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Connor Calloway was forbidden.

Rockstar. Bad boy. Heartbreaker.

My best friend’s ex.

Signing on as the headliner for his band was our chance,

We could make it big, if I could just resist temptation.

I could stay away, keep my distance,

It would be easy, I told myself.

Boy, was I wrong. Dead wrong.

That black hair, those deep blue eyes,

His perfect a** and charming smile.

The way he looked at me backstage,

Full of hunger and lust.

Like he wanted to pin me down right there,

And f*ck me all night long.

No, I couldn’t do it,

Betray my best friend like that.

But then I did what was so wrong, but felt so right.

Now, I have to face the music,

And face the biggest dilemma of my life.

How am I going to tell everyone the truth?

That I’m pregnant with my best friend’s ex...
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Chapter 1
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Alice

The melancholy melody crooning from Sam’s guitar washed over me. Casey laid out a beat that was deep and tribal, the bass drum reverberating in my chest in three-four time. It was a slow, sweet, chugging rhythm that swept me up in its moodiness as Tyler joined in on the bass guitar. The low notes grounded the song while Sam’s masterful licks drew it higher and higher. 

Together, they took the music and wound it tight, like a rubber band stretched until it was just about to break. The tension became almost too much, pushing me toward an unknown edge as I held my breath. 

The tension burst on a climax of sound, all of it blending so seamlessly together that I couldn’t tell one instrument from the other. All that was left was pure, heart-wrenching beauty. I still couldn’t breathe, and my lungs were starting to ache just as the musicians hit the same intense chord before letting it fall away into silence. 

I stepped into that silence, leaning into the microphone standing in front of me, and everything vanished. The small crowd staring up at me, the nerves that had danced along my skin, the painful memories of the past and worry about the future—everything disappeared except the melody still echoing in my ears and the lyrics I’d written. 

I opened my mouth and the words fell out like a spell as I sang, entrapping not just the people watching and my bandmates, but me too. I let my eyelids slide shut, blocking out the blinding spotlights and the sight of the people staring up at me. It was just me and the music. 

This was what I loved more than anything else, that moment when I could lose myself in the song and nothing else existed. That one pure moment of total freedom. It drove me on to keep writing music and performing despite the nervous flutter of stage fright that had me shaking nearly every time I got up onstage. 

When I started singing, though, everything changed. Every bit of fear fled and what was left was ecstasy, a rush like a drug flooding my veins and filling my ears. My voice rose on a wave of sound, filling the small venue as I belted out the last few lines. 

There was thick silence for a moment before the sharp applause washed over me, drawing me back from the edge, and I blinked open my eyes as if waking from a dream. It took me a few minutes to unclench my hands from the mic and let them drop numbly to my side as I took a step back. 

A quick glance around the coffee shop showed a good-sized crowd. I sent a tight smile at a few familiar faces but still felt a flutter of panic. It was much less intimidating than the bigger venues we’d been playing lately, though. Besides, this place felt almost like a second home to me. 

Lunar Café was a staple in the Seattle coffee scene. This place had been around for almost twenty years before Mickey, the current owner, took over, and he’d run it successfully ever since even though he was now well into his sixties. Mickey had given us our first break right here on this small, intimate stage nearly five years before. 

Hell, it was even where we’d gotten our band’s name, Moon. We’d come a long way since playing coffee shops and local dive bars. We had steadily gained traction, especially over the last year. But whenever Mickey asked us to play, we obliged. He’d given us a chance when no one else had. I loved the surly old man for that. 

“Hey, Alice, you killed it.” 

I turned as Sam came over and draped an arm around my shoulder, squeezing me in a brotherly hug. I smiled up at him, taking instant comfort as I scanned his familiar features.

“You think so?” 

“Of course.” 

“Really?” 

“Ha, you’re just looking for flattery now,” Sam said, shooting me a lopsided smirk. 

I shrugged, matching him grin for grin, “So?”

“You know you knocked it out of the park. No one has a voice like yours, like an angel from heaven­ or a siren or a—”

“Okay, all right, I get it. Enough already,” I said with a laugh, giving him a good-natured shove. 

“­Or like a bat,” he said, continuing anyway. 

“A bat?” 

“Yeah, a bat. You know, there are some species that sing so their mate can find them in the dark.”

I paused and gave Sam a sidelong look. “That’s actually kind of beautiful. Weird, but beautiful.” 

“Just like me.” He grinned. 

“Well, you’ve got the weird part right,” Casey said, chiming in as he packed away his drum kit. “But beautiful is a bit of a stretch.” 

“Hey now,” Sam said, shooting the drummer an exaggerated glare. “Don’t be mean. I am a gorgeous male specimen. Right, Alice? You think I’m beautiful, don’t you?” 

I tilted my head to one side as I pretended to examine him. I didn’t need to. I knew his face by heart. I had met Sam Weis when I was twelve years old. He’d been a year older than me. We’d both been placed in the same temporary foster home. By that time, I had the system down pat. I knew it inside and out, having been shuffled from shelter to foster home and back again. But that was right after Sam’s parents had died in a tragic house fire and he’d been all alone. That was, until he met me. 

I had taken him under my wing, shown him the ropes, and we’d been basically inseparable ever since. My gaze flicked over his unruly mop of chestnut brown curls, the soulful dark eyes under slashing brows, and the dimple that appeared on his right cheek whenever he grinned, which was often. 

He was all cocky, sarcastic confidence on the outside, but all anyone had to do was look at his eyes to know he was a wounded soul. Every woman in the greater Seattle area seemed to sense it too, and they all thought they could heal him, or they at least wanted to try. 

I’d seen more than a handful of women make a fool of themselves over Sam’s eyes. They were especially deadly when paired with his striking good looks. When I looked at him, though, I still saw that small, scared little boy. He was like a little brother to me even though he was a year older—an oftentimes irritating little brother, but I loved him just the same. 

“Sure, Sam. You’re beautiful on the inside at least,” I said with a smirk. It was true though. He would have done anything for anyone he cared about. He was the most loyal, trustworthy guy I knew. Not that there had been many of those in my life. 

“Ooooh, burn,” Casey crowed, earning an elbow to the ribs from Sam. “Guess you’re not as good looking as you think you are.” 

“Shut up, both of you. Don’t we have a stage to break down?” Sam turned away to start packing up his guitar, unplugging amps as he went, and I shot a conspiratorial grin at Casey. His green eyes were dancing with laughter, and the way he held himself shouted of a calm, good-natured confidence, at least until you looked closer. Then you could see the tension that he held just beneath the surface. 

He was every bit as handsome as Sam, but in a different way. His features were sharper. He was more muscular where Sam had the physique of a swimmer, all broad shoulders and lean lines. Casey’s dirty blond hair was long, falling almost to his collarbone when he wore it down. Now, it was pulled back by a leather tie even though a few pieces had fallen out during the set.

As the drummer of Moon, I’d known him almost as long as Sam. We’d all become friends at the same high school we’d gone to together. Casey’s dad was an alcoholic, and Sam and I had been shuffled off to yet another foster home. None of us had fit in anywhere. We’d been misfits, outcasts. But together, we had created our own small, tightknit family. Or at least the closest thing to a family I’d ever known. 

The only one missing from our little crew that night was Lori. I felt a pang of guilt at the thought of her. Lori Thomas had been the stereotypical captain of the cheerleaders in high school: blond, perky, outgoing, and popular. I’d hated her at first sight, but for some reason, she’d been determined to make friends with us. 

I hadn’t understood it at first, but I hadn’t understood her either. It had taken months to realize that, in her own way, Lori was just as broken as the rest of us. She’d been under constant pressure from her society parents to be the perfect daughter, the perfect student, the perfect everything. Really, underneath it all, Lori had just wanted freedom, just like the rest of us. 

After sophomore year of high school, the four of us had been inseparable, and despite our differences, Lori and I had ended up becoming best friends. Now she was a nationally renowned photographer on the music scene. 

“Hey, Casey, you see my case anywhere?” 

The deep voice drew my attention back to the stage where everyone else was almost finished breaking down. Tyler had asked the question, tossing it at the drummer, who just shrugged, shaking his head. 

Tyler Lewis was the newest addition to the band. He had joined us just a year and a half ago. He had auditioned to be our new bassist, and out of everyone we’d seen, he had been by far the most talented. He was also the quietist. 

I just chalked it up to shyness, but after playing with him for over a year, I still didn’t know much about him. He had cropped blond hair and pale features that spoke to his Danish background, but he never really talked about himself. Hell, he never really talked at all. 

I shrugged it off. He was reliable and a killer bassist. That was good enough for me. Maybe one day he would relax enough around us to open up. I glanced over at Tyler, and he immediately looked away, fiddling with the cords in his hands. Or maybe not. 

Mickey waved at me from behind the counter, and I gave him an odd look but complied after he shot me a glare. 

“Come on, girlie. Don’t take all day. You’ve got a phone call. They’ve called three times already trying to get a hold of you.” 

“Who?” I mumbled, ignoring Mickey’s surly look as I wondered who it could be. Whoever it was, they knew about the band’s policy to keep our cell phones packed away back stage. We’d been doing that ever since Casey’s piercing ringtone had interrupted our set onstage a few years ago. 

“She says it’s a fairy or some such nonsense.” Mickey grumbled, and I swallowed a chuckle. 

“Faye?” Faye Donnelly was the band’s agent. It was mostly because of her that we’d been doing so well over the past year. She’d been able to book us amazing gigs that we never would have gotten on our own.

“Yeah, that’s it. Oh, just take your call. The boys can finish the heavy lifting.” 

I rolled my eyes at his outdated thinking but didn’t say anything else as I picked up the old, beige landline plugged in behind the counter. 

“Faye? It’s Alice.” 

“Al, thank god. I’ve been trying to reach you for forever!” Faye’s familiar nickname had me smiling. She was the only one in the world who called me that. 

“What’s up, Faye? We were just finishing up a set at Lunar.”

“Ugh, that rundown café? I could have you headlining at the Showbox.” 

“I know, but­—”

“You owe Mickey everything and you always play there whenever he asks because you’re loyal and far too kind of a person.”

“Well, I—”

“But that’s not what I’m calling about,” Faye said hurriedly, and I had to grit my teeth at the second interruption. She meant well, but Faye was like a steamroller. Nothing stood in the way of her and something she wanted. “I have news.” 

“Good news?”

“The best news!” Faye’s voice was practically vibrating with excitement, and I felt an answering flutter in the vicinity of my solar plexus. 

“Well? What is it? Tell me already.”

“I just got off the line with Max Entertainment Management.” I held my breath, recognizing the name. It was one of the biggest tour management agencies in Seattle. “You’re in.” 

My mind blanked as those two words rattled around in my head. “We...we’re in?” 

“The Nomad tour. You’re in. Moon is co-headlining!” 

“Oh my god. Oh my god. OH MY GOD! ARE YOU SERIOUS?” I was shouting. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t hear over the sudden ringing in my ears. The Nomad tour was one of the biggest indie tours playing in some of the most well-known venues across the nation. 

“Yes! Yes, I’m serious.” Faye was laughing in delight as she spoke, and I felt a chuckle escape my own lips. I was numb, overloaded with excitement and joy and a fierce pride because we’d worked our asses off over the past five years and, damn it, we deserved this. 

I glanced up to see Sam, Casey, and Tyler all circled around me and looking decidedly concerned. They had been drawn over by my yelling. I grinned at them, unable to keep the news from tumbling out. 

“We just booked the Nomad tour!” 

There was a moment of stunned silence from the rest of the band, but it broke when Sam let out an ecstatic yelp. They all jumped around, celebrating like a bunch of fools. Even Tyler had a goofy grin on his face. I knew I had one to match. 

“Holy shit,” I finally managed to mumble into the receiver, still on top of the world. Then some of Faye’s words came back in a rush. “Wait, co-headlining? Who are we touring with?” 

“Obsidian.”

“What!?”

“I know! Isn’t that incredible? They’re a major catch for this tour. Tell me you’ve heard of them.” 

“Yeah,” I muttered softly, crashing back to the ground with a bang, “I’ve heard of them.” I’d more than heard of them. Obsidian was a rival, pure and simple, another Seattle-based band that had started about the same time as Moon. Even worse, though, I knew the front man, Connor Evans, personally, and I hated him just as personally. He was the chauvinistic, egomaniac bad boy of the Seattle music scene who had more woman panting after him than he could count. Not that he could count very high, I was pretty sure. 

But none of that compared to the one thing he’d done that I could never forgive. He’d hurt someone I cared about. He’d broken Lori’s heart. And now I had to spend the next six months with him on tour. Just freakin’ great. 
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Chapter 2
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Connor

I kicked the toe of one boot out in front of the other, trying to get comfortable in the designer chair. All white with sleek lines, the furniture might have looked expensive but it was damned awful to sit in. I would know. I’d been stuck here in the lobby for the past twenty-five minutes waiting for this meeting to start. 

I glanced around the waiting room, staring at the same bright orange-red and teal walls, each one covered in art hanging next to framed music posters. It was an eclectic mix, but it screamed money and success. Well, if I knew anything about Max Entertainment, I knew the company had a lot of money, and a hell of a lot of success. It was the main reason I was still sitting here twiddling my thumbs after nearly a half hour of being told to wait. 

The buzz of my cell phone vibrating in my pocket was a welcome distraction, and I quickly hit the button to open the text. The caller ID popped up, along with a picture of Jay holding his drumsticks and flicking off the camera. I grinned at the picture, but as I read his text, the smile faded. 

The press strikes again. Way to go, man. Another conquest for the irresistible Connor Evans. I snorted at the words, knowing they were mostly in jest, but a second later the phone buzzed again, this time accompanied by a link. I opened it and nearly groaned out loud. 

It was a tabloid article that had been published just that morning. A dark, grainy picture dominated the screen, but I could still make it out. It was a photograph of me at some Seattle club, my arms draped around three scantily clad girls and my tongue down one of their throats. 

I snorted again, trying to shrug it off as I shifted uncomfortably in the chair. Damn, they really didn’t make these easy to sit in at all. With a half-hearted flick, I scrolled through the rest of the short article, but there wasn’t much more to say, just lead singer and guitarist of Obsidian spotted in local club up to his usual tricks.

The press ate up my escapades like candy. The wilder I seemed, the more they loved me. If only they knew the truth, that I’d gone home alone that night. Most nights for that matter. 

I scrolled back up to the photo, trying to remember where I’d been or what night it had been taken. After a moment, I shook my head. Just one more night in an endless sea of women and drinks, shows and promotions. 

I peered closer, finally recognizing one of the girls in the picture. There hadn’t been anything remotely different about that night, or those women. They had been vapid and boring, not really interested in me at all. The only thing they had cared about was being seen with a rock star. They hadn’t even cared about the music. That was the greatest crime of all to me. 

Sound coming from behind the closed door on the other side of the waiting room had me glancing up at it, but it remained shut. Damn it, how much longer was I going to have to wait? 

Over the last year, I’d put my head down and focused more on my music and career than ever before—despite evidence to the contrary. I snorted to myself as I sharply closed the article and put my phone back in my pocket. 

I had worked my ass off, so had the rest of the band, and it was paying off. Obsidian had risen up the indie charts and now was headlining a major U.S. tour. 

Co-headlining. The thought had me grimacing to myself. It was the only wrinkle in an otherwise fantastic opportunity for the band. The last thing I wanted to do was headline a tour with Moon, or more specifically, Alice Carlyle. 

She’d given me the cold shoulder ever since everything had happened with me and Lori. When Lori and I had been engaged, I’d enjoyed hanging out with her the few times we’d had the occasion too. It was obvious she was passionate about her music, and she was damned good too. 

That was the only silver lining to this whole goddamned circus. Beyond her talent, she was a vicious harpy. My jaw tightened as I recalled the night after Lori and I had broken off the engagement. I’d never forget the way Alice had stormed up to me after their band had just finished their set for the night. I hadn’t even had time to open my mouth before she’d thrown a full drink in my face. 

Fury had outweighed reason or any desire to make her understand what had really gone down between me and Lori. We’d gotten into a shouting match right there in front of everybody. Looking back now, it probably hadn’t been the best way to handle things. 

But damn it, I’d still been raw from the breakup, hurting and more than a little drunk. I couldn’t even remember all the terrible things I’d hurled at her, but it must have been bad because she hadn’t spoken a word to me since. And we were about to sit down at a major meeting together. Should be fun. 

I snorted to myself. More like torture by a thousand cuts. If this wasn’t such a good opportunity for the band, I might have cancelled altogether. But I wasn’t about to let Jay and the rest of the guys down, not after we’d worked so hard and come so far. We all deserved this. Hell if I was about to let some personal shit get in the way. We’d just have to figure out how to deal with each other. 

The sound of footsteps approaching echoed off the brightly painted walls, but they came to a sudden halt still several feet away. I glanced over and had to stop myself from jerking to my feet in surprise. 

I forced my body to relax muscle by muscle as I drank in the sight of her, but it was damned near impossible. Alice Carlyle, bane of my existence, stood stock still in front of me. I didn’t know why shock flooded my system. I had known she was going to be at the meeting, but after a year of ignoring each other, her sudden presence had my system going haywire. 

A gorgeous dark-haired woman was talking into a phone behind her, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Alice. I tried to pretend I wasn’t staring at her, but I didn’t know how successful I was. Her ashy brown hair was longer than I remembered, and most of it was died a shade of lavender that made her expressive gray eyes look even bigger. 

Her heart-shaped face carried a hint of strain, but it did nothing to stop the natural pout of her unpainted lips or dull her beauty. My gaze traveled southward as if it had a will of its own. There was nothing I could do but go along for the ride as it traced her ample curves. She wasn’t a conventional beauty. Hell, nothing about her was conventional, but the lushness of her body had my own reacting, hard and painful. 

Her clothes seemed simple at first, a plain white cotton T-shirt that looked soft to the touch and dark denim jeans, but the shirt was transparent enough that I could see the polka dot bra underneath and her jeans clung to her figure in a way that had my mouth watering. 

Even the boots she was wearing drove me crazy. They were black leather things with just enough of a heel to make her hips sway sinfully as she walked—just like they were doing now as she started toward me again. 

I was stumbling to my feet before I realized my body was moving, and I didn’t miss the way Alice’s eyes widened and rested warily on mine, like she was staring at an animal and wasn’t sure how dangerous it was. The thought had me smiling, a small smirk that barely reached my mouth. Oh, she had no idea just how dangerous I could be. 

“You’re here already,” Alice said, and it didn’t sound like a good thing. “At least we don’t have to wait.” She opened her eyes wide and peeked around with exaggerated curiosity. “What, no gaggle of drooling girls to keep you company? I’m surprised you go anywhere without at least a few of your harem to stroke your ego.” 

My jaw fell slack and then clenched tight in anger a moment later. Oh, right, she was the single most irritating female on the planet. How could I have forgotten that? It probably had something to do with the way she made my pulse race and body tighten at a glance. 

Lust mixed with fury to create a potent cocktail that bubbled just beneath the surface, but before I could think of something similarly biting to shoot back at her, she was walking toward the now-open door. 

I threw my hand out in a gesture for them to precede me, but it was wasted. Alice and the brunette were already entering the office. I had to bite back a groan as I followed her in. Damn, she was just as gorgeous from the back, with curves and dips in all the right places. 

I could already feel a headache forming just above my right temple, and I rubbed it desperately, taking the opportunity to tear my gaze away and take a deep breath. If the last thirty seconds was anything to go by, this was going to be a hell of a long meeting. 

*
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ALICE

I forced myself not to look back at Connor as we walked into the meeting. But damn, it was hard. I had been so taken aback by the sight of him in the lobby that I’d stopped dead in my tracks. 

I had been so unprepared to see him after the past year we’d been avoiding each other. He still had the same signature blue-black hair that hung thick and unruly over his forehead as if he ran his fingers through it but it refused to obey. 

His features looked sharper than I remembered, more roughhewn, as if all the excess had been chiseled away and what was left was a pure masculine masterpiece. And then he’d glanced over at me with those eyes, a deep indigo that seared straight through me. 

Connor had been lounging in that chair as if he’d owned it, a small smirk on his face as he rose to his feet. I hated that he was so handsome. It made me want to hit something. I hated that everything came so easy to him because of his good looks. It was just one more thing to add the an already impressively long list. 

Faye turned to me, shooting me an imploring, wide-eyed look that begged me to behave before turning to the reason we were all in this meeting in the first place. 

“Mr. Dean, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person,” Faye said, turning up her ample charm as she reached out to shake the hand of the man behind the desk. He was in his late fifties and exuded a sense of wealth. I could see it in the tailored suit and the pearly white smile only money could buy that he sent Faye. As the owner and CEO of Max Entertainment Management, I shouldn’t have been surprised the guy was loaded. 

His dark hair was starting to go silver at the temples, but I had a feeling that was also unnatural, and even though his brown eyes were seemingly at ease, I could sense a shrewd mind behind the smooth facade. 

“Please, call me Max.” He said, low and sultry as he looked up at my agent with a much more intimate grin. I nearly rolled my eyes. Faye retrieved her hand, shooting me a slanted-eyed look that had me fighting laughter. 

We were both used to her being hit on by basically anything that breathed. Faye was stunning in a dark, mysterious way that I could never even hope to come close to. Not that I was jealous. I’d seen firsthand how many times she’s had to politely, or not so politely, reject someone. And those someones didn’t always take it well. 

“All right, Max. As I was saying, it’s a pleasure to be here. I’d like to introduce my client, Alice Carlyle. She’s here on behalf of her band.” 

I tentatively reached out my hand to grasp his, but there was no slick smile for me. I was grateful. Faye quickly made the introductions for Connor, and he mumbled that his manager would be here soon. A few moments later, a man in a flannel shirt and jeans walked in and introduced himself as Miles White, Obsidian’s manager. 

“All right, let’s get down to business,” Max Dean said, pushing forward two separate piles of paper, one for me and one for Connor. I tried to ignore him as we both reached for the contracts, but his fingers accidentally brushed the back of my hand, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. 

Get a hold of yourself! I mentally scowled at my reaction, but it didn’t make it go away. I jerked the papers into my lap. What the hell was going on? 

“I’ve already reviewed the contract,” Faye was saying as I stared blankly at the first page. “It’s a good deal, Alice. I just want you to look it over before signing anything.” 

“Um, okay,” I muttered, vaguely aware of Connor and his manager having the same conversation next to me. I forced myself to focus and read through until I got to the end and the figure typed neatly next to the dollar sign. I nearly choked. 

“Everything all right?” Faye asked quietly, leaning closer. 

“All right? Faye, this is... I mean, the paycheck, it’s...” 

She sent me a small, kind smile. Faye was more than just our agent. Over the last year, she’d become more of a friend than a colleague, and she knew enough about my history to know that I’d never seen that much money in my life. She knew what it meant to me. Foster kids and financial stability didn’t really go together. “I know, Alice. I told you, it’s a good deal. I negotiated it myself.” 

“I could kiss you,” I whispered to her, still shaken by the number of zeros in the number. 

“You’ll have to get in line,” Faye whispered back with a roll of her dark eyes toward Max, who was on his phone with his assistant while we went over the details. 

After reviewing the contract, all that was left was to scrawl my signature and the date at the bottom. The rest of the band would add their signatures in a few days, but this made it real. We were officially headlining a major national tour. I felt giddy and more than a little drunk on excitement, enough to forget myself for a moment and share an excited grin with Connor before I even realized what I was doing. 

There was another round of paperwork that needed to be signed, and I was grateful when it finally ended. My hand was starting to cramp. 

“All right, one last thing,” Mr. Dean said, placing a glossy folder on the desk and a form next to it. “My marketing team has been working on some promotional images, posters, ads, etcetera.” He waved his hand in the air as he spoke, and I noticed the gold pinky ring he sported. “I just need one more signature and then you’re free to go.” 

Connor shrugged, leaning forward to sign, but something had me reaching for the folder instead. I pulled it open, flipping through the images, which were for the most part innocuous yet not exactly what I would have picked. But then again, Casey did all the artwork for the band and we’d never taken part in a massive tour. 

I flipped to the next image and froze. 

“What the hell is this?” 

Max leaned forward. “That’s just one of the ads my people drew up. Well send it to certain venues to promote the tour.” 

“Yeah, I got that.” I forced the words out through clenched teeth as I jabbed my finger in the middle of the glossy photograph. “But what the hell is this?” 

Faye leaned over my shoulder to take a look and made a choking sound in the back of her throat. I glared at the image. It had been seamlessly photoshopped to look like a picture of me and Connor together onstage, leaning against one another. I was smiling up at him like a puppy. 

“Sex sells, Alice,” Max said with a shrug, “and you two look good together. It will be a big draw, the chemistry between you two.” 

“There is no chemistry between us. This photo is a fake.” A good fake. I’d give them that. I would have believed it was real except that I knew for a fact Connor and I hadn’t spent more than five minutes in the same room in over a year.

“Faye?” I glanced up at my agent, silently pleading with her, but she just gave me a sympathetic look. 

“It’s not really that bad, Al,” Faye started, but I didn’t let her finish. 

“Not that bad?” I stuttered out the words in disbelief. “I write songs about being strong, about being independent, about not needing anyone, especially not a man, and sure as hell not this asshole”—I gestured wildly in Connor’s direction, not noticing the way his dark blue eyes narrowed dangerously—“to succeed or to be happy. You want to put up posters where I look like a brainless little girl fawning over the big strong man? No. No way!”

“Look, Miss Carlyle, I don’t know who you think you are—” Max started to growl angrily, a scowl marring his otherwise smooth features, but Faye interrupted him, diffusing the situation. 

“Please, Mr. Dean, Alice just wants to make sure she’s not sending mixed messages to her fan base. That’s understandable, right?” Faye sent Max a megawatt smile, and the CEO visibly relaxed. No one could resist Faye Donnelly when she was being charming—a skill I obviously didn’t have. Charm wasn’t exactly my strong suit. 

I noticed that Connor was unaffected by Faye’s smile. His brows were still furrowed and a spark of anger flickered in the blue depths of his eyes. 

“Why don’t we set up an alternate photo shoot with the two of them, and we can get shots of both bands together. It will look much more natural, a better draw for fans. Believe me, they can sense a fake from a mile off.” Faye’s smile widened and she went in for the kill. “I would consider it a great personal favor, Mr. Dean.” 

“Please, just Max,” the older man grumbled, and then the last of his animosity fled. “You know, a photo shoot would be great publicity for the two of you. We can make an event out of it, start getting word out about the upcoming tour.”

Faye and the CEO began hashing out the details of the photo shoot, but fury still strummed inside me as I stared at the image. It was beyond ridiculous, but something about it caught me. The way our two bodies twined together onstage had something deep inside me responding as desire pooled low between my thighs. I slammed the folder shut, fighting to regain control of my body, and stood, tossing the thing on the desk. 

“Whatever you have to do is fine, Faye. I know you’ll take care of it.” I turned and stalked out of the suddenly claustrophobic office, ignoring Faye’s pleas to sit back down and the worried look in her dark eyes. 

It wasn’t until I was halfway through the lobby and headed down the long hall that led outside that I realized I wasn’t alone. 

I turned on him with a snap. “What the hell are you doing?”

“What was that in there?” Connor demanded, wearing his anger like armor. Well, I was more than ready for a battle. 

“Maybe you could tell me. You knew about that little stunt, didn’t you?” I accused him, taking a step closer so I could jab my finger at his chest. He didn’t move an inch.

“I had no idea they were going to pull some shit like that. As if anyone would believe it anyway. Me, with someone like you.” 

My vision went red at his words. “Someone like me? Oh, you mean someone who’s intelligent, fully dressed, and has good taste? You’re right. No one would ever believe it.” 

“Listen,” Connor growled, his facade starting to show some cracks, “we’re going to spend the next six months together. You think you could be a little less of a shrew?” 

“A shrew! I’ll show you shrew, you ridiculous, chauvinist asshole. You think any woman who doesn’t throw herself at you is a shrew? If we’re going to spend six months on tour, you need to check your ego!”

“And you need to check your attitude. I’ve never done anything to you.” 

“If you believe that, you really are as stupid as you look.” The words flew out of my mouth, and suddenly Connor was there, right in front of me, so close I could feel the heat his body was throwing off like a furnace. Or maybe that was just my temper making me feel like I had just been lit on fire. 

“Just keep pushing me, honey. Then you’ll find what stupid really looks like.” Connor’s voice was low and rough, his anger barely contained, and the hot breath that teased my cheek just fanned the flames. 

“Honey?” I snorted, now beyond any sense of self-preservation. Otherwise I probably would have backed off. Well, no one lived forever. “Jesus, you really have no idea how to talk to a woman, do you? You caveman types are all the same. You just can’t stand to have a woman reject you. Your fragile He-Man ego just can’t take it.” 

Between one breath and the next, Connor had me pressed against the wall of the hallway, his face a bare inch from mine. His hard body was plastered against mine, and even through the temper that burned in my veins, it felt good. Too good. Waaaay too good. 

“You know what I can’t take?” He growled the words, the sound fierce as it rumbled against my ear, sending shockwaves up and down my spine. “I can’t take any more of that mouth of yours. In fact, I can think of about a million better things you could doing with it than arguing with me.” 

I sucked in a breath at his words. They were chauvinistic and full of ego and assumption and all the things I hated about it him, but it didn’t stop the razor-sharp image from coming into full focus in my mind: Connor spread out on a big bed with black sheets wrapped around his naked body as I did every wicked thing I wanted to his body.

My gaze dropped to his mouth before I could stop it, and for one intense moment, the whole world narrowed until all that was left was the small space barely separating us. Less than a breath stood between us, and the insane urge to kiss him swept through me. I had to claw myself back from the edge, and it was so much harder than it should have been. 

“I—I’m not arguing.” 

Connor blinked his heavy-lidded eyes up to mine, and the mix of fury and lust swirling in his inky gaze had my system going haywire all over again. 

“What?” His voice was rough as gravel. 

“I’m not arguing. I’m just stating facts,” I said again, stronger this time, but shock still held me still. Connor shook himself like he was waking from a dream before stumbling back a step. He looked as shell-shocked as I felt. My whole body was shaking as if I’d just survived a war zone. 

His features tightened as my words finally registered. Connor turned, wrapped in a silence so thick he might as well have been shouting before he stalked the rest of the way down the hallway and left, letting the door slam shut behind him. 
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