pocket.


    Hands shaking, he opened it. Half the contents fell free, floating to the floor. American notes, Australian ones, receipts from his trip, business cards…a black and silver square.


    “Yes!”


    He grabbed the condom packet from beside his feet, his heart wild. He turned and hurried back to Caitlin’s bedroom. Stood at the door for a moment, gazing at her.


    She lay on the bed, eyes closed, her fingers playing with her breasts, her nipples. When she trailed one hand to her pussy, he moved.


    Fast.


    He tore the condom packet open with his teeth as he went.


    Holding his breath, he positioned the circle of latex at the top of his cock. Waited that way. Motionless. Until Caitlin opened her eyes and smiled up at him.


    “Are you sure?” he asked, the question a hoarse whisper.


    She arched an eyebrow. “Are you kidding?”


    Clenching his jaw, he rolled the condom down the length of his erection.


    And as he did so, Caitlin rose to her knees and moved to the end of the bed, her stare holding his.


    For a heartbeat, they stayed that way, balanced on the edge, not touching, their bodies so close he could feel her heat seeping into his.


    He swallowed, his cock beyond painful now. Now all that existed was the anticipation of the moment he entered her, the moment they became one.


    It was exquisite. He never wanted it to end, just as he needed it to end now.


    He moved. Grabbed her. Crushed her mouth and scored a line down to her breasts, torturing one nipple as he kneaded her arse cheeks. He sucked on her flesh as he squeezed her backside, knowing he wasn’t being gentle but unable to stop.


    Caitlin’s groan told him she didn’t want him to. As did her fingers clawing at his shoulders, over his chest.


    When she grabbed his upper arms and pulled him to the bed, ramming him to his back on the mattress, he let out a ragged, “Fuck.”


    When she straddled him, her thighs hugging his hips, her pussy kissing the tip of his cock, her nipples brushing his chest, he growled and grabbed at her hips.


    She teased him that way for an eternity, with her breasts, her nipples, her sex, their stares locked, their choppy breaths the only sound to be heard.


    And when he couldn’t take it any longer, when he was about to burst, she took a hold of his length, aligned it to the sodden seam of her entry and guided him inside her.


    At the first tight pressure rimming the tip of his cock, he almost lost it.


    He groaned, bunching the sheet at his side in one fist as he dug the fingers of his other hand into her hip in a fierce grip.


    Fuck, would he last much—


    She slid lower down his length.


    “Oh, babe,” he ground out, body on fire. Thrumming. Charged.


    She took him deeper, her whimper falling from her lips as he stretched her wider.


    “Fuck, babe.” He closed his eyes and tossed his head. “I can’t…”


    She slid lower, enveloping him, tight and hot and perfect.


    “I’m gonna…” He stopped, swallowed, opened his eyes and gazed up at her. “I want…Jesus, I’m going to…”


    Without a word, she completely impaled herself on his engorged length. Surrounding him. Taking every inch of him into her body.


    “Fuck.” He clenched his teeth.


    He was going to come. Fuck, he was going to come. She was so tight, so right, and he was going to fucking—


    Think of something. Think of…think of…


    “Oh, God, Josh.” Caitlin’s whisper filled his head. “You feel so right inside me.”


    It was the open joy in her voice that undid him. That shattered any control he had left.


    With a growl, he opened his eyes, grabbed her hips and flipped her onto her back, driving his cock deep inside her. Kissing her as he did so, sucking on her nipples, squeezing her arse, pulling her knee up to plunge deeper.


    Filling her.


    Claiming her.


    Loving her with every fibre of his body until she called out his name, her pussy sucking at his thrusting length, her heat seeping from her. On the cusp of insanity from pleasure overload, he came.


    His seed flooded the condom, leaving him in powerful spurts.


    “Oh, God,” Caitlin cried out, wonderment in her eyes and voice, “I can feel you coming. I can feel…”


    The raw exclamation stole any rhythm he had left. He pounded into her, his face buried into the side of her neck, her name falling from his lips, over and over again.


    Until there was nothing left. Until he was spent.


    Until strength deserted him, his knee screamed at him in agony and he crumpled on top of her, panting.


    Her own pants mingled with his. She trailed her hands in languid patterns over his back, across the top of his butt. “Holy fuck,” she whispered. “Who knew rock stars had so much stamina?”


    He let out a weak chuckle, rolling to the side just enough to take his weight from her body, but not enough to withdraw his spent cock from her heat. He didn’t want to be separated from her yet. “I wasn’t always a rock star, remember?”


    She stroked her nails up his spine. “That’s right.” She nodded, staring up at the ceiling. “You played some kind of sport, didn’t you? What was it? Cricket? Rugby union? Something like—”


    He pinched her nipple in a soft vice, making her laugh. “Oi.”


    She laughed, squirming against him as she slapped at his gentle punishment. “Soccer! Soccer!”


    He nestled his head against the side swell of her breast, loving the way each breath he took smelled of her. “Rugby union?” he grumbled in mock indignation. “Do I look like the kind of guy that played rugby union?”


    She twisted on the mattress, her stare finding his. “No,” she whispered, all jest gone from her face, her voice. “You look like the kind of guy I could fall in love with.”


    His breath caught in his throat. His pulse thumped fast in his neck. “I do?”


    She nodded at his barely spoken question. Caught her bottom lip. “Maybe,” she whispered. “One day.”


    He studied her, a glorious weight strapping his chest. “One day,” he echoed on a breath. “I can live with one day.”


    She touched her fingertips to his lips. “Living would be a start.”


    “I can do that as well,” he murmured and brushed his lips over hers. “Promise.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “At some point,” Josh called, his voice floating to her from the kitchen, “we’re going to need a grocery run.”


    Shifting on the sofa, Caitlin muted the television, silencing Ichabod Crane in mid how-can-the-twenty-first-century-be-so-horrid tirade. She grinned at Josh as he walked back into the living room, a bottle of water in one hand, an apple in the other, Fluffy draped over his right shoulder.


    “What are you smirking at?” Josh asked, a second before taking a bite out of the apple.


    She chuckled. “Who would have thought a naked rock star could wear a lizard with such panache?”


    Cheek full of apple, Josh twisted his head to give Fluffy a gooey-eyed look. “We’re mates,” he said, voice muffled. “Aren’t we, Rocket Man?”


    Caitlin raised her eyebrows. “Rocket Man?”


    Continuing into the living room, Josh rounded the edge of the sofa and lowered his butt to a cushion. “He told me that’s what he prefers to be called.”


    “Oh, is that right?” She crossed her arms over her breasts. At some point they’d need to do a grocery run? They might want to put on some clothes first. When was the last time she’d had something apart from Josh against her skin? Over twenty-four hours, at least. Maybe longer. They hadn’t left her apartment for five days, after all. “When?”


    Josh bit off a tiny chunk of apple and held it out for Fluffy to take, which the lizard did without hesitation. “Last night while you were taking a shower. He was very put out you wouldn’t share the water and he told me.”


    Caitlin rolled her eyes, her grin wide. “You were very put out I wasn’t sharing,” she corrected. “And it was only because I had to shave my legs and I’m not quite ready to hand you the razor yet.”


    The pout he gave her was wonderfully dramatic as he scratched under Fluffy’s chin. “Ahh, Rocket Man, she doubts my skill with the razor.”


    “Eat your apple, Blackthorne,” she suggested, reaching for the television remote. “And stop telling my lizard lies.”


    Turning off mute, she settled back against the sofa, ready to give herself over to the craziness of Sleepy Hollow.


    At the sight of Fluffy ambling in his three-legged way across the floor in front of her, she turned back to Josh, lips twitching. “So he’s abandoned you after realizing you were leading him astray?”


    Josh shook his head. “I told him I was going to lead you astray,” he said, threading his fingers into the hair at her nape and lowering his face to hers. “Like this.”


    He kissed her.


    Of course, like it had every time he’d kissed her in the last five days, the kiss turned into something else. Something wild and passionate and sweaty involving lots of moans and pants and a condom…or two.


    A couple of hours later, Caitlin collected Josh’s bottle of water from the coffee table and swallowed a mouthful. She may not have hit the gym or gone for a jog in the last week, but damn, she’d done some intensive working out.


    “Seriously though.” Josh joined her on the sofa, sliding between her back and the backrest to smooth his arms around her body and rest his chin on her shoulder. “I think I’m eating you out of house and home. I’m not sure what you’re doing to me, woman, but I’m starving all the time. Want me to do an online shop?”


    Leaning into his hard warmth, she shook her head, the game of Solitaire she’d been playing on the coffee table at a standstill. “I’ll head out now,” she said. “Might do me some good to get some fresh air, and by fresh air I mean re-circulated air-conditioned supermarket air. Want anything?”


    “You?”


    She twisted in his arms to give him a gooey smile. “Ahh, you’re a charmer.”


    He laughed before kissing the tip of her nose. “Hell, yeah.”


    Pushing herself from the sofa, Caitlin headed for her bedroom. “I’ll go grab some fresh fruit, bread, milk…maybe some steaks for dinner tonight.”


    “Hang on a sec.” Josh bounded off the sofa to follow her. “How about I come too?”


    She stopped. Stared at him. “You? In a supermarket?”


    He affected a wounded look. “Why not me in a supermarket?”


    She chuckled. “Because you’re Josh Blackthorne?”


    He snared her wrist and yanked her to his body, crushed her lips in a searing kiss and smacked her on the butt. “Perfect reason for me to be in a supermarket, in my opinion.”


    She laughed. “People will mob you.”


    He shuffled away from her and headed towards her bedroom. “No, they won’t. I’ll wear a hat and sunglasses. C’mon, it’ll be fun.”


    Twenty minutes later, they walked into the local supermarket.


    Every time Caitlin looked at Josh, she wanted to burst out laughing.


    He strutted beside her—as much as his limp would allow him. Black jeans covered his legs, her old Australia Wallabies Rugby Union supporters jersey covered his torso. His iconic dark mess of hair was concealed by a Dead Even 2 Stuntwoman cap Chris Huntley and her uncle had sent her as a joke gift for her last birthday. Black Ray Bans hid his eyes, which was a good thing, given both of them looked like they hadn’t slept for a week. Which was pretty close to it, given how much sex they’d been having in and out of the bedroom.


    Aware she was somewhat of a recognizable figure at the moment, what with the media running story after story of Matt’s death, Caitlin had attempted to camouflage her own identity with a Newcastle Knights cap and her own owlish sunglasses.


    “Still can’t believe you’re wearing a Rugby League cap,” Josh grumbled, flicking her a playful grin as they selected apples from the available pile. “Don’t you own a soccer hat?”


    Chuckling, Caitlin shook her head. “Nope. Never went to a game.”


    “Liar,” he shot back.


    She grinned. “Oh, okay, I went to one. When I was twenty. It was a first date. Sydney was playing Melbourne.”


    “Home game? Here in Sydney?”


    She nodded.


    He shoved another apple into the bag she was holding. “I remember that game. Thought I saw a super sexy girl in the crowd. Was that you?”


    Wicked delight and happiness shot through her. She placed the bag of apples in the cart and rolled her eyes at him. “Sure you remember that game. I remember it as well. The striker scored an own goal a minute before full time. Lost the game for Sydney.”


    “Oh, in that case—” he nuzzled her neck as he pressed his chest to her back, his hands joining hers on the cart, “—I definitely wasn’t at that game.”


    They made their way around the supermarket, selecting items, discussing favourite foods and arguing the merits of green tea versus white tea. Caitlin couldn’t remember when she’d had a more enjoyable time at a supermarket. How was that even possible? Having fun while grocery shopping?


    At the checkout, she couldn’t help but fidget as the operator kept giving Josh askew looks. If his identity was discovered, what would happen?


    “You look just like Josh Blackthorne,” the teenager finally said as Caitlin handed over the appropriate number of notes.


    Josh preened. “You think so?” He adjusted his hat, and puffed out his chest. “See, babe?” He nudged Caitlin with his hip. “I told you I look like him.”


    She rolled her eyes again even as her lips twitched. Damn, she was having fun.


    And so the day continued. They took the groceries home, packed them away and then made out on the kitchen counter.


    Sometime in the early evening, they made dinner. Josh taught her how to make a New York-style strip steak while slipping Fluffy little snippets of freshly cut raw beef as he did so. Her lizard had taken quite a shine to him, and Caitlin wondered what the reptile would do the first night Josh wasn’t there.


    A dark shadow fell over her contented joy at the thought.


    What would Fluffy do? What would she do? There was no denying she was more than halfway in love with the guy, and it wouldn’t take much to fall the rest of the way.


    He was funny and caring and intelligent and so goddamn sexy she knew he was close to ruining her for other men.


    Other men? Does there need to be other men?


    Refusing to ponder the fantastical notion, she returned her attention to her freshly cooked steak.


    After dinner, they went to the movies, Josh hiding his identity once again with her Dead Even 2 Stuntwoman cap, both using their potato chips to eat their ice cream, something Matt had always considered weird and gross whenever Caitlin did it.


    After the movies, they went back to her home and made love again.


    The next day, they left her bedroom only to shower and grab sustenance.


    The day after, they ordered pizza for lunch and ate it naked. Italian sausage, no olives, added pineapple. Caitlin was amazed, not only by the fact she’d found a fellow olives-on-pizza despiser, but at how comfortable she’d become in her own skin since he’d entered her life. Gone was the uncertainty of the extra padding on her hips and butt. Instead, she moved about her home undressed with confidence. He made her feel all sorts of sexy without touching her or saying a word. She’d catch him checking her out, a slow caress of his gaze over her thighs, a lingering look at her lips as she spoke, and she’d be instantly flooded with euphoric pride and delight.


    At times, when she’d find her glance skimming past the photo of her and Matt on the wall, a lick of guilt would trace a line over her heart, but those moments were rare. When she asked Josh if he was uncomfortable with the photo’s presence, he took her in his arms, kissed her and then carried her to her bed and made love to her.


    “There is nothing about you, about us,” he murmured in her ear as they lay sated and drained afterward, “that makes me uncomfortable. I would never expect you to take down the photo for me. Do it when you’re ready. Not before.”


    The words warmed her, eased the conflict that at times still haunted her.


    She couldn’t deny, not to herself or anyone else, that Josh had made moving on so much easier.


    That night, ready to face normal life again, and for the first time since the paparazzi had begun its stalking of her, Caitlin went to work.


    The buzz of the place, the charged energy, folded around her the moment she walked through the door. She smiled at Zach, nodded to her other staff members and made her way out to her office.


    Sitting at her desk, she flicked on the CCTV screens, opened up her laptop and readied herself to work. And found herself missing Josh. A lot.


    The hours dragged on. By the time the clock clicked over two-thirty a.m. and the last of the patrons filed out the door, she was eager to leave.


    A knock on the door stopped her just as she was rising from her seat.


    “Boss?” Zach stuck his head in, dark eyes finding her from the other side of the threshold. “Thought you might like to read this.”


    He entered her office, a folded newspaper in hand, and crossed to her desk.


    Heart racing, Caitlin opened the paper to the page he’d presented to her.


    The air sucked from the room. The vacuum left behind pressed at Caitlin’s ears, her eyes.


    For The Health of the Oppressed the headline stated, a large image of Matt filling the left quarter of the page beneath it.


    The by-line was Mackenzie Rogers, a tiny photo of a woman with mischievous eyes and an impish grin beside that.


    I have had the great honour, the article began, to know Josh Blackthorne, front man of the rock band Synergy and son of rock icon Nick Blackthorne, since he was a fifteen-year-old boy with dreams of being the next David Beckham. I have watched him grow—in my role as surrogate aunt—into a man of talent and dedication, full of genuine warmth and kindness. Trust me when I say—and this is not just the honorary aunt talking—these attributes are not overly common in the rock stars and musicians of today’s youth. I have been in this business for a long time, months before Nick’s “second-coming” as it were, an event that occurred well over ten years ago now, and I can honestly say his son, Josh, is unlike any celebrity I know.


    Self-effacing and quite often boyish in his mischief, Josh seems to forget at times he is spectacularly famous and successful. So when he called me a little while ago to tell me about a special performance he was giving, an unplugged performance at a nightclub in Sydney, I wasn’t in the least surprised. What I was, it turns out, is moved to tears. Because after I finished my conversation with Josh, I googled Doctors Without Borders, the organization to which Josh is donating all profits from his performance. And in googling them, I discovered the work they do and the horrific situations they do it in.


    The article continued, each word a profound testament not only to how much Mackenzie Rogers respected Josh, but to how moved she was by what Doctors Without Borders did overseas. Caitlin read each of those words with a lump in her throat, her eyes occasionally blurring from tears quickly blinked away.


    Tears that quickly spilled again when she read the next line.


    It is a tireless, dangerous job Australian doctor Matt Corvin gave his life for eight months ago.


    She stared at Matt’s name.


    At the words gave his life.


    Mouth dry, eyes burning, she continued to read the article.


    It was obvious Mackenzie Rogers had spoken to Matt’s parents. The reporter mentioned their tireless efforts to find Matt after his camp had been attacked, travelling to Somalia in the first month of his disappearance, visiting hospitals, talking to anyone they could who would listen.


    The article mentioned Caitlin often. Matt’s parents had told Mackenzie of her devastation at the initial news, her joy at the first false lead, her grief at every false lead that came after. They spoke of Caitlin’s immediate desire to travel to Somalia with them and their heartfelt pleas for her to stay in Australia where it was safe.


    Guilt and grief rushed through her. Her eyes stung, fresh tears blurring her vision.


    She blinked. Swallowed.


    The next part of the article focused on Matt’s work up until his disappearance, the Australian Government’s efforts to find him and the horrific discovery of a body two weeks ago at a known militant dumping ground wearing Matt’s ID badge, along with his monogrammed medical bag Caitlin had given him as a farewell gift. Mackenzie did not hold back on describing the inhuman site, nor the grief experienced by Matt’s Doctors Without Borders co-worker who attempted to identify Matt based on the personal items found with the decomposing body.


    Mackenzie mentioned the official confirmation from the government had not been made despite the premature press-release, made a subtle reproach to the unnamed person responsible for such an unprofessional mistake and expressed a strong wish that the outcome of the official confirmation—when it came—not be what clearly seemed inevitable.


    The article finished with the details of Josh’s unplugged performance at the Chaos Room on Saturday, reiterated that all profits were going to Doctors Without Borders and provided contact information on the medical organization.


    Caitlin read the whole thing twice. Studied the image of Matt, his open smile, his sandy hair, his eyes…then she closed the paper, placed in on her desk, folded her arms across it and lay her cheek on her forearms.


    She stayed that way for a long time. When Zach came in to tell her the club was cleaned and ready to be shut up for the night, she raised her head, nodded and said goodbye.


    Her second-in-charge hovered at the door for a moment. “You okay?”


    She nodded again. “Yeah.”


    He gave her a small smile. “’Cause if you’re not, I can send Josh Blackthorne in.”


    Unfathomable warmth flooded the hollow space in Caitlin’s chest, radiating throughout her body, her soul. Her heart quickened. She straightened a little. “He’s here?”


    Zach chuckled. “Been here since nine. He just spent the last five hours working behind the bar.”


    “He what?”


    “Yep. Said he was waiting for you to finish work so he could walk you home.”


    “But I drove tonight.”


    Zach cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think that’s the point, do you?”


    Looking down at the folded newspaper on her desk, she smoothed her hand over its surface. She thought of everything Josh had done for her since she’d returned from Canberra. Thought of every moment he’d shared with her. Every smile and every laugh. Every breath of pleasure.


    Thought of what he meant to her.


    What she felt for him.


    Love.


    On every level. In every way.


    She’d loved Matt, and she always would, but they had been finished before he’d left for Somalia. They’d had their time and their time was over.


    She’d loved him, but what she felt for Josh was beyond the capabilities of a simple noun to define. What she felt for him and how he made her feel…


    He hadn’t just taken away her loneliness, he’d given her life. And a reason to live it.


    “Want me to tell him to come in?”


    Raising her head, she gave Zach a wide smile, pure happiness flowing through her. “Yeah, I do.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    For the second time since meeting Caitlin Reynolds, Josh stood at her closed office door, trying to discern what music she was listening to on the other side.


    He could hear a faint thump of a bass, but the sound-proofing of the door and walls made it impossible to make out what piece of music that rhythm belonged to.


    Something epic. Something powerful.


    Bach? Beethoven? That’s who she’d been listening to the last time he’d come to her office. Or maybe it was one of the other classical power pieces? His old professor at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music would know…and probably be disappointed he didn’t. The old guy had told him often he had an ear for—


    The door swung open and, like he had when he’d stood in the exact same spot a lifetime ago, he staggered back in startled shock. “Bloody hell, woman.” He gave her a mock glare, the rapid beat of his heart having little to do with being surprised and more to do with the way he felt when looking at her. “Don’t do that.”


    Lips curling in a slow grin, she cocked an eyebrow. “Open the door and let you into my life, you mean?”


    The words sent a wave of tight delight through him. “That,” he said, reaching for her hand to tug her to him, “you can do every damn day.”


    He lowered his head to hers and brushed her lips with a soft kiss. And then straightened. “Hey.” He grinned. “I know this song.”


    The rhythmic throb of Synergy’s second platinum single, “Misplaced”, wafted from her office.


    Caitlin’s lips twitched. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve got a bit of a thing for one of the members of the band.”


    He pulled a face, his groin filling with blood, his chest tightening. “Have you now?”


    She nodded. “Hell, yeah. Have you seen Samuel Gibson? He is—”


    With an animalistic growl, he silenced her with a kiss.


    Tangling her hands in his hair, she laughed into his mouth, a laugh that turned into a groan as he propelled her backward into her office and kicked the door shut.


    “Samuel Gibson,” he muttered with mock irritation against her lips, popping open the button of her fly as he did so. “Seriously? Samuel Gibson?”


    Nipping at his lip, she tugged his T-shirt free of his jeans and slipped her hands up over his stomach, his ribs, his back. “Well, y’know…” she murmured, raking her nails down his spine to wriggle her fingers past his waistband until she cupped his arse cheeks. “He’s so brooding and arrogant and—”


    He kissed her silent again, this time claiming her tongue with his own as he lowered the zipper of her jeans.


    She moaned and laughed at once, moving her hands to his fly to tug it open.


    His cock—already erect and impatient for her—sprang free. She wrapped it in a firm grip, dragging her thumb across its tip as she caught his bottom lip with her teeth.


    The combination of pleasure and pain flooded him with concentrated lust and, with another growl, he tore away from the kiss, yanked opened her jeans and shoved them down over her hips.


    She let out a squeal, fisting a hand in his hair as her cry turned to a laughing moan when he grabbed her butt with a squeezing grip, dropped to his knees and stroked his tongue with fierce intent between her thighs. “Oh, Samuel…” she cooed. “You’re so dominating and brooding and…”


    He squeezed her backside harder, glaring up at her even as unadulterated glee bloomed in his soul. God, she made him happy. “I’ll show you dominating, woman.”


    He lapped at her sex again through the cotton of her panties, loving the way she squirmed when he lingered on the hood of her clit. Digging his fingers into her bottom, he wriggled the tip of his tongue over the sweet spot, fresh blood pumping to his cock as her gasping laughs became panting moans.


    Lifting his head, he stared up at her. “What’s the name of the band member you have a thing for, Reynolds?” he demanded, smoothing his right hand over her hip. He cupped the curve of her sex with his fingers, stroking at her folds through her panties with increasing pressure.


    Around them, the carnal sounds of Synergy’s latest album continued to play, his own voice tearing the air, accompanied by the mesmerising music of four guys who’d shaped the rock world since before he was born.


    She closed her eyes, pressing her hips forward. “Jaxon Campbell.”


    Josh rolled his finger over her cotton-shielded clit. “What’s the name of the band member you have a thing for, Caitlin?” he repeated, inching his other hand up the back of her thigh until he cupped her butt again.


    She moaned, biting her lip as she did so. “Noah—”


    He grabbed the sides of her panties, yanked them down her legs and ran his tongue over her moist pussy lips.


    Her hips bucked forward at his tongue’s caress. “Levi…”


    He thrust his tongue between her legs, parting her folds with its tip before licking at her newly exposed clit.


    “Oh, Josh.” His name left her on a breath, her fingers scraping through his hair.


    Heart wild, cock pulsing, he looked up at her again. “Say it again.”


    Opening her eyes, she gazed down at him. “Josh.”


    A maelstrom of raw emotions surged through him at the undeniable desire burning in her eyes, at the sound of his name uttered with equal want on her lips.


    “Fucking oath,” he murmured, rolling his thumb over her clit.


    She shivered, hitching in a shaky breath. “Fucking oath,” she echoed, pressing her hips forward again.


    He parted her labia with his thumb, a wave of tight heat flowing through him as her creamy juices wet his flesh. “Dominating and arrogant enough for you?”


    Another shiver claimed her. And another as he sank his thumb deeper inside her. She moaned, eyes closing again, her breasts heaving. “Oh…”


    Leaning forward, he licked at her clit, swirling his thumb within her walls in slow circles.


    “Josh.”


    Cock a rigid pole, pulse a rapid beat in his neck, he captured the smooth skin of her inner thigh and sucked.


    She clawed at his scalp and cried out his name.


    He sucked again, wanting to brand her his, needing to mark her. Needing to hear her pleasure as he did so.


    She gave it to him on a ragged groan of his name, scoring hot lines over his head with her nails as she did so.


    Christ, it was good. Better than good. Perfect. Giving her pleasure, feeling that pleasure in her touch…


    He returned his mouth to her pussy, lapping at her clit with frenzied licks. With each stroke, she whimpered. With each whimper, he teased her clit more. Tormented it. Sucked it.


    A shudder wracked through her. A quaking tremble.


    He knew she was on the cusp of an orgasm. Knew he could send her over the edge into screaming release.


    “Please,” she pleaded, ramming her hips forward. “Please…”


    Withdrawing his thumb from inside her, he rose to his feet and captured her lips with a hungry kiss.


    She opened her mouth to his tongue, meeting his savage greed with her own. She ground the curve of her sex to his cock, the warmth of her flesh against the underside of his length and the heavy globes of his balls almost undoing him.


    He feasted on her lips, palming her breast through her shirt as he mauled her arse with his other hand.


    When she dragged her lips from his, offering him her throat in place of her lips as she raked her fingers through his hair, he groaned against her flesh, squeezed her backside and sucked on her skin.


    The second mark. This one where the world could see it.


    “Oh, Josh.” She ground her pussy to his cock, raked her nails over his shoulders. “I want you inside me. Now.”


    The plea lashed at the liquid heat in his core. Released it. He pulled away from her, his breath nothing but choppy pants. He held her stare as he toed off his boots, kicked them aside and lowered his jeans and briefs to the floor.


    “Fuck, you’ve got a stunning cock.”


    A spasm claimed his dick at her words.


    Head spinning, body on fire, he scooped down to the pile of denim at his feet, snatched up his jeans and withdrew his wallet from his back pocket.


    He opened it and removed the condom packet he’d placed in there before leaving to come here. He didn’t want to wear it. He wanted to feel Caitlin’s exquisite heat on his flesh. Wanted to experience her slick pleasure coat his engorged erection as he penetrated her.


    Wanted to be one with her in the most elemental way there was. Skin to skin, with nothing between them.


    Lowering his stare to the packet in his hands, he watched his fingers tear it open. He stiffened to a halt when Caitlin’s fingers touched his. Heart a thumping tattoo in his chest, he raised his head and met her gaze. Died a little at the hope he found in her blue eyes.


    “I…” she began. A blush filled her cheeks. “I mean, you don’t have to…”


    “I’m totally clean, babe,” he said. Christ, why was it so difficult to swallow? “I promise. I get tested every few months and have never done this with anyone without a condom before, and I haven’t…I haven’t slept with anyone…for fucking ages. Honest.”


    She stared at him. Pulled a slow breath. “I trust you. And I’m on the pill. You don’t have to wear one for me if you don’t—”


    He dropped the condom.


    A beatific smile curled her lips. “I take it you don’t.”


    He smoothed his hands over her hips and tugged her to his body. “You take it right,” he whispered.


    She chuckled. “I’m quite smart.”


    “You’re quite perfect.”


    And before she could say another word, he grabbed the hemline of her shirt and yanked it up over her head.


    He removed her bra with shaking hands. Kissed her exposed breasts with reverence. Licked her nipples, sucked them. Bit them. He worked his way down to her pussy, feasting on her moist heat as he removed her feet from her jeans. When she was completely naked before him, he took a step back, removed his shirt and destroyed the tiny distance between them again.


    The sublime sensation of her bare flesh on his, her erect nipples on his chest, the warmth of her belly against the jutting pole of his cock sent a wave of concentrated pleasure through him. He buried his face in the curve of her shoulder, breathing in her scent even as he touched his tongue to her skin.


    She shuddered in his arms, her sigh ripe with urgent need.


    It was too much. That one soft exhalation of breath was too much.


    Without a word, Josh scooped her off the floor, his arms beneath her knees and back, and carried her to her desk.


    He placed her on it, capturing her lips with his, kissing her deeply as he cleared its surface behind her with a single swipe of his arm.


    She wrapped her thighs around his hips, rolling her sodden sex up and down his length. He gripped her hips, holding her to him as he lost himself in her mouth and heat.


    When he couldn’t hold on any longer, when every nerve ending and fibre and molecule in his body thrummed with charged need, he smoothed his hands up her torso and pressed her to the desk with a gentle hand on her right breast.


    She went willingly, stretching out on the mahogany surface, thrusting her breasts up at him in an invitation he could not ignore.


    He covered her body with his, sucking first on one nipple and then the other, his naked cock nudging at her wet centre.


    She whimpered his name. Bunched her fists in his hair and tugged. “Now, Josh,” she begged, pressing her hip upward, the move causing the tip of his erection to part her folds more. “Please…now.”


    His mouth went dry. His breath caught in his throat. Steeling himself against the rush of exquisite pleasure about to overwhelm him, he ran his hands down to her hips, wrapped his fingers around them and, holding her gaze, pulled her into his slow thrust.


    Her tight, slick muscles enveloped him, an incredible pressure of warmth and silken perfection.


    Caitlin’s eyelids fluttered closed. Her pussy contracted around his length. “Oh, Josh.”


    Without releasing her hips, he sank completely into her. All the way to the root of his shaft. Embedded inside her.


    “Jesus,” he moaned, undone by the utter rightness of her most intimate flesh squeezing his. “Fuck, babe, I don’t…”


    Know if I can last. The confession whispered through his head, a heartbeat before he withdrew slowly from her until the very rim of his cock’s head stretched her lips wide, and then slammed back into her.


    Deeper.


    Harder.


    Faster.


    She gasped. “Again.”


    Digging his fingers into her hips, he did it again.


    Tight heat sucked at his buried length.


    Another gasp, louder. “Again.”


    He pulled out to the tip of his cock and then punched forward, pulling her into the thrust.


    A raw cry burst from her, husky and ripe. The open lust and pleasure in its note flayed his senses and he pumped into her again.


    With every penetration, with every powerful stroke, his rhythm increased. With every thrust, Caitlin’s pussy gripped him tighter, took him deeper.


    They moved together, faster, her thighs squeezing his hips, her gasps and moans perfect accompaniment to the sound of Synergy still throbbing on the air.


    “Oh God.” Caitlin arched on the desk, grabbing at its edge, her heels pressing at his backside. “Yes, that’s…that’s so good. I’m…I’m going…”


    Shards of brilliant heat shot through his spine, his groin, up into his belly, his chest. He ground his teeth, sucked breath after breath in through his nose.


    They moved together, faster, harder, until nothing existed except him, her, their ragged breaths, his pounding heart and her whimpers of pleasure.


    “Don’t hold back,” he pleaded when she began to writhe, her inner walls sucking at his length, her eyes shut, her whimpers turning to cries. “I want to feel you come. You’re so tight, so beautiful, fuck, I can’t…I’m going to fucking come. I’m going to fucking come. Come with me, babe. Come…with…me.”


    He slid his hand between their slapping bodies, over the curve of her sex and rubbed her clit, driving deeper and faster into her.


    And when she came, his name bursting from her, he died in the pleasure of her pulsing flesh around his.


    When she moaned and pulled herself into his thrust, when her pussy squeezed his length with wild pulses of release, he gave himself over to his own pleasure, threw back his head and let out a silent roar, his seed erupting from him in a spurting flood.


    He filled her, his rhythm lost to his climax, his eyes shut, digging his fingers into her hips.


    She milked him of his seed, each erratic thrust met with a powerful contraction, gasping his name every time until there was nothing left in his cock, nothing left in his balls.


    He slumped on her, pressing his face to her breasts, his legs trembling, his weak knee trembling. “Holy fuck, Caitlin,” he whispered, the wild thumping of his heart loud in his ears. “I don’t…nothing like that…”


    Her soft chuckle vibrated through his body. “The feeling’s mutual.”


    Raising his head, his length still deep inside her, he found her gaze. “If I tell you I love you, will you tell me the feeling is mutual as well?”


    She stared at him. Around his spent cock, her muscles continued to constrict with the sublime pulses of her fading orgasm. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice husky, her expression enigmatic. “Is it the kind of thing you want to say to me?”


    Inching higher up her body, he traced his fingertips over her bottom lip, holding her gaze. “I fantasized about you years ago after one look at your photo. I fell in lust with you weeks ago after one look at you on the sidewalk. And when you introduced me to your three-legged lizard…” He let her see his small, scared smile. “Yeah,” he went on, touching her lips again. “I think it is the kind of thing I want to say to you.” He brushed his lips over hers. “I love you, Caitlin Reynolds. Completely and utterly. What do you think about that?”


    She studied him, that unreadable, enigmatic expression on her face again. “I think I want to tell you I like you too, Josh.”


    He stared at her, his heart stilling. “Like?” he echoed. “Really?”


    His gut knotted. He’d pushed her too fast. He’d rushed her.


    Her lips curled in a slow smile. “No,” she murmured. “I think—no, I know—I love you too. More than I could ever hope to ex—”


    He kissed her before she could finish.


    Because, seriously, how could he not?


    Kissed her, held her close and then told her he loved her again.


    “I’ve spent the last five years of my life singing songs about love,” he murmured, gazing down at her as he trailed his fingertips over her bottom lip. “Longer if you count all the times I sang songs written by Dad. But it wasn’t until I met you that I truly understood what love really is.”


    A soft smile pulled at the corners of Caitlin’s mouth. Her blue eyes twinkled with open happiness. “And what’s that, Mr. Rock Star?”


    He nibbled a path of kisses up to her ear. “The courage to give everything you are to one person without any expectation of something in return.”


    Her slow intake of breath tickled his senses, as did the way she moved beneath him, smoothing her hands over his back, pressing her hips to his with a gentle upward thrust. “Is that what you did?” she whispered.


    The smoldering embers of his previous orgasm flared deep in his core, licking a trail of mounting tension through him again. He brushed his lips over hers, his cock—nestled so close to her exquisite heat—swelling with renewed desire. “Yes.”


    She raked her hands up into his hair and held his head with two tight fists as she worshipped his lips and tongue with hers.


    He returned that worship with his own, his tongue exploring her teeth, her lips, her mouth, his cock growing fatter, stiffer with each passing swipe and swirl of wet skin on wet skin.


    “Thank you,” she murmured, a lifetime of passionate kisses later.


    He smiled, his pulse a thumping beat in his ears, a surging force in his dick. “For what?”


    She touched his cheek and his jaw with a slow stroke of her fingers. “For being everything you are with me.”


    He chuckled, warmth radiating through his soul. “Anytime. It’s not exactly hard.”


    Caitlin gave him her own chuckle, rolling her hips a little to rub the curve of her sex against his increasingly stiff cock. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that.”


    A heavy throb filled his length. His chest tightened. Lowering his head to hers, he nibbled her bottom lip as he smoothed a hand over her ribcage to capture her breast in a gentle, kneading squeeze. “Everything I am, babe,” he rasped, shifting his hips until the tip of his now rigid dick parted her moist folds. “Everything. Including constantly horny and hungry for you.”


    She closed her eyes and scraped her nails at his shoulders as he penetrated her with the bulbous dome of his cock’s head. “I can live with that,” she declared, her voice husky, wrapping her thigh around his hip. “The feeling is entirely mutual.”


    And to emphasize just how mutual her feelings were on the matter, she dragged her hands down his back, grabbed his butt in a demanding squeeze and pulled him hard to her, driving his length deep into her sex.


    Joining them together in the most elemental way there was.


    He stretched her, filled her. Possessed her. She moved beneath him, wanting more. Needing it all.


    He gave it to her in deep, powerful thrusts that took her closer and closer to the pinnacle of pleasure.


    She held on to him, clung to him, surrendering the last of her confusion to the perfect peace and rapture he created in her.


    She knew there was a time in her life when Josh Blackthorne hadn’t existed in her soul, but she couldn’t remember when. He moved within her as if she was born to be his, fitting to her without flaw. She knew there was a time in her life when she’d been desperately sad and lonely and lost, but that time was nothing more now than a fading shadow dancing on the edge of a rising sun.


    When Josh pulled her upward, when he drew her upper body to his and claimed her lips, his length buried deep inside her, his heart beating in rhythm with hers, she cried out. Not just with passion, not just with pleasure, but with joy unlike any she’d experienced.


    Because as he took her to heights she’d never imagined possible, he took away every doubt and fear she’d had. Not just of being with him, not just of being with a famous rock star, not of all the baggage that came with being in a relationship with a sex-symbol celebrity, but her fears of letting go of Matt. Her fears of saying goodbye to Matt. Saying goodbye to the man she’d once believed she was going to grow old with.


    It tore her heart and made it whole at once.


    And for that, she would love Josh with everything she had.


    Forever.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Have you seen the line for people waiting to get in here?” Mandy poured Caitlin a drink from the other side of the main bar, eyes wide, the expression on her face more than a tad shell-shocked. “We are going to hit capacity within the first few seconds of opening the door.”


    “It’s going to be a big one,” Zach agreed, wiping down the spotless counter with a swipe of the ubiquitous white towel he carried over his shoulder whenever he was on the business side of the bar. “Getting extra staff for the night was a wise move, boss.”


    Twisting on her heel to rest her elbows on the marble counter, her heart doing its best to thump its way out of her chest, Caitlin ran a slow inspection over the bevy of activity in her nightclub.


    Temporarily hired wait staff, bar staff and security staff moved around the as-yet patron-free floor, preparing the place for the insane influx of frenzied Synergy and Josh Blackthorne fans currently waiting in a far-from-quiet queue outside the main door.


    It was a sight to behold, one that filled Caitlin with both excitement and nerves.


    Who would have thought when she’d opened the Chaos Room that the hottest rock star on the planet would perform in it?


    How had all this happened?


    How the fuck had all this happened?


    The sound of a guitar being played softly, the strings being individually plucked and stroked with masterful talent, was the only answer she needed.


    She slid her gaze to the man perched on a stool in the middle of the club’s low stage and couldn’t help but draw a slow breath. Christ, he was…


    Incredible?


    Amazing?


    Sexy?


    Perfect?


    Hers.


    As if aware she studied him, Josh raised his focus from his fingers moving over the strings of his guitar and looked at her.


    A liquid heat pooled in Caitlin’s core.


    He was the one who’d made this all happen, and he was in love with her.


    Could life get any better?


    He gave her a slow smile and a wink. On any other man that wink would come off as cheeky, almost smug, but on Josh it was straight-up, one-hundred percent wonderful.


    That wink was for her. No one else.


    For her.


    Just as she was for him. No one else. Him.


    For a moment, the thought of the slurs directed at her in the media and on the social networks scratched at her happiness.


    Three afternoons ago, she and Josh had been photographed holding hands as they entered the Chaos Room. Since then, the celebrity gossip sites had been filled with fresh insinuation and allegations that she’d targeted Josh, used her grief as a means to ensnare him and was now milking his fame and her killed fiancé’s fame to further her club’s status.


    She refused to let those slurs destroy her. She’d spoken to Matt’s parents who, while still grieving their son, understood. She’d spoken to her parents, who also understood. She hadn’t needed to speak to her friends or Uncle L, because they already understood.


    Now, standing here in the Chaos Room with Josh smiling at her from the stage, she wanted the world to understand as well.


    Josh hadn’t taken away her love for Matt. No one could do that. He’d given her the strength to love again.


    “Ten minutes, boss.” A firm hand covered her shoulder and Zach’s deep voice rumbled behind her. “Strop’s opening the door and letting people in in ten minutes. Are you ready?”


    Pulling in a slow breath, her gaze held by Josh’s dark eyes, she nodded.


    “This is an incredible thing he is doing,” the woman on Caitlin’s left—a representative from Doctors Without Borders—exclaimed. “I am still in awe.”


    “He is incredible,” Caitlin corrected, giving Josh a secretive smile that told him exactly what she wanted to do to him. She shot the woman a quick glance. “If you’ll excuse me, I better go tell him we are about to let people in.”


    She crossed the dance floor to the stage, her heels clicking on the polished wooden surface, her heat beating faster. Zach yelled at everyone, a warning of expectations and time left before opening.


    Caitlin heard it with a distant awareness, like a vague sound relegated to white noise. All that mattered, all that really mattered, was the man on the stage watching her.


    A man who removed the guitar strap from around his neck as she drew closer, slid his butt off the stool he’d been perched on and lowered himself into a crouch at the stage’s edge, his lips curling into a slow, seductive smile. “Heya, beautiful.”


    She rolled her eyes, curling her fingers around the velvet rope barrier she’d insisted on being erected to keep any overenthusiastic patrons from climbing onto the stage. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Blackthorne.”


    He chuckled, shifting a little on the balls of his feet.


    Caitlin glared up at him with mock agitation. “You’re going to make your knee ache if you keep doing that.”


    Mischief twinkled in his eyes. “Remind me not to go down on one knee when I ask you to marry me then.”


    Caitlin’s heart skipped a beat. Or three. Letting him see not only her delighted blush, but also her rather dopey smile at the notion of being married to him, she nodded. “Shall do. Now get your butt back on the chair, Mr. Rock Star. We’re about to open.”


    “First things first,” he answered, a second before leaping the short distance off the stage to land directly before her on the other side of the rope.


    She saw his jaw bunch a second before he slid his fingers into her hair and captured her lips with his, kissing her with slow, thorough attention and passion.


    Pulling away, he smirked down at her. “Now, I can start singing.”


    She grinned. “That hurt your knee, didn’t it?”


    He nodded, his smirk stretching wider. “Oh, yeah.”


    With another roll of her eyes and a wonderful bloom of contented warmth in her belly, she chuckled. “Thought so. Need help getting back on the stage, Limpy?”


    He snorted. “Nope.”


    And with a flourish, he spun on his heel, grabbed the edge of the chest-high stage and hauled himself up onto it, his biceps and triceps flexing with smooth strength under the black T-shirt he wore.


    “Opening the doors in one minute, boss,” Zach shouted from the bar. “You ready?”


    She cocked an eyebrow at Josh, who was wincing with melodramatic pain as he deposited himself on his stool. “You ready?”


    Threading the strap of his acoustic guitar around his shoulder, he shifted his butt on the stool and rested his heel on the low cross bar, taking his weight off his damaged knee. “What do you think?”


    Caitlin laughed, a wave of concentrated happiness and love rushing through her. “Remind me,” she said over her shoulder as she turned away from him, “to stock up on liniment at the all-night pharmacy on the way home tonight.”


    “Thirty seconds, boss,” Zach called.


    “Just tell Strop to open the bloody doors, Zachary,” she told her second-in-charge with a smile as she made her way back to the bar. “The wait is killing me.”


    By the time she made it to the marble counter and took the squat glass of whisky Mandy offered her, the dance floor was almost overflowing with screaming, squealing, excited people.


    By the time she raised her glass to her lips, she could barely make Josh out behind the sea of squirming, near-ecstatic fans and squeeing women holding up their smartphones to snap shot after shot of the world’s hottest rock star.


    “Security is holding firm,” Zach murmured in her ear. “They’re keeping everyone behind the rope.”


    Caitlin’s tummy clenched. Nerves threaded through her joy. She’d had many successful bands and singers perform in the Chaos Room, all with their own manic fan base and groupies. She’d never once worried about their personal safety though. She trusted her crew implicitly.


    Never loved any of those ones though, did you?


    She stared at the spot she’d last caught a glimpse of Josh. He’d insisted on being on the stage when the night’s patrons entered the room. Said he liked seeing people as they walked in, before the glare of the spotlight erased them from his sight. Told her it gave him a chance to connect with them before he started singing.


    Shifting her feet, she gripped the glass of scotch in her hand. Normally, she’d head out to her office to watch the event via CCTV.


    Normally, she’d have Bach or Beethoven playing in the background.


    Normally, she’d not be impatient for the performance to be over so she could drag Josh into said office and reclaim him as hers from the slathering crowd with her tongue, her lips, her teeth and her body.


    Ten minutes later—during which Zach provided a wholly unnecessary but thoroughly entertaining running commentary on what Josh was doing; signing autographs, mugging it up for the cameras, accepting gifts of single roses and soft-toy animals—a ripple of excitement rushed through the crowd of people crammed onto the dance floor and around its perimeter.


    “He’s just given me the nod,” Zach whispered in her ear. “Showtime.”


    Caitlin pulled in a slow breath.


    A heartbeat later, the stage lights turned off, plunging the stage and dance floor into darkness.


    A frenzied squeal of excitement tore the air, a collective reaction to the moment everyone in there was waiting for. It grew louder, louder. People whistled and stamped their feet. Another heartbeat of darkness passed, followed by a single stage light coming to life, illuminating Josh in a soft, white beam that fell over the back of his head and shoulders, casting his face in shadows.


    The screams grew insane. The excitement in the room grew to fever-point.


    And then, as Josh’s fingers began to move over the strings of his acoustic guitar, silence fell from those in the club.


    Complete, reverent, awe-struck silence.


    Caitlin had never heard anything like it. A shiver shot up her spine. A lump filled her throat. She stared at the stage, her view of Josh blurred by sudden tears, hot and wonderful tears. Tears of pride and elation and love.


    With just a few simple strokes of his fingers, Josh Blackthorne had rendered the club speechless.


    Left her reeling.


    And more in love with him, if that was even possible.


    The notes danced from the strings of his guitar, caressed the silence, seduced it—the pure sound of an old guitar played by a man of unfathomable talent.


    “Fuck,” Zach whispered at her ear, “he can play.”


    Caitlin swallowed. Licked her lips. Smiled.


    She drew in another quick breath when he raised his head, found her with his gaze and said, “For Caitlin,” as the notes he played turned into the beginning of “Today”, a song written by his father for the only woman Nick had ever loved.


    The crowd erupted in squeals, whistles and cheers. The noise rose to deafening levels and fell silent again when Josh opened his lips and began to sing.


    “I’ll hold you till you let me.


    And then plead for time…”


    As the words left Josh, sung with the same raw emotion his father was known for, Caitlin forgot how to breathe.


    “I’ll hold you for all time.


    My heart, I give you mine today


    Today.


    My heart.”


    The song ended. Josh gazed at her once more through the audience, his smile only for her, and then, as the crowd cheered and went crazy with excitement, that smile spread into his famous smirk and he held up a hand, resting his other one on the curve of his guitar. “Wow, you guys are incredible.”


    Fresh screams and cheers filled the club. Josh laughed, waving his hand for silence. “And so good for my ego,” he continued when the noise settled…somewhat.


    Once again, he had to wait a while before he could go on.


    Caitlin watched him, unable to contain her grin.


    “All right, all right.” He shushed the crowd with a laugh. “You’ll make my head grow too big and I’ll get kicked out of bed tonight for taking up all the room.”


    There were more squeals and cheers. More laughter from Josh.


    More grinning from Caitlin. She wanted to tell people she’d never kick him out of her bed but figured that wasn’t overly professional.


    Still, she couldn’t help but preen a little and press her thighs together at the throbbing beat in her pussy the thought of being in bed with Josh created.


    “Now.” Josh held up his hand once again, his smirk fading to a serious expression. “I’m assuming you all know why I’m here, but if you don’t, I’m gonna tell you. Tonight, all proceeds raised from this special one-off unplugged performance go toward Doctors Without Borders.”


    The crowd, utterly captivated by Josh, burst into wild applause and cheers. Feet stamped with wild enthusiasm. Smartphone camera flashes peppered the air.


    “Doctors Without Borders,” Josh continued once the room had quieted down again, “is an international humanitarian organization created by doctors and journalists in France in 1971. Today, Doctors Without Borders, or MSF as the organization is also known, Médecins Sans Frontières…” He paused for a second, giving the audience his famous smirk. “By the way, did you like my French accent there?”


    The room erupted in woops of delighted cheers.


    Josh grinned. “So good for my ego,” he muttered with a shake of his head. “Damn, you lot are so good for my ego. Anyways, today MSF provides independent, impartial assistance in more than sixty countries to people whose survival is threatened by violence, neglect or catastrophe, primarily due to armed conflict, epidemics, malnutrition, exclusion from health care or natural disasters. They are constantly facing down danger and risking their lives to provide medical aid to those most in need regardless of their race, religion or political affiliation. In other words—” he paused again, his expression growing more serious as he ran his gaze over the crowd, “—they are bloody incredible and deserve all the support and recognition I can give them. All the support and help you can give them. Which is why you’re here, right?”


    Once again, the crowd hanging on his every word erupted in bellowing cheers and whistles.


    Josh nodded like a loving parent, proud of their child. “That’s what I thought,” he called. “Now I’m sure…” He waited, commanding the room to hush with a hand. “I’m sure you have read or heard just this month of the tragic loss of Matt Corvin, an Australian doctor who volunteered with MSF almost a year ago. This performance tonight is to honour Matt’s selfless sacrifice. To let the world know the reason he gave his life has not been forgotten. To show the world we can help, even if we have no damn clue how to hold a scalpel, we can help. And will help. Yes?”


    The responding roar of approval shook the walls.


    Caitlin closed her eyes, almost undone by the power in Josh’s voice.


    “All right,” he cried. “Let’s make some noise for Matt.”


    With the crowd screaming and cheering, he began the next song, the harrowing lyrics of Synergy’s “Misplaced” filling the club.


    “Holy fuck,” she murmured, chest tight. “He really is incredible.”


    “And holy fuck,” a male voice uttered on her right, the words somehow nervous even as a laugh tripped over each syllable. “He can sing.”


    A prickling heat razed Caitlin’s spine. Her hair crawled on her scalp. Her lips went numb. Opening her eyes, she turned to the man beside her and let out a silent whimper.


    There, not four inches away, stood Matt.


    “Hey, Caity.” Lips she had kissed a thousand times curled in a hesitant, sheepish smile. “Miss me?”


    She stared at him. Her breath caught in her throat. “But you’re dead,” she whispered.


    He shook his head in a confused side-to-side motion, his gaze never leaving her face. “No, there was a mistake. They…didn’t the Federal Minister let you…someone was meant to contact you, let you…” He shook his head again, placing his fingertips on her jawline. “First things first,” he said and lowered his head to brush a soft kiss on her lips.


    Caitlin didn’t move.


    Couldn’t move. How could she when she was being kissed by a ghost?


    “You have no idea how often I’ve thought of doing that in the last five days,” Matt murmured, his breath a warm tickle on her lips.


    Warm.


    How can his breath, his lips be warm? How can that be if he’s a ghost?


    Breath still trapped in her lungs, Caitlin wrapped her hands around his wrists and pulled away from him, unable to stop staring at him. “Matt?”


    His name fell from her on a hoarse croak. Around them, the crowd cheered and sang along with Josh.


    Josh, whose voice stirred in her something deep and profound.


    Josh, who loved her…


    “Matt?” she whispered again. “I…I don’t…” She stopped. Shook her head. Stared at him. Her heart twisted. Her stomach knotted.


    A frown pulled at Matt’s forehead. Worry crossed his face, a face—Caitlin noticed for the first time—scarred and far more gaunt than it had been when he’d left for Somalia. “Christ, honey,” he whispered, cupping the side of her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I thought you knew by now. The federal minister told me when I touched down in Sydney he would contact you.”


    She swallowed. There were words in her brain, churning in there, tumbling over each other, but what those words were, Caitlin didn’t know.


    Josh?


    Love?


    Taking a break?


    Not dead?


    Tight cold clamped around her heart. “How can you be alive?” she whispered.


    On stage, Josh began singing “Destiny’s Hope”, Synergy’s latest multi-platinum hit. The crowd erupted in ecstatic cheers, clapping and stamping their feet.


    A lopsided smile pulled at Matt’s lips and he threaded his fingers through Caitlin’s. Tugging her closer to him, he lowered his lips to her ear. “How about we continue this conversation in your office? The rock star’s making it hard to hear each other.”


    The rock star’s singing for you. And why are you kissing me?


    “Caitlin?” Matt’s breath tickled her ear. He skimmed his fingers over the curve of her hip, drawing her closer still to his body. “Can we go to your office? I need…I want…”


    Scrunching up her face, Caitlin swallowed. Every fibre in her body wanted her to look at Josh, to see him up there on stage. To see if he was looking at her…


    “Honey?” Matt smoothed his hand over her bottom, up to the small of her back. He brushed his lips against her ear in a warm and tender caress. “Please?”


    Throat thick, Caitlin pulled away from him. Stared at him.


    He smiled, the hope in his gaze shadowed by a haunted uncertainty. “It’s been so long,” he said. “I want to…I just want to hold…to talk to you so much.”


    Her head swam. Her pulse pounded. Her stomach churned. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. Just let me tell Zach where I’m going.”


    Turning, she found her second-in-charge behind the bar, watching her. Watching them both, his arms folded over his massive chest, his expression unreadable. “I’m…” she began, mouth dry. “My office…”


    Zach’s jaw bunched and he nodded without a word.


    “Heya, Zach,” Matt said at Caitlin’s side, holding out his hand to Zach. Caitlin couldn’t help but notice the flesh above his wrist was free of hair and pinkish-white.


    A scar. Freshly healed. From what?


    “Matt.” Zach engulfed Matt’s hand in a small shake. “Long time no see. You’re looking…alive.”


    Smoothing his other hand up Caitlin’s back, Matt laughed. “You could say that.”


    Caitlin’s tummy coiled. She swallowed again. An urge to turn around, to look at Josh still singing on the stage, still pouring his heart into every word, itched at her. But how could she look at Josh when Matt was alive and standing right beside her, his warm hand resting on her back, his scent—the one she’d ached to smell again for so many nights—in every breath she took? How could she look at Josh when Matt had just kissed her?


    Why would she want to look at another man?


    Because you love that other man. You love Josh. Because he is the future you want now. Because you and Matt were over. Because he—


    “Ready, honey?”


    Caitlin blinked at Matt’s soft voice in her ear. She frowned. God, she finally understood what the term shell shocked meant.


    He smiled at her, smoothing his hand higher up her back. “Your office?”


    Licking her lips, she straightened her shoulders. “Office.” She flicked Zach a look. “You’ve got the floor, Zach,” she said, yet even to her ears she sounded…distant.


    Her second-in-charge gave her a slow nod, that curiously ambiguous expression on his face again. “Sure, boss. What do you want me to tell Blackthorne when he’s done?”


    Caitlin opened her mouth. And then closed it again. With a shake of her head, she turned away. She didn’t know what to tell Zach. Just as she didn’t know what to say to Josh.


    Oh God, what did she say to Josh?


    What did she say to Matt?


    Catching her bottom lip with her teeth, her heart a wild rhythm in her throat, she threaded her fingers through her fiancé’s, gave him a small smile and led him through the crowded club. To the door marked private at the side of the stage.


    She didn’t look at Josh. She couldn’t.


    If she did, if she saw him looking at her, she didn’t know what she would do.


    She truly didn’t.


    A few moments later, no more than a dozen heartbeats, she opened the door to her office and stepped inside, Matt following.


    Another heartbeat later, the door closed behind them both, cutting them off completely from the sound of Josh’s amazing performance.


    The air pressed on her. Cold. Suffocating.


    Releasing Matt’s hand, she made her way to her desk, scrubbing her palms on her thighs as she did so.


    “Caity?” Matt spoke behind her. “You’re…stunned, aren’t you?”


    “That’s one word,” she murmured, hugging her elbows.


    Warm hands touched the curve of her hips, followed by warm lips on the back of her neck. “Fuck, honey,” Matt whispered, skimming his fingers over her hips to the plane of her belly. “I didn’t think I’d ever get to do this again.”


    “I didn’t think you wanted to,” she whispered.


    If he heard her, he didn’t respond. Instead, he tugged her back to his body, his breath fanning the side of her neck as he rained a trail of soft kisses up to the little dip below her ear the way he used to when they were still crazy in love.


    Caitlin closed her eyes, willing the warmth of sexual awakening at his familiar touch to flood her.


    It didn’t. Instead, all that unfurled through her was more confusion.


    And guilt.


    Twisting in Matt’s loose embrace, she flattened her palms to his chest—still broad, but not as hard with muscle as it had been the last time she’d touched him so—and gently disengaged herself from his arms.


    He looked at her, eyebrows dipping into a puzzled frown.


    “I need…” She pulled a slow breath, closed her hands into fists and then held them out to him, palms forward. “I need an explanation, Matt. For starters, you ended us before you left. For months, I never let anyone know that, even as I feared for you. Even when I knew we weren’t together anymore, I refused to move on, certain you weren’t dead. And then three weeks ago, the Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs tells me they’ve found a body in a mass grave wearing not only your MSF I.D. tag but buried with the medical satchel I gave you. A day later, the whole country is told you’re dead via an official statement from the prime minister’s office. The whole country, Matt. And now you’re standing here. In my club, my office, very much alive. Kissing me!”


    She stopped, an invisible weight crushing her chest, her head roaring with emotions she couldn’t begin to decipher. Swiping her hand over her mouth, she stared at him and shook her head.


    “I need an explanation,” she repeated, the word muffled not just by her palm, but by her shock. “I need to know where you’ve been.”


    And why you seem to want me back?


    She didn’t ask the last question aloud. Instead, it twisted at her guilt and churned her stomach.


    For a moment, Matt didn’t reply. He studied her, resting his hands on his hips, his jaw bunched. And then, with his own slow breath, he nodded. “Okay.” He dragged his hands through his hair, the action revealing more pinkish-white flesh running the length of his under arm, from wrist to beneath the short sleeve of his polo shirt. “Okay.”


    Caitlin’s chest grew tighter. As much as she wanted to ask about his scars, she wanted to know where he’d been. She had to know.


    “On the day of the attack,” he said, holding her stare with his, “there were five of us MSF doctors at the camp from various countries, along with six nurses. We also had four Somali med students. Four young men desperate to learn what we could teach them so they could help their countrymen. There was also a small auxiliary crew of Somali volunteers who helped with laundry, bandages, feeding patients, that kind of stuff. When the militants first hit, they were targeting the Somali only. They were brutal. Barbaric. When it became obvious the militants weren’t trying to kill the MSF team, I gave my ID badge to the student I’d been working with for the two weeks. We were hiding in the supply tent at that point, cowering behind a stack of boxes containing empty syringes. I figured I’d be able to talk my way out of being shot even if I wasn’t wearing a badge, but Amiin stood more chance of survival if we were found and they thought he was a foreign doctor.”


    He let out a hollow chuckle. The sound, devoid of any humour or mirth, twisted a cold blade in Caitlin’s soul.


    “On reflection,” he went on, raking his hands through his hair again, “it makes little sense now, but when you are surrounded by gun shots, screaming people and destruction, your brain doesn’t really do you any favours. I know I’d ended you and I, but all I could think about was getting home to you, seeing you again. Telling you I was sorry, telling you I was wrong. And when Amiin begged God to let him survive so he could see his girlfriend again, when he tried to run, I understood so much I did the first thing I could think of. I gave him my badge and my satchel and told him to try and hide.”


    He tore his fingers through his hair again with a tension so fierce it pulled the sandy-blond strands back from his temples. Caitlin’s breath caught in her throat. For the first time since he’d appeared at her side at the bar, she saw a thick white jagged scar running down the right side of his face from just below his hairline to down past his ear.


    Oh God, what had he lived through?


    “The gunshots were getting closer to us,” he said, dropping his hands from his head. He rubbed at a palm with the backs of his knuckles, his stare jumping about the space at her feet. “We were going to be found if we didn’t move. I shoved my stuff at Amiin, made him take them and ordered him to try and get somewhere safe. I followed barely a second later. But it was too late. I can remember the side of the tent disappearing in a blast of red, boiling smoke. I can remember more screaming, whose, I don’t know. Maybe Amiin’s. Probably mine. I remember gunshots so loud my eardrums felt pierced. All I can remember after that is nothingness.”


    He raised his head and looked at her, the torment in his face filling Caitlin with pain.


    “I woke from a coma five days ago.” He shrugged. “The first thought in my mind was about you. I was in a hospital in Las Anod. No one knew who I was. I identified myself, asked them to contact the Australian High Commission in Kenya and waited. In the time it took for the high commissioner to reach the hospital, the doctors explained what had happened to me…” He touched the scar on his head with a wry snort. “Twice while I was in a coma, someone from the Australian High Commission came to the hospital, but neither time were they shown into where I was. I don’t know why. The doctors and nurses at the hospital don’t know why. The foreign affairs minister suspects money was involved. Perhaps a planned ransom demand? I still don’t know what happened to Amiin. I guess it was his body incorrectly identified as mine.”


    Caitlin drew in a ragged breath, an invisible fist clenching around her throat. “Oh, God,” she whispered. “Matt. I’m…I don’t…I can’t imagine what…” She pressed her fingers to her mouth, tears prickling her eyes. “Shit, Matt.”


    He smiled, the expression at once sad and full of happiness. “Just say you’re glad to see me, Caity. I know I called off the engagement. I know I broke your heart, and I know it’s not going to be easy getting used to me being back…especially after you said goodbye to me—twice—but tell me you’re glad to see me and we can—”


    “Babe?” Josh’s voice filled the room. “I’m mid-set and Mandy said you were—”


    Caitlin swung around. Her stare found Josh, his hand still wrapped around the knob of her office door, standing one step inside, his stare fixed on Matt.


    The blood drained from her face. Her heart smashed into her throat. A heavy roar filled her ears. “Josh,” she said, extending her hand toward Matt, her mouth drier than dust, her stomach rolling in on itself in sickening knots. “This is Matt. Matt, this is Josh Blackthorne.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Someone had sucked the air from the room. That had to be the reason Josh couldn’t draw a breath. Had to be.


    It was that or the presence of the dead man standing a mere foot away from Caitlin. And as far as ridiculous, impossible situations went, walking into a room-sized vacuum made more sense than a dead man being alive. Right?


    The dead man, the man who Caitlin had planned to marry, turned to face Josh, his lips stretching in a warm, friendly smile as he walked towards Josh, hand extended.


    Josh tripped back a step. Just one. But it was enough to make the dead man laugh.


    “Hi, Josh,” Matt Corvin said, his voice far from dry and raspy and lifeless. “It’s nice to meet you.” He wrapped his fingers around Josh’s in a firm shake.


    Josh gaped down at the hand engulfing his. It was warm. Weren’t dead men meant to be cold?


    And inert?


    Blinking at the unexpected sensation of flesh against flesh, he lifted his stare to Corvin’s face. “Err…”


    The doctor laughed again, a good-natured sound no lifeless corpse was ever supposed to make. “I see Caitlin’s not the only one shocked by my appearance. If it helps, I don’t think the Australian press knows either.”


    Unable to find a word of response in the confused chaos of his brain, Josh stared at the dead man some more.


    What the fuck?


    “Matt’s been in a coma in a hospital in Kenya for eight months.” Caitlin’s soft declaration scraped at Josh, making him blink. He jerked his head towards the woman he loved, his chest constricting.


    She studied him, her expression unreadable.


    Fuck, what did she just say?


    Moving her gaze to the dead man standing so close to her, she rubbed at the tops of her thighs with her palms. “He came out of it five days ago. Until then, no one knew who he was,” she went on, the words at once making no sense to Josh and all the sense in the world. “The body they discovered wearing his I.D. wasn’t him. It was a med student who’d been working with him when the militants attacked. Matt gave him his Doctors Without Borders badge, hoping that would save his life. But it didn’t.”


    Josh stared at the guy whose photo hung on the wall in Caitlin’s living room. He swallowed, his gut a mass of churning knots. “And now you’re here.”


    Matt let out a wry chuckle, smoothing his hand over Caitlin’s back as he smiled at her. “And now I’m here. The only place I want to be. With Caity.”


    Pain punched into Josh. Slammed into his stomach. He stared at the two of them, a thick tension choking him. Making it impossible to breathe. The scars he could see on Corvin’s cheek, jaw and temple mocked the stunned grief radiating through him.


    Caitlin’s small smile for her fiancé ripped at his heart. As did the way Matt Corvin leaned closer to her and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead.


    No. No she’s mine! The thought roared through Josh’s head, furious and wild.


    He drove his hands into balled fists, staring at Caitlin and Matt both, hating the man in front of him. Hating someone who was meant to be dead. Who was meant to not be here, not in Caitlin’s office. Not holding her close. Hating him for being exactly where Josh had expected to be. Hating him for being alive.


    “Can I just say—” Matt turned to face Josh, his smile open and friendly and genuine as he tucked Caitlin into his side, “—what you’re doing tonight is amazing. I haven’t had a chance yet to talk to the representative for the MSF—I wanted to see Caity first—but wow, I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done.”


    What I’ve done? Fallen in love with your fiancée? Given my heart and soul to her? Lost myself in her body so many times I can’t—


    “No thank yous needed,” Josh forced the words from his constricted throat. Forced a smile—no, a smirk—to his lips. He was Josh Blackthorne, after all. That’s what Josh Blackthorne, rock star, did. Smirk his way through life, never letting anything get under his skin. He rolled with the shit, rolled with the changes life threw at him and picked a new path to limp down. “It was my pleasure.”


    He stopped himself from looking at Caitlin when he said that. He had to. If he looked at her, if he saw any question, any doubt in her eyes, his smirk would crack and he’d become the biggest bastard in the world.


    If he looked into Caitlin’s eyes and saw what he wanted to be there more than anything else—love for him—it wouldn’t matter that Matt Corvin had come back from the dead to be with her. It wouldn’t matter that the Australian media would paint him as the most heinous fucking prick on the planet, he would tell Matt that Caitlin was his. He would take her from the good doctor and he would never, ever regret it.


    So he didn’t look at her.


    Instead, he drew a deep breath, let his smirk become more cocky, more arrogant, more…rock starrish, and gave Matt a nod. “I’ve gotta get back out there. Songs to be sung, women to seduce. A rock star’s life is never done.”


    He heard Caitlin’s soft gasp. He felt it as well. Like a knife to his soul. Like a bullet to his heart.


    Matt stuck his hand out again, gratitude shining in his face. “Sure, sure.” He grabbed Josh’s offered hand and pumped it with enthusiasm. “I appreciate all you’re doing. Hope you don’t mind if I keep Caitlin out here in her office though. It’s been too long since I…” He let out a shy chuckle and turned to her with a smile. “Since I was alive with her.”


    Hiding his inability to look at Caitlin in a showy display of laughing consideration, hands held up, eyes closed with braying guffaws, Josh spun away from them. “Understand completely,” he threw over his shoulder as he walked for Caitlin’s door. “It’s fucking good to know you’re not dead, mate. The country is going to go wild for your story.”


    “Josh?”


    He froze at Caitlin’s raised voice, his heart spearing into his throat at the hesitancy he heard in it.


    Don’t turn around, dude. Don’t turn—


    Unable to refuse her anything, even that which would tear him apart, Josh pivoted on his heel and looked at her. Met her gaze.


    She stared at him, her bottom lip caught between her teeth, her eyes… Confusion swam in their blue depths. Confusion, guilt, uncertainty. And something else, an emotion he refused to let himself see. Refused to let himself believe was there. For her sake, and for the doctor’s, an infinitely better human being than Josh could ever hope to be.


    Clenching his jaw, he chuckled. “Time’s up, Reynolds. I gotta get back to it. Tell your uncle he was right about the lasagna.”


    She studied him, her lips curling in a smile so beautiful, so…sad he would never forget it. “You liked it?”


    He dropped her a wink, a void of pain where his heart used to be. “It was the best.”


    And before he could do anything stupid, anything at all, he turned and left her office.


    He didn’t look back.


    His footfalls bounced off the walls of the narrow concrete corridor as he made his way back to the nightclub’s main area, the irregular rhythm of his limp emphasized in the silence. His heart punched at his breastbone like a cruel sledgehammer, a rising beat that flooded his head with deafening thumps, louder even than the muffled thud, thud, thud coming from the DJ’s speakers out in the nightclub proper.


    Reaching the door, he wrapped his fingers around the cold steel knob, closed his eyes and drew a long, slow breath.


    “It was the best,” he repeated on a low whisper, picturing Caitlin in his mind. He held on to that image. Made it a part of who he was, who he would always be now.


    “Never had better,” he finished before he yanked open the door, nodded at the two enormous security guys waiting for him either side of it and stepped out onto the club’s main floor.


    The crowd filling the Chaos Room erupted in a wave of adoration and idol worship.


    He saw the Doctors Without Borders representative in the ecstatic, writhing throng of people. He saw more than one celebrity reporter there as well, smiling at him, cheering for him. Watching him.


    Waiting for him.


    Hanging on his every moment.


    His every move.


    Hundreds of strangers beyond excited to see him, to exist with him, to breathe the same air as he did, if only for this one brief night.


    To love him.


    He didn’t want any of it. All he wanted…


    Driving his fingers into his palms, he stared at the excited crowd, thought about Caitlin back in her office, with Matt, the man this concert was all about…


    He threw his arms above his head, tossed back his head and let out a wild cry. “Time’s up,” he roared. “Let’s make some noise.”


    He ran to the stage, slapping offered hands as he went, his knee a hot ball of agony. He launched himself up the stairs, snatched up his guitar, perched himself on his stool and, without waiting for the cheers to die down, began to play.


    Losing himself to the music.


    He played until his fingers bled. Way beyond the set list he’d intended. Played every song recorded by Synergy, damn near every song recorded by his father.


    He gave himself over to the notes and the lyrics so he couldn’t give himself over to jealousy at the thought of Caitlin in her fiancé’s arms. And when he could play no more, when his fingers were so raw every note strummed and plucked was like torture, he played one more song.


    One more.


    A song he’d intended to play for Caitlin when the club was empty except for the two of them. A song he’d planned to sing as he lowered himself down on one knee before her, a question in his heart.


    The song his father had used to propose to his mother in front of a whole town.


    When the song finished, when the last of the lyrics slipped from his lips, he pushed himself from his stool, held up his guitar with one hand, bowed and then walked from the stage.


    Zach met him at the bottom of the stairs, the club’s second-in-charge making the hovering security guards look small in comparison.


    Zach. Not Caitlin. Not Caitlin and Matt.


    Just Zach.


    “That was out of the park, dude.” Zach slapped his palm against Josh’s, his smile wide. “Incredible.”


    Josh waved away the compliment. “Not bad for a wounded soccer player, I guess.”


    Zach laughed.


    “It’s been awesome, dude,” Josh said, leaning closer the guy. “But I gotta go.”


    Dark eyes studied him. “I figured you might say that.”


    Josh’s snort was wry. “Fate fucks with us all one way or another. Thank God, I can write songs about it or I’d be a resentful, bitter wanker. Take care, okay?”


    “What do you want me to tell the boss?”


    Chest tight, Josh gave Zach a slow smile. “Tell her…” He paused, clenched his jaw and let out a slow, steady breath. “Tell her not to just be alive, but to live. And to be happy.”


    And without another word, flanked by security guards, guitar in hand, he exited the Chaos Room.


    Flagging down a taxi didn’t take long at all. He climbed into the back of the cab when it arrived, nodded a thank you to his impromptu bodyguards and settled back into the seat.


    “Where to?” the driver’s question filled the quiet of the cab.


    “Home,” Josh answered.


    “Where’s that?”


    Josh closed his eyes. “Murriundah.”


    Like she had a lifetime ago, Caitlin watched Josh climb into the back of a taxi outside the club via the CCTV feed in her office. She watched him pull the door closed and watched the taxi drive away.


    For the twentieth time in the last hour, she pressed her finger against the rewind key and took the footage—now over a fortnight old—back to the point where Josh appeared at the bottom of the screen.


    Like it did every time she watched this particular one hundred and twenty seconds of recorded footage, her throat seized and her chest constricted.


    Watching Josh Blackthorne walk out of her life had become a drug of the most tormenting, addictive kind.


    Knowing it was the last captured footage of the rock star since his disappearance from the public eye fourteen days ago only made it worse.


    The lump in Caitlin’s throat grew thicker. Unable to stop herself, she gnawed on her bottom lip. Matt had commented only the day before she seemed determined to chew the damn thing off. She’d known then, as she did now, he’d wanted to place a gentle kiss on her lip, to soothe her obvious stress and agitation. The trouble was, every time he tried to draw her close to his body, her stomach clenched. Every time he tried to hold her, she stiffened.


    She pulled away, made an excuse, any excuse, to deflect his attention.


    At this point, she half suspected if she uttered the words, “The doctor said not to push yourself,” one more time, Matt would likely scream. If she said the words, “I need more time to think,” again, he’d probably do the same.


    So she spent long hours at the Chaos Room, overseeing every little detail of its running, days and nights double checking everything Zach did, everything her more-than-competent staff did. She turned the already precision-run workings of her club into a thing of perfection, every second assigned and controlled.


    They thought she’d gone mad. She’d heard more than one disgruntled complaint muttered behind her back about being slave driven by an Orwellian boss who’d forgotten the meaning of the word relax.


    She didn’t care. What she did care about, however, was what Matt was thinking. Because despite the fact the last fourteen days hadn’t exactly been the romantic happy ever after between them the Australian media seemed obsessed with portraying every chance they got, Caitlin hated hurting him.


    Hated it.


    And she was.


    She knew that.


    Which is why she left for work at dawn and didn’t return until the wee hours of the morning, long after Matt had fallen asleep on his side of the bed, his arm stretched onto her side as if reaching for her even in slumber.


    He wanted to hold her, to love her. And she wanted to let him. Like she used to before their relationship began to crumble. Before he’d gone to Somalia.


    But she couldn’t.


    She just couldn’t.


    Instead, she spent every night at work in her office, stealing moments behind her closed door to replay the last few seconds anyone had seen Josh before he’d withdrawn from public life. She watched him flag down a taxi in fuzzy black-and-white CCTV footage, hating herself even more, wishing she could be a better person. Wishing she could be the Caitlin Reynolds Matt knew, the one who lived to work, who despised wasting time and who rarely listened to rock ’n’ roll. The Caitlin Reynolds he’d first thought of after coming out of his coma.


    Wishing she could be that person again even as she wondered if that was ever possible.


    For the umpteenth time, she rewound the recorded footage and pressed play again.


    Josh walked toward the curb, his limp subtle, guitar in hand. He waved at an approaching cab, opened the back seat when the taxi pulled to a halt in front of him and climbed inside.


    She could see him move against the seat, but that was it. Nothing else before the car pulled away out of the Chaos Room’s security camera field of—


    A soft knock sounded on her office door.


    Heart slamming fast into her tight throat, guilt following it with equal speed, Caitlin killed the footage and fixed her stare on her open laptop and the spreadsheet on its screen. “Yes?”


    She heard the door open. Heard the faint, muffled throb of the dance music the celebrity guest DJ was playing in the club’s main arena, and then that was silenced by the sound of the door closing again.


    “Heya, honey.”


    Caitlin’s tummy fluttered at the low murmur of Matt’s voice.


    She raised her blank gaze from the laptop and offered him a smile. “Hi. What are you doing here? Isn’t it—?”


    “Almost nine p.m.,” he finished, making his way to her desk to lower himself into the bucket chair opposite it. “I figured since I haven’t seen you for more than a second since we did that interview for the Today program three days ago, I’d come by your work and ask you on a date.”


    Something dull and numb wrapped around Caitlin’s heart. “A date?”


    Matt smiled at her. “Maybe a movie? I hear in the eight months I was in a coma, another Martin Scorsese movie has been released. Thought we could maybe go see it? Together? Share some popcorn? There’s a nine-thirty session we could make if we leave now. And maybe after the movie we could grab a pizza with extra olives on the way home and then…maybe we could…” He shifted his feet. Studied her. “Maybe you could let me convince you to say yes to my marriage proposal? Again?”


    Caitlin swallowed. Her head throbbed. A thrumming pressure pressed at her ears.


    Marriage proposal? Oh, no. No, no, no.


    “I don’t like olives, Matt,” she said, her voice a scratchy whisper. “I never have. Didn’t you notice I always pick them off?”


    Consternation pulled at Matt’s eyebrows. He let out a shaky breath, dragging his hands through his hair. “Wow. I guess I didn’t. Sorry about that.”


    A small smile tugged at the edges of Caitlin’s lips. She lifted her shoulder in a gentle shrug. “You were always too busy, I guess. We were always too—”


    Her office door swung open, Zach knocking on its metal surface as he half crossed the threshold. “Boss, you wanted to know when Josh Blackthorne’s whereabouts became—” He stopped, his gaze swinging to Matt. “Oh, hi, Matt. I didn’t know you were here.”


    A knot bunched in Matt’s jaw. For a second, his stare held Caitlin’s before he turned to Zach. “Mandy let me in. I was hoping to persuade the boss here to go to the movies with me, but I think she’s got other plans.”


    Zach’s dark eyes flicked to Caitlin. “She’s been working hard lately,” he said, tone ambiguous. “The Doctors Without Borders charity performance did a lot for the Chaos Room’s exposure. We’ve had a lot of A-list acts wanting to hold on their own special gig here since Josh did his thing.”


    At Josh’s name, a horde of butterflies stirred in Caitlin’s tummy. Or maybe it was the way Matt stiffened. “Speaking of Blackthorne,” Matt said, dropping his focus to his feet as he slipped his hands into his pockets. “You mentioned he’s surfaced again? After going AWOL since his show here?”


    Every fibre in Caitlin’s body tingled. Her throat grew thicker, tighter. What was Matt doing? Why was he asking Zach such a question? She chewed on her bottom lip, watching him.


    “Yeah,” Zach answered, his voice hesitant. “His friend, the guy that plays soccer for Australia, was interviewed by some U.K. reporter and dropped the fact Blackthorne is in Murriundah.”


    Caitlin sucked in a swift breath. Her heart smashed faster against her breastbone. The butterflies in her stomach turned in a flurry of tension.


    He was still in Australia?


    She stared at Zach, wanting to ask if he knew more, wanting to know when Rhys McDowell had said this, wanting to know what else the soccer player had said. But she couldn’t. If she uttered Josh’s name, she feared Matt would see straight into her heart and know who was there. She couldn’t do that to him. She wouldn’t—


    “So he’s only a few hours’ drive away?” Matt said, the question calm. Caitlin turned her gaze to him, her pulse thumping in her neck. She couldn’t decipher the ambiguous expression on his face.


    “How long does it take to drive to Murriundah from here?” Matt cocked an enigmatic look her way. “Five and a half hours? Give or take a few minutes?” He swung back to Zach. “That sound right?”


    Zach nodded. “That’s about it. At this time of night it would take even less, I suspect. Not much traffic on the road once you get out of Sydney.”


    Caitlin sucked in another breath. Her heart seemed to be doing its best to punch its way out of her body. Her head roared.


    She bit at her bottom lip, stare sliding from Zach to Matt.


    Matt studied her, his eyes unreadable.


    “I better get back out on the floor,” Zach’s voice rumbled at her fraying sanity. “Matt, good to see you again.”


    “You too, Zach,” Matt answered, his focus never leaving Caitlin’s face. “Take care.”


    The soft click of the door closing told Caitlin it was just her and Matt in her office again.


    Just the two of them. And the memory of a man Caitlin couldn’t let go.


    Oh God, she was a horrible, horrible person. A horrible—


    “Does Josh Blackthorne like olives on his pizza?”


    Matt’s question, uttered with pensive curiosity, sent of rope of shame deep into Caitlin’s tummy. Releasing her lip from her teeth, she shook her head. “No.” Her whisper fell between them.


    Matt turned his face away from her, studied the painting he’d given her before they broke up on the wall of her office.


    Silence filled the room. Caitlin stared at his profile, unsure what to say. What to do. God, this was not…this shouldn’t…


    “I’ve been thinking,” Matt said, attention still on the painting, hands still deep in his pockets. “It’s probably time for me to go back to Somalia. To resume my work with the Doctors Without Borders.”


    Caitlin’s breath caught in her throat. Her heart punched harder in her chest.


    Without turning from the painting, Matt nodded. “I’ve been mulling it over for the last few days,” he went on. “And I know it’s unfair to you, given I’ve only just got back and it has nothing to do with the fact you now have a pet lizard. Honest.” He let out a short laugh, no doubt trying to break the tension. “But it’s something I have to do. Something I need to do. I think it’s where I’m meant to be.” He swung back to face her, a soft smile on his lips. “You know what I mean? About being where you’re meant to be?”


    Caitlin swallowed. Tears prickled the back of her eyes, hot and guilty and excited at once. Catching her bottom lip with her teeth before she could stop herself, she nodded. “I do,” she rasped.


    Matt let out a low chuckle, stepped up to her to cup the side of her face with a steady hand. “You really need to stop biting your lip, honey,” he murmured, brushing his thumb over her bottom lip with a gentle stroke, his smile stretching wider. “Otherwise it’ll be too sore for Josh to kiss it, right?”


    “Matt,” she whispered. “I don’t…”


    He shook his head and then replaced his thumb with his lips, his kiss tender. Sad.


    When he pulled away, his gaze found hers. She couldn’t stop her hitching sob. “Why?”


    His smile grew as tender as his kiss. “Because I saw the way you were looking at him the night I returned, like you were alive inside, truly alive. Because I saw the way he looked at you mid-set when you introduced me to him. Like you were the only thing in his world. Because I saw the way you came to life just now when Zach mentioned his name. And because I’d already let you go and it’s unfair of me to expect you to be mine now.”


    “Matt,” Caitlin whispered again, her whole body aching. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


    He trailed his thumb over her lip once more, his grin lopsided. Understanding shone in his eyes. Understanding and love. “I’ve got to go save the world, Caity,” he said. “It’s what I do. And you’ve got a five-and-a-half-hour drive to do.”


    Another sob slipped from Caitlin, raw and choked with grief…and happiness. She turned her face into Matt’s palm, eyes closed. “I will always love you, Matt.”


    He chuckled. “Absolutely, you will. Just tell the rock star if he hurts you I will come after him. I’m a doctor after all. I know how to make someone suffer without leaving a single bruise.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Chloe sat on Josh’s knees, wriggling about like she always did, her eyes shining with excitement as she recounted to him yesterday’s events. Events, he was loathe to point out, he’d shared with her. But then Chloe loved to relive moments of importance and excitement, so Josh never really minded the recap. When he was included in her retelling, when he featured front and centre, it meant he was being exactly what he wanted to be to her—the best big brother he could be.


    Judging by Chloe’s enthusiasm in this early morning recount as Josh sat on the edge of his bed still dressed only in his boxers, yesterday had been one of her favourite best-big-brother days.


    Josh had to admit to himself, she was right.


    They’d swum in their parents’ swimming pool and made strawberry cupcakes. They’d watched the latest Muppet movie on DVD and played Uno. They’d built a pillow-and-blanket fort so impressive their mother hadn’t been able to make her way from one side of the house to the other without crawling on all fours through the living room…and most of the kitchen. And dining room.


    Josh had never laughed so much, nor had he enjoyed his little sister’s company more. Fourteen days of being nothing but a big brother to a bundle of cherub-faced mischief and innocence was pretty damn awesome. As was fourteen days of being a son to two loving parents who didn’t get to see him as much as they wanted.


    Fourteen days of being in Murriundah was exactly what he needed.


    He’d been spoilt by his mum with breakfast in bed more than once—scrambled eggs and Vegemite toast, of course. He’d jammed with his dad—long sessions in Nick’s private recording studio where they’d let the music take over their minds and fingers in the closest thing to rock-star therapy Josh believed existed. And best of all, he’d been given so many spectacular makeovers by Chloe, been turned into a fairy prince/dragon hunter/genie so many times he didn’t think he’d ever wash the sparkly pink glittery-green and shimmering-red eye-shadow from his eyelids, cheeks, lips and hair.


    Fourteen days of un-famous relaxed bliss.


    Fourteen days during which an hour never passed without his mind, his heart, his soul, aching for Caitlin.


    Just when he’d think he was over her, a random memory of their time together would flit through his head, blindsiding him in its wonderfulness, robbing him of breath and making his chest ache. And then he’d be left aching for her again.


    Every time he looked at Chloe’s lizard he thought of Caitlin. He was going out of his mind. He’d actually made the mistake of watching her and Matt on the Today morning news program only a few days ago. Had sat in his parents’ living room, stare glued to the television screen, gut churning, heart pounding, as the morning hosts asked inane questions about Matt’s first few days home, what Caitlin had cooked for him since his return and how many times they’d kissed.


    He’d bunched his fists when the female host had asked them to share a kiss right there on live television. Had ground his teeth when Matt had smiled at Caitlin, his eyes seeking out permission from her before they both let out a nervous laugh and nodded.


    Had watched that kiss, numb. Had stared at the screen as Matt’s lips lingered on Caitlin’s for a torturous moment, Caitlin’s fingers resting on his knee. The sound of the show’s two hosts cheering them on had been a sickening accompaniment to the wretched pounding of his heart.


    Had straightened from the sofa, strode from the living room, walked through the front door to stop at the top of the outside stairs and gasped for breath as he’d stared at the sweeping view of Murriundah nestled in the valley below.


    When his father appeared beside him, Josh hadn’t turned from that view. He hadn’t wanted Nick to see the grief and jealousy and bitter loss in his face. He hadn’t wanted his father to know how miserable he really was.


    Nick hadn’t said a word to him. Just stood beside him, shoulder to shoulder, his silence saying everything.


    Josh had wanted to confess everything but suspected he didn’t need to. His parents had been aware of the rumours about him and Caitlin circulating the gossip sites before his performance for Doctors Without Borders at the Chaos Room. There was a reason, after all, that his mum had made him breakfast in bed so often. She’d done the exact same thing when he’d had his heart broken by his first real girlfriend at the age of sixteen.


    He’d spoken to Rhys twice since his self-imposed exile in the hinterlands. Both times his best mate had told him to fuck the world and go after her. “You love her, don’t you? Then go after her.”


    Both times he’d told Rhys he couldn’t. He couldn’t do that to Caitlin, couldn’t force her to make a decision like that. He couldn’t do it to Matt, who was a national hero and—from everything he’d seen of the doctor on the television and read of him in the newspaper—a genuinely nice guy.


    He couldn’t.


    “I’m good, dude,” he’d said, even as his stupid heart tore even more apart. “Just hanging with the olds for a while before I head back to New York. The feds let me know yesterday the stalker is back in jail, so it’s safe for me to head home soon.”


    Home. The trouble with that word, that simple, innocent noun, was that it brought up images of a cozy one-bedroom apartment in Woolloomooloo with a cheery kitchen and a blue-tongue lizard napping under the fridge, not a massive professionally decorated multi-million dollar apartment overlooking Central Park West.


    Which was why he couldn’t leave his old family home.


    His mum and dad’s house may not be that tiny Woolloomooloo apartment, but it was at least in the same country as Caitlin—and it was full of laughter and warmth and love.


    If he couldn’t lose himself in Caitlin’s love and laughter, he would lose himself in his family’s.


    He’d stay here until his stupid, moronic heart healed, and then he’d bugger off back to New York. Synergy was a few months away from recording a new album. It was time he got back to—


    A small hand slapped against his jaw. “Josh!” Chloe glared at him. “You’re not listening to me.”


    Josh sucked in a sharp breath, giving his sister a guilty smile. “Why do you say that, short stuff?”


    Chloe squirmed on his knee some more. “You looked like this.” She pulled a gape-mouthed expression, eyes all droopy and distant.


    Josh laughed. “Wow, I’m ugly when I’m not listening to you, aren’t I?”


    “No, you’re not ugly.” Chloe shook her head before twisting around on his knee to face the far wall and doorway of his bedroom. “He’s not ugly, is he?”


    “I’ve seen uglier,” a woman answered, mirth in the familiar voice. “But I’m not sure where.”


    Josh’s heart slammed into his mouth. Every nerve ending in his body thrummed. He turned on the edge of his bed, his gaze falling on Caitlin leaning against the wooden frame of his open door, her smile shy.


    “Maybe,” he said, his stare locked on her face, the lump in his throat making it hard to talk, “outside your club on the footpath? I’ve heard you get some real deadbeats trying to jump the queue to get into that place.”


    With a soft chuckle and a roll of her eyes, Caitlin shook her head and walked farther into his room, stopping at the side of his bed to lower herself down next to him. “You have no idea. There was this one guy who tried to convince me he was this famous, successful rock star. Even had the singer’s sexy smirk down pat. Told me he wanted to come into my club because some bodyguard he knew said it was a good place to arrange dinner.”


    A tickling warmth unfurled deep within Josh’s core. Forcing himself to play it cool, he gave Caitlin a curious expression. “Oh yeah?” he said, jiggling Chloe up and down on his knees a little. “What did you do to him?”


    “I fell in love with him.”


    “Why?”


    Caitlin smiled at Chloe’s suspicious question. “Because he was lovely and caring and incredible and amazing and made me laugh lots.”


    Chloe shifted on Josh’s lap, hooking her little arm around his neck as she peered up at him. “That’s like you, Josh. You’re all those things. And you make me laugh lots and lots.”


    Josh pulled a surprised expression. “Am I? Do I?”


    His little sister narrowed her eyes at him, studying him for a moment before turning to Caitlin. “Are you the girl he’s been mopey about? The one Mummy said broke his heart?”


    “Okay.” Josh lifted her from his knee with a grunt and placed her feet on the floor. “Go tell Dad I said thank you for letting Caitlin in.”


    Chloe swung her attention back to Caitlin. “She is, isn’t she? I know it. Is she going to make you happy now? Is that why she’s here?”


    Josh cocked an eyebrow, his lips curling even as his stomach and heart lurched and thumped and twisted and clenched about. “Shoo.”


    Turning back to Caitlin, Chloe pointed a small finger at her. “I will kick you in the knee if you make him sad again.”


    Straightening her spine, Caitlin squared her shoulders and gave Chloe a solemn nod. “I understand.”


    With a gentle swat on his sister’s butt, his breath shallow, Josh rolled his eyes. “Get out of here, short stuff. And don’t forget my message to Dad.”


    An excited giggle bubbled up from Chloe and she spun to face him, her smile wide. “Are you going to kiss now?”


    Josh pointed his finger at her. “Vamoose!”


    Another giggle spilled from his sister, at once mischievous and delighted. She stole a quick glance at Caitlin—still sitting straight and formal and grave on the edge of the bed beside Josh—and then she ran from the room. “Mum,” she called, her voice resonating like a pealing bell behind her. “Josh is going to kiss a girl!”


    Josh watched her go, his heart a crazy rhythm thumping in his chest, his blood roaring in his ears.


    “Well,” Caitlin murmured on his left, her voice as full of mischief and delight as Chloe’s laugh, “you have to kiss me now. Your sister just told on you.”


    Dragging his stare from the open door through which Chloe had, indeed, vamoosed, he turned to Caitlin and studied her.


    Her hair was a tousled mess, as if she’d spent hours raking her hands through it. Her clothes were rumpled, her lipstick and makeup—normally pristine—were faded and smudged.


    She looked tired. And beautiful. More beautiful than any woman on the planet. Which made what he was about to say even harder.


    Swallowing at the lump in his throat, he met her steady gaze. “I can’t kiss you, Caitlin.”


    She raised one eyebrow. “Because your sister might catch us? She’s very cute by the way. And perceptive.”


    Josh shook his head. Every fibre in his body ached to launch himself at Caitlin, press her on her back and kiss her senseless. Instead, he drew a slow breath. “Because you’re engaged to Matt. Who is very much alive and very much in love with you.”


    “And very much on his way back to Somalia,” Caitlin said, her voice as calm and steady as her gaze.


    Josh blinked. “He’s what?”


    “On his way back to Somalia. Or wherever Doctors Without Borders assign him this time. And just out of interest, if I’d listened to him, I would have been banging on your parents’ door at one a.m.” She paused, a sheepish, self-deprecating grimace pulling at her lips for a moment. “Although truth be known, I did drive up to the gate at one a.m. and considered pushing the intercom button for a minute or two.”


    A heavy pressure wrapped around Josh’s chest. His lips tingled. “He’s what? He did what? And you what?”


    Caitlin let out a soft snort. “Last night, at a little after nine, Matt told me he knew I was in love with you and that he’d never seen me more alive than when I was looking at you. He told me he was returning to the MSF and that I should come to you ASAP. In fact, he was the one who told me to leave right away.” She paused. Again. Another embarrassed grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Which I did,” she confessed. “I hate wasting time, as you know. And the drive up here at that time of the night was so much faster. The road was empty. Hardly another car on—”


    “Wait.” Josh held up his hands, sure he’d heard her wrong. “Are you telling me you drove from Sydney last night? That you got here at one a.m.?”


    She nodded, rubbing her knuckles against the centre of her palm. “I am. I did.”


    “Because Matt told you to leave him for me?”


    Caitlin nodded again, her teeth chewing on her bottom lip. “Because Matt told me to leave him for you.”


    Josh sucked in a sharp breath. The pit of his stomach tightened. He stared at her. Hope began to curl around his heart, hot and…and…hopeful. “And you did.”


    “I did.” She shifted on the bed, concern flickering in her eyes. “Because…I…” Stopping, she frowned at him. “Jesus, have I made a mistake?”


    Josh returned her frown. “What do you mean?”


    Swiping her hand at her mouth, she rose from the bed and took a step backward. “Did I…I mean, were you not serious when you said you…when you told me you loved…” She stopped again, pressing her palm to her mouth, her eyes wide above her fingers.


    Shaking her head, she staggered back another step. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled against her hand. “I didn’t mean…”


    Before she could utter another word, Josh straightened to his feet, grabbed her wrist and yanked her to his body. “You didn’t make any fucking mistake,” he murmured, cupping his other hand to her cheek to hold her head still, fixing his gaze on her eyes. Christ, he could drown in those eyes. So blue, so expressive, so beautiful… “I love you, Caitlin Reynolds, and if I’m not dreaming this, if in fact you really are here, in my bedroom telling me we’ve got a future together, telling me you’re mine, that I’m allowed to love you…”


    She looked at him, the warmth of her body seeping into his, the soft curves of her breasts pressed to his bare chest, the curve of her sex nudging the length of his cock. “You’ll what?” she whispered, slipping her fingers up his arms, over his shoulders.


    He took her lips in a hungry kiss. A possessive kiss. He captured her face in his hands and claimed her lips, her mouth as his own. Swept his tongue over hers, nipped at her bottom lip, sucked it, plundered her mouth again with greedy strokes.


    She groaned, rolling her hips against his until his dick grew fat and stiff and long in his boxers, rubbing over the warmth of her lower belly in impatient thrusts.


    He answered her groan with his own, barely summoning enough strength to tear his lips from hers.


    Looking up at him through heavy-lidded eyes, her breath shallow, her lips glistening with the moisture of his possession of them, she smoothed her hands up into the hair at the back of his head. “Okay. You’ll do that. I like that,” she whispered. “But what will you do if you are dreaming? What will you do if I’m not really here in your bedroom? If I’m not really telling you we’ve got a future together, telling you I am yours, that you are allowed to love me? What will you do—?”


    “This,” Josh growled before she could finish, fisting his hands in her wild, tousled hair and crushing her lips with another kiss, this one far more savage and ravenous and demanding.


    “I see,” she rasped when he finally relinquished possession of her mouth, her eyes closed, her breath not just shallow now but ragged and shaky and rapid. “Wow.”


    He chuckled, smoothing a hand down her back to cup her arse as he tugged her closer still to his body. “So you see?” He brushed his lips over hers, reveling in the exquisite feel of her in his arms, on his tongue, in his very breath. “It’s win-win. If you really are here, I get to kiss you senseless, and if I’m dreaming, I get to kiss you even more senseless.”


    She opened her eyes and gazed up at him through her lashes, at once shy and thoroughly seductive. “What do I have to do to get you to make love to me?”


    “That’s easy. Tell me you love me.”


    Sliding one hand from his hair, she trailed a slow thumb over his bottom lip, watching the path of her thumb before raising her gaze to his eyes. “I love you, Josh Blackthorne. And on behalf of Fluffy—”


    “Rocket Man,” he interjected, smile stretching to a grin, heart beating with elated power, hands cupping her butt.


    “On behalf of my lizard and I,” she continued, her own grin playing with her lips, “I’d like to ask you to be a part of our future forever. Is that okay with you?”


    Josh smirked, lowering his head until his lips brushed hers with a gentle caress. “I think,” he whispered, “that’s very okay with me. And if we were alone right now, I’d strip you naked and do insanely wicked things to your body.”


    He feathered a kiss over her lips once more. And then, without breaking the kiss, walked them both to the open door and gave it a soft shove.


    “Mum,” he heard Chloe shout on the other side, excitement in her young voice. “Josh really is kissing that girl now.”


    With a laugh, he raised his head from Caitlin’s and smiled down at her. “Not just that girl,” he said. “The girl.”


    Caitlin wriggled her hips against his, fisting her hands tighter in his hair. “Seriously?”


    He nodded, his nose touching hers, his cock pulsing against her belly. “Seriously.”
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    It all starts with sex under a desk…


    Getting Played


    © 2014 Lexxie Couper


    Heart of Fame, Book 7


    After yet another month without a lead singer, the band Synergy is on the verge of calling it quits. Which drives Jaxon Campbell, keyboardist and perpetual player, to do something dangerous—hit up a woman with contacts—and curves—in all the right places. Trouble is, the last time he saw her, he kind of broke her heart. And stole her cherished, autographed AC/DC album.


    Natalie Thorton, Dean of the Sydney Conservatorium of Music, knows everyone that’s anyone in Australia’s music industry. She’s driven and utterly professional and doesn’t have room in her schedule for relationships.


    When Jaxon strides into her office, all of Natalie’s suppressed sexual urges—the ones born in Jax’s arms—surge to the surface. He wants something from her? Well, she wants something from him. Orgasms. Lots of them.


    How can Jax say no? He’s never forgotten her, and it’s not like they’re going to fall in love. But just who’s playing who? And whose heart is going to fall first?


    Warning: Contains a sexual challenge involving sex in public places, sex in private places, sex in moving cars, sex against windows and sex in the company of an oblivious federal politician. So basically, we’re talking about getting laid. A lot.


    Enjoy the following excerpt for Getting Played:


    He wasn’t there.


    Nat stared at her empty seat, her heart racing faster than Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Flight of the Bumblebee”.


    He wasn’t there. Jaxon Campbell—naked and thoroughly aroused—had vanished from sight.


    God. She didn’t know whether to be pleased or worried.


    Pulling a steadying breath, she walked across the floor of her office, casting the Minister for the Arts and Culture a calming smile as she did so. “There’s nothing to hide, Minister,” she said, rounding the corner of her desk to reach for her chair.


    Movement at the floor caught her eye and she missed a step.


    Jax grinned up at her from beneath her desk.


    Her heart slammed up into her throat and continued its manic pace there.


    “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Jeremy?” the minister asked.


    Mouth dry, she jerked her stare back to him.


    Jeremy Craig, the man responsible for a hell of a lot of Con government funding, smiled at her. “Please? Minister is so formal.”


    “This is a formal meeting, isn’t it?” she croaked, inching closer to her chair.


    From the shadows beneath her desk, Jax watched her. She could feel his gaze on her body like a slow, hot caress.


    Her throat constricted at the thought.


    The minister laughed. “It stopped being formal somewhere around the time you slapped my face with your hands, don’t you think? Or maybe it was when you informed me my taste in music sucks during lunch. Tell me again, what’s wrong with Celine Dion?” To her horror, he settled into the seat opposite her desk and beamed up at her.


    She stared at him. Great, now she would have to sit in her seat. With Jax lurking under her desk. Naked.


    And horny.


    “Are you going to take a seat, Natalie?”


    She startled at the minister’s question and blushed. She fidgeted her way to her seat and, teeth gnawing on her bottom lip, lowered herself onto the edge of the plush leather cushion.


    Instantly, a warm hand slipped around her ankle.


    She gasped.


    Jeremy Craig frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay, Natalie?”


    Swallowing at the rapid heartbeat in her throat, she nodded. Another hand smoothed around her other ankle. “I’m fine,” she blurted, shifting on her seat.


    The leather made a low creaking sound. A low chuckle rumbled from beneath her desk, almost inaudible, as the two hands circling her ankles began to smooth up her calves.


    She pressed her thighs together. If Jax discovered she wasn’t wearing knickers…


    Across her desk, the Minister for Arts and Culture gave her a dubious look. “Do you want to turn down the music?” he asked, throwing a puzzled glance at her iPod dock.


    Jax’s hands smoothing up her calves, she leant forward and lowered the volume a little. Enough to have a conversation, but not enough that the sound of her backside rubbing against leather could be heard.


    And why is your butt going to be rubbing against the leather, Natalie Thorton? Hmmm?


    She gave Jeremy a wobbly smile in return. “Now,” she said, desperate to keep her voice poised. It was difficult. Jax had reached her knees and was doing a very good job of inching her thighs apart. Surely he would stop soon. Wouldn’t he? “We should continue to discuss the government’s grant for the extensions.”


    Jeremy laughed, his light-blue eyes dancing behind his glasses. “I think we’ve discussed it enough, Natalie.”


    Beneath her desk, Jax echoed the minister’s laugh. The difference was his lips were pressed to the inside of her right knee.


    Her belly knotted. Her breath caught in her constricted throat. Christ, how had he managed to get her thighs so wide?


    “What I’d like to discuss—” Jeremy leant forward in his seat, holding her gaze with his, “—is the upcoming Prime Minister’s Ball.”


    “Why?” Nat squeaked. Oh God, Jax was going to discover she wasn’t wearing—


    A low hum of approval sounded at her knees as a steady finger traced the seam of her pussy lips.


    She hitched in a ragged breath, staring at Jeremy.


    “Because I’d like you to attend it with me,” the minister said.


    Jax stroked his finger over her labia again, upward this time, until he found her clit.


    Raw, forbidden pleasure detonated through Nat. She bit back a whimper, forcing her smile to stay put on her lips. “With you?” Holy shit, she sounded like she was about to have an asthma attack.


    Jeremy nodded. Jax rolled his finger over her clit again.


    “We’ve spent quite a lot of time together lately,” Jeremy went on, lowering his stare—thank fucking God—to his cuffs. “More than one professional luncheon, quite a few performances here at the Con—”


    “All in a professional capacity,” Nat pointed out, squeezing her thighs together in an attempt to stop Jax tormenting her clit with his finger. Her attempt failed. With two strong hands, he grabbed her hips and yanked her closer to the very edge of her seat.


    She let out a gasp and then another one as he not only continued to stimulate the tiny button of flesh that was her clitoris, but also slowly sank a finger into her wet pussy.

  


  
    Protecting her was never going to be easy.


    Muscle for Hire
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    Heart of Fame, Book 3


    After sixteen years as the personal bodyguard to the world’s biggest rock star, ex-SAS commando Aslin Rhodes excels in the role of intimidating protector, oozing threatening menace. Now that the singer has retired, Aslin takes a new assignment as a military consultant on a blockbuster film. But just as he’s getting comfortable in the world of Hollyweird, he faces an unexpectedly immovable object. An American martial arts expert no taller than his chin, who promptly puts him on his arse.


    Rowan Hemsworth’s focus is two-fold—keep her famous brother grounded, and never again be a defenseless victim. She has her hands full as the fun police, keeping her brother’s money-sucking entourage at bay. But nothing prepared her for the British mountain of muscle who makes her knees go uncharacteristically weak.


    When a string of accidents on set convinces Aslin that Rowan—not her brother—is the target, things get bloody tricky as he tries to convince the stubborn woman she needs his protection. And accept that she belongs with him. In his arms, in his bed…and in his heart.


    The strong, silent type don’t come much more silent and strong than Aslin Rhodes. But when he does speak his British accent will drive you mad with desire. As will his menacing, dominating power. And what he can do to a woman on the back of a motorcycle.


    Warning: The strong, silent type don’t come much more silent and strong than Aslin Rhodes. But when he does speak his British accent will drive you mad with desire. As will his menacing, dominating power. And what he can do to a woman on the back of a motorcycle.


    Enjoy the following excerpt for Muscle for Hire:


    Warm approval rolled through Aslin. It threaded through the base physical attraction he felt for Rowan. There was so much more to this woman than just a gorgeous body and sexy strength. She was protective, stubborn and not afraid to face any challenge to those she loved.


    The realization was unsettling. It made the heavy pressure in his groin all the more exquisite and painful. Mindless fucking wasn’t mindless when the woman he was fucking stirred him on an emotional level as well. And Christ, did Rowan Hemsworth stir him on an emotional level.


    His blood roared in his ears. The adrenaline still lingering in his veins from his earlier mechanical-bull ride surged through him again, this time fed by an excitement far more potent.


    He could fall for Rowan Hemsworth if he let himself. Hard. Fast.


    The thought made his mouth dry. He’d had numerous lovers in his time, but nothing serious. Protecting Nick—and then Lauren and Josh—had been his priority. He met his sexual desires when needed and went back to work. But that work, that life, was almost in his past. What did that mean for everything else in his life?


    “So tell me, super soldier—” Rowan’s stare held his, a shadow deep in her eyes Aslin longed to understand, “—what exactly are you hoping to achieve working on Dead Even with my brother?”


    To get to know you better.


    The words, the confession, almost slipped from him. They were there, right on his tongue. They made his heart thump harder and his stomach coil. Instead, he leant forward, drew his gaze level with Rowan’s and said, “To make him the most believable super soldier Hollywood has ever seen.”


    “Oh well, in that case—” she chinked her glass against his, a smile playing with her lips, “—here’s to super soldiers on and off screen.”


    She downed her scotch in a single mouthful and then ran the tip of her tongue along her top lip. Aslin stared at the small pink tip of flesh, hypnotized. He wondered what it would feel like sliding against his. Would she taste of scotch if he kissed her now? Or would her mouth be sweet and warm?


    Would he lose himself in the kiss? Would she moan into his mouth and wrap her arms around his back?


    Would she press her hips to his?


    Would she—


    “Here’s your fries.” A woman’s voice sounded to Aslin’s right. He started, snapping his stare up to the waitress leaning over their table. “And your ketchup.”


    She placed a large basket of thin, hot chips between them, followed by a red plastic bottle. A disconnected part of Aslin’s unsettled mind told him it was tomato sauce, not ketchup the waitress was giving them, another part thanking bloody Christ she’d arrived when she had. His cock was threatening to burst free of his fly. He needed the distraction from his overwhelming response to Rowan.


    Rowan smiled up at the woman, her cheeks flushed. “Thank you. These look delicious.”


    Aslin bit back a growl. He’d never experienced such a predicament. The need to fuck Rowan so badly twisted through his overwhelming desire to do nothing but get to know all about her—her dreams, her hopes. It was…it was….fuck, he didn’t know what it was. Confusing?


    Disorientating?


    Scary.


    A snort left him at the word. Since when had he been scared of anything?


    “So.” Rowan’s low voice drew his attention back to her face. Her cheeks were still flushed, her lips moist, as if she’d licked them again. “Tell me more about Aslin Rhodes. Married? Girlfriend? Dog? Cat?”


    He chuckled, forcing some semblance of calm through his wired muscles. “No. No. No and no. You pretty much know it all, I’m afraid. Ex-SAS commando for the United Kingdom Special Forces, followed by fifteen years as Nick Blackthorne’s bodyguard. And now advisor to the film Dead Even. That’s my story.”


    “Wow. I don’t know what’s sadder? The fact that’s your story, or that you summed it up in one sentence.”


    Aslin raised what was left of his soda water to his lips. “Two, actually.”


    Rowan narrowed her eyes again. “There’s that lame humour again. I thought you British were meant to be funny.”


    “No, that’s the Irish. And sometimes the Scots. Billy Connelly is bloody funny, don’t you think?” He snared a hot chip from the bowl between them and tossed it into his mouth. “Now,” he spoke around the deep-fried strip of potato, “your turn. Why can’t you be stunt co-ordinator on the film? I suspect you’d do a very impressive job.”


    “I’m not a member of the union. Film folk are very particular about their unions.” She smiled, a hint of her dimple making Aslin’s gut clench. “And thank you. I think I would too. Next question?”


    “Huntley? Hemsworth? Which is the real name?”


    Rowan picked up the sauce bottle, squeezed a steady stream of the condiment onto half the chips and then plucked one from the bowl. “Hemsworth. But when Chris went to register his name with the Screen Actors Guild there already was a Chris Hemsworth.”


    “The current Thor.”


    She nodded, popped the chip into her mouth and selected another one. “The current Thor. So Chris went with Huntley, which was our mother’s maiden name.” A stillness fell over her and her gaze lost focus for a moment. A heartbeat. Long enough for Aslin to see a raw pain in her eyes.


    And then she grinned, as if the shadow had never been there, and tossed another chip past her lips. “These fries are really good.”


    “I’m glad you like them.”


    “The perfect texture, the perfect length—” she plucked a long chip from the bowl, dipped its end into some tomato sauce and held it up for inspection, dimple denting her cheek. “—sweet but a little salty.”


    As Aslin watched, she placed it—end first—into her mouth, and then sucked the salt from the tips of her fingers. A groan threatened to escape him. Low and deep in his chest. His balls tightened. Christ, why did he imagine it was his dick sinking past her lips, not the potato?


    He jerked his stare from her mouth to her eyes, his jaw bunching.


    Rowan stared back at him, unmoving. Motionless.


    Fuck. He wanted her. Right at this sodding moment, he wanted her more than breath. On a carnal level. On a filthy level. He wanted to bury his cock in her pussy and fuck her until she screamed his name with release. He wanted—


    “I don’t want to be attracted to you.” Her voice was steady. Direct.


    Aslin sucked in a sharp breath, her abrupt statement like a punch to the guts.


    “Being attracted to anyone isn’t part of my plans,” she continued as if discussing the weather. “I don’t have time for it. But…” She stopped, her teeth catching her bottom lip.


    “You are,” Aslin finished for her, his groin a thick knot, his heart pounding. “You are attracted to me.”


    Rowan nodded, her gaze holding his. “Yes. Very. I’ve tried to play it cool, but I’ve spent most of the night thinking about what it would be like to fuck you. To be fucked by you.”


    The thick tension in Aslin’s groin throbbed. Hard. Urgent. Demanding attention. He swallowed, every muscle in his body coiled. “And?”


    “And I think the best course of action is to find out. As soon as possible.” She paused. For a heartbeat. “If you’re interested.”


    If you’re interested.


    The question hung on the air. Aslin stared at her. Was she kidding? It was all he could do not to shove the table between them away, snare her ponytail in his fist and crush her mouth with his. His cock was a pole of rigid agony. His blood roared in his ears.


    If you’re interested.


    “Well? Are you?” Her soft voice played over his scorched nerve-endings. Her American accent sent fresh lust into his balls.


    Without a word, he rose to his feet and rounded the table to stand before her.
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