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			chapter one


			Jo


			Stalker. When you put it that way, what I did for a living sounded despicable. Paparazza had a nicer ring to it. Slightly.


			My editor, Andy, said I was too fresh to work the street. The way he told it, I still had the stink of human about me. “Josephine, you have to figure out if you want to work in this profession or have a soul.”


			That Andy was a joy to work with. But I’d seen him in action, walking backward down the sidewalk, shooting pictures and asking questions, right up in the faces of people who behaved as though he was completely invisible.


			I’d been called a parasite and told to get a job by people who never saw the hypocrisy in shelling out money to read the articles I’d post.


			Most people assumed it was an exciting line of work. But while I clocked more celebrity sightings in a week than most people would their whole lives, most days, I simply leaned against a brick wall for hours, shoulder cramping, hoping the stars would align. Literally.


			On other days, like today, a post on a social media site would take me on a journey to Brooklyn where I’d narrowly missed getting a shot of an Oscar winning actress rehearsing her lines in Prospect Park. Cursing the waste of the morning, I had no choice but to head back to the subway with nothing to turn in to my editor. But as I rounded a corner, I spotted Maggie Mortimer coming out of the Park Slope Food Coop with her two daughters. I raised my eyes to the heavens in gratitude and then steeled myself for the kill.


			I wore two cameras strapped across my chest bandito-style. When Maggie stopped to adjust her bags, I grabbed my work camera off my right hip and caught her in my crosshairs, disengaging my conscience and centering her in the frame. I got off one shot just before my viewfinder filled with a plasma-colored blob that autofocus slowly resolved into an oblivious jerk staring directly into my lens.


			I let my camera drop against my sternum with a growl of frustration, but my new friend didn’t get the memo. Rather, he moved in closer with a disarmingly friendly smile. “Who are you shooting?”


			“It’s Maggie Mortimer.” With dismay, I watched a crowd gather around her, and my last chance at a celebrity sighting disappeared into a vortex of autograph-seeking passersby. A long exhale left my body along with my hopes of returning with anything Andy might want.


			I glared at my nemesis, but even as I plotted his murder, I became aware of how deliciously pretty he was. With his blond hair, blue eyes, broad shoulders, and tanned skin, he should have been holding a surf board on a poster for a California travel agency. He really was too perfect to be roaming the streets without a chaperon.


			But none of that mattered. He’d thrown a wrench into my morning, and I arched my eyebrow a fraction higher in reproof. He continued to stare at me with a look of curiosity, as if somehow I were more interesting than the famous person half a block away.


			He pointed at my camera. “Are you paparazzi?”


			His fascination made sudden sense—he’d probably never seen a pap up close and impersonal. I sucked on my teeth and considered the situation. “Look. I’m sure you don’t care, but you’ve cost me a candid shot of that actress, and that’s my bread and butter. The least you could do is give me a boost so I can maybe bring something back to my editor.”


			His eyes narrowed for a beat, and he glanced down the block, then back at me, as he pieced together my dilemma. I wasn’t short, but I’d need to stand on a bench to see over that crowd. A slight smile played on his lips. “You want to climb on my shoulders?” He waggled his eyebrows salaciously.


			The idea seemed preposterous, but desperate times and all. I’d gone to greater lengths for less in the past. And somehow I felt like this guy might be a good sport. He’d maintained a devil-may-care grin throughout this entire exchange. And I really needed that shot. I closed my eyes and swallowed my pride. “Would you mind?”


			He dropped to one knee with the speed of an eager suitor, and I winced as his bare knee hit the concrete. He merely bowed his head and said, “At your service.”


			I couldn’t help but giggle at the absurdity. But then he lifted his eyes, and my laughter caught in my throat. Until that moment, he’d just been an annoying interference, but his smoldering gaze brought me thundering to reality. I took a half step away and drank in the beauty of my kneeling knight. Golden hair glinted in the late morning sun. Bright blue eyes shone with mirth and intelligence. Well-muscled biceps peeked out of a T-shirt that stretched across his broad chest. Thighs flexed, and his smooth, taut skin cried out to be touched.


			I swallowed.


			He held a hand out toward me. “Come on, then. I don’t bite. Well, not in full daylight.”


			I circled around him, hearing everything my mom would say in this situation. But this total stranger didn’t appear to be suffering from typhoid, and I hadn’t seen a gutted panel van in the vicinity, so I felt reasonably confident this wasn’t how I’d die. I laid my hand on his left shoulder and immediately yanked it away from the shock of how toned and solid he felt.


			He twisted back. “You don’t need to be scared. I carry equipment all the time. I’ve only dropped a few.” His lips, lips I noticed for the first time, grew into a full-fledged smile, white teeth flashing like an ad for Crest. Could I seriously climb on this beautiful man?


			One of Andy’s many lectures came to mind: Get the shot at any cost. And just like that, fear of losing my job overcame my self-respect. Honestly, I’d been chipping away at that virtue ever since I traded art school for tabloid photography.


			With a last farewell to my dignity, I swung my right leg over that mouthwatering shoulder. As soon as I felt his hand on my shin, I hopped up and sat square across the back of his neck. My human crane held my legs tight and stood.


			And wobbled.


			My free hand reflexively latched onto his hair, and he yelped.


			“Sorry,” I hollered down. A hint of coconut wafted up, and I fought off a visceral reaction—the desire to touch him, smell him, even taste him. I wanted to lean forward and plant my face into the top of his head.


			But I’d spent months struggling to preserve my job and wasn’t about to crumble just because I straddled a Fifty-Most-Beautiful-People level of beautiful person. With those sexy lips. And his hands on my legs.


			Focus, Jo.


			I lifted my camera and zoomed in. There in the center stood my target. And she was facing the wrong way.


			Crap.


			I yelled down, “Can you walk closer?”


			He caught my wrist to steady me as he lumbered forward, and my self-control faltered thanks to his neck, now rubbing against my inner thighs—and more—way too intimately for a total stranger. It was a miracle I didn’t fall from a spontaneous swoon.


			I lifted my camera, but the appearance of a desperate pap precariously perched on a good Samaritan must have spooked her, because in the time it took me to point and aim, she’d lifted her bags, grabbed her youngest daughter by the hand, and fled down the block in the opposite direction.


			I palmed my forehead. Unless I’d inadvertently captured something during that mortifying display, I had nothing at all.


			My accidental hero lowered me back to the street, and I breathed heavily even though he’d been the one exerting himself. He ran a hand through his hair, and I followed it with greedy eyes, already regretting my descent to ordinary earth after my trip atop a golden god.


			He eyed me with equal interest. “Perhaps we should be formally introduced? I’m Micah.” He stretched out his hand. “And you are?”


			“J-Jo.” I took a deep breath and let it out.


			“Jo-Jo?” In normal circumstances, his constant teasing might have put me off, but Micah had an air of easy-going charm about him. And he had just agreed to be my parade float out of sheer generosity.


			“Jo,” I repeated, a bit more confidently. “Josie.”


			“Well, Jo-Josie.” His hand gripped mine, and his half smile hovered somewhere between charming and devilish. “Where are you from?”


			I took another shuddering breath and tried to get my heart to stop galloping in my chest. I prayed my lack of composure had nothing to do with a sudden drop in my blood sugar, please, God, and rather everything to do with the proximity of the most attractive man I’d possibly ever laid eyes on. And I’d seen a lot of attractive people in my line of work. “Georgia,” I said, then clarified, “Atlanta.”


			He gently pushed my shoulder. “Get back, Jo-Jo.”


			I snickered at the dated song reference as though that joke hadn’t fallen from the lips of every class clown I’d ever known. I put on my twangiest Southern. “You shooin’ me on home, now?”


			His blue eyes crinkled at the corner, and his playful smile stretched all the way to flirtatious scamp. Dimples emerged in his tanned, smooth cheeks, beneath a hint of blond stubble. His skin looked as soft as a baby’s. “Absolutely not.” He reached over and pulled one of my ash brown curls out straight, and I shivered. “It’s just, you don’t look…” He bit his lip and seemed to think twice about finishing that sentence. “You barely have an accent. I wouldn’t have guessed you were southern.”


			“’Fraid so. Dekalb county, born and raised.” I took a step closer. “And you?”


			“Actually, you’ve wandered into my kingdom.” He twirled his hands out as though to present his domain. “Might I ask, what is your quest here, my lady?”


			I gave him points for nerd humor and chuckled. “I seek the holy grail. Do you have one, pray tell?”


			“Alas, no.” He winked. “I was on my way to find one when I was accosted by a fair maiden in distress.” His bratty-little-brother smirk felt like a challenge.


			“That so?” I flashed him a smile. “And do you make it a habit of photobombing innocent maidens?”


			He exhaled with surprised laughter. “You might say that.”


			I narrowed my eyes at him and, before he could react, lifted my camera and clicked the shutter. “Aha! I’ve captured a consolation prize.” I shook my camera at him, defiant. “Now we’ll see what you go for on the open market.”


			He made a gesture as though to swipe my camera away, dramatically failing and clutching at his chest. “Touché. But I promise it’s not much.”


			Thoughts of payment hit my stomach like a runaway freight train and sucked all the fun out of this enchanting experience. What were the odds of encountering another celebrity around here? I needed to scout my next lead to find something to bring Andy by the end of the day. I couldn’t afford to let him down again, or this time he might actually fire me.


			I frowned. “I should go.”


			Micah chewed on his pretty lower lip for a beat, then said, “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have a business card? You know, in case I’m ever in the market for my own personal paparazza.”


			That made me laugh again, and my momentary gloom lifted. I reached into my camera bag and produced a plain white card with just my name and contact info. “And you?”


			Micah patted his pocket and came up with a wallet. He slid a card out and held it toward me. I started to scan it when he laid a finger on my shoulder, and my eyes closed for a beat as I leaned my head toward his hand. What had come over me?


			“It was good to meet you, Jo-Josie from Georgia, Atlanta. I hope to see you again.” He looked into my eyes once more, more serious than before. “And don’t let this business change you.”


			He gave my arm a quick squeeze, then turned and headed away from me as I stood planted, enjoying the view from behind. I sighed, hoping maybe he’d asked for my card so he could call me. I dropped my eyes back to his and read, Micah Sinclair. The Most Wanted.


			My jaw dropped.


			I’d been talking to one of the guys from The Most Wanted for a good twenty minutes. Micah freaking Sinclair. My head fell back, and I stared at the clouds passing. He’d been in my clutches, and I hadn’t asked him a single hard-hitting question. And the picture I’d shot—I didn’t want to think about it.


			My boss would eat me alive. I could have delivered a click-bait-worthy photo if I had the encyclopedic mind Andy expected. In my defense, I didn’t follow musicians as closely as actors. In fact, I had to wrack my brains to recall anything I’d read about Micah. Had it been about his band? Or a girlfriend, maybe? It didn’t matter. None of my excuses would hold water in the court of Andy.


			I considered chasing after Micah. I could take a picture of his backside—a worthy subject in my estimation. But I was already going to catch hell for the one lame-ass shot I’d taken—especially without a printable quote. I could have deleted the picture and pretended this never happened. But Andy would make my life even more insufferable if I returned altogether empty-handed.


			An ember of hope began to bloom as I remembered I had Micah’s contact info. What if I called and sweet-talked him into a quote? I lifted his card again and read the words Please contact the band’s manager, Hervé Diaz, at— And all hope died.


			Fixated on Micah’s last statement, I trudged back toward the subway. “Don’t let this business change you.” All along, he’d known I was missing a golden opportunity. He must have been laughing at me the whole time. I squared my shoulders and decided to chalk it up to a learning experience. Yet another one.


			Ordinarily, such a humiliation would have left me near tears. But as I walked, I began to laugh. At the very least, I’d have a hilarious adventure story to tell Zion. And in spite of everything, it had been the most fun I’d had in ages. Micah had turned out to be the bright spot in an otherwise cursed day.


			As I neared the entrance to the subway, a young girl wearing face paint and holding a bright red balloon caught my eye. I reached left and switched to my personal camera, pressing the shutter to capture a burst of images. Bright sunlight created a halo in her wild curly locks. Her parents hunched over a map, blind to the masterpiece of their child. The girl glanced up and saw me. I knelt on the sidewalk and winked at her. She tilted her head and looked directly into the camera. A guileless smile broke out. She was missing her front tooth.


			Click click click. Beautiful.


		


	

		

			chapter two


			Jo


			I relived my madcap morning as I rode the elevator to the newsroom floor. In the few months I’d been tracking down celebrities, I’d never interacted with any of them like that. Like people. Why had Micah approached me when he had nothing to gain? It made me feel a little bit special, and I lectured myself not to go and develop a crush on someone so completely out of my reach, but it was too late. I was smitten.


			A stomach growl warned me I needed to grab something to eat soon, but I wanted to catch Zion before Andy came back from lunch.


			Thankfully, the office was practically deserted. I skulked toward my desk, trying not to attract the attention of the office busybodies. Derek was too busy shoveling forkfuls of tikka masala out of a Styrofoam box to pay me any mind. A few tables over, Leonard quietly blew steam from his coffee as he read a competitor’s paper.


			As I settled in front of my computer, I caught Zion’s eye and silently invited him to come hither with a stealthy sideways jerk of my head. He dropped off his stool and sidled up beside me.


			While I searched the share drive for the picture of Micah I’d just uploaded, Zion laid his chin on my shoulder. As soon as the image opened, he sucked in a sharp gasp. “You ran into Micah Sinclair?” Zion had been at this job for years but still got excited about celebrities, especially the beautiful ones. He leaned forward, as if he could touch Micah right through the screen. “Yum. Did you ask him who’s going to replace Adam?”


			That was the story I couldn’t quite remember.


			Zion’s wiry hair nearly poked me in the eye, and I shoved his head out of my face. “Uh. No.”


			On my second monitor, I typed Micah’s name in the search bar. The first headline that popped up read: “Micah Sinclair to front The Most Wanted?” The article went on to explain how Adam Copeland was invited to judge the reality singing show Dream On, leaving the band in disarray. Below a suggested story asked: “Micah Sinclair single again?” That would have been the question Andy wanted me to ask.


			Competing aches twisted in my gut. The word single might as well have stood in thirty-foot-tall neon letters. The thought of an allegedly available Micah Sinclair flirting with the very available me made my nerves effervesce.


			But the word again knocked me back to reality, implying a string of former girlfriends. He might be available, but he probably flirted in his sleep.


			Still, I couldn’t contain my grin as I studied Micah’s adorably bratty expression. Even though I’d surprised him, he looked like he’d somehow gotten one over on me instead of the other way around. Like he’d tricked me into taking his picture. And, damn, was he ever photogenic.


			Zion said what I was thinking. “He sure is pretty.”


			I zoomed in, and Micah’s features filled the screen. He’d been so close when I’d snapped the picture, I hadn’t gotten much below the neck. What a shame—he had a great build. Still, those eyes. Blue like sapphires. Sparkling like the sea.


			“I’d kill for that skin. So smooth.” Zion’s dark skin was dotted with black spots. To me, they were just a part of him, but I knew he felt self-conscious. “It’s not fair. He looks Photoshopped.”


			I patted his cheek. “You’re beautiful, Zion.”


			He dismissed me with a quick roll of his eyes. “Can you filter out the glare?”


			“I’m not sure if it’s worth bothering. Without a comment, Andy’s not likely to use it.”


			Zion nodded at the photo and graciously said, “If he’d been looking at me like that, I might have been a little tongue-tied, too.”


			I rested my elbows on the table and dropped my chin on my hands, appreciative of the spiritual pat on the back but tired of always needing one. “I wasn’t tongue-tied, Zion.” I looked around for eavesdroppers and whispered, “I didn’t have a clue who he was.”


			“What?” He spoke too loud, and nosy Leonard glanced up. “How’d you get a picture of Micah Sinclair if you didn’t even know who he was?”


			That comment released the kraken. Leonard left his desk, holding his coffee mug in both hands. “Ten bucks he approached you.”


			I double-blinked in shock. “How did you know?”


			He set his mug on my desk. “Micah Sinclair is attracted to paparazzi like a moth to a bug zapper. Especially now that he’s gonna be the face of the band that Adam Copeland built.”


			I recalled how Micah had gotten right up in my camera without noticing the celeb down the street, curious about me. And everything clicked into place. So much for feeling special. Still, something didn’t add up. “If he wanted the publicity, why didn’t he tell me who he was? I would have at least interviewed him.”


			He shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe he figured you should already know.”


			Ouch.


			“He took me off guard, talking to me like a regular person, like I was the interesting one.” My tone sounded defensive even to me.


			Leonard’s shoulders relaxed as though he remembered I was hapless fresh meat. “Ya know, I’ve noticed he’s friendlier to photographers than reporters. Maybe he’s a narcissist. Or maybe he wants to raise his profile without the invasion into his privacy. Can’t say I blame him considering what he’s usually asked.” He shook his head and mimicked, “Micah, did you break up with your girlfriend?” He tsked. “Poor kid. He is a musician after all.”


			Leonard had worked here longer than Andy even. He had war stories about everyone, and his words hung in the air like an invitation to ask him to share more.


			“Have you ever interviewed him?”


			He lifted a brow, like I’d asked him if he’d ever ridden the subway. “Of course. Several times.”


			“And?”


			His lips pursed. “It can’t be easy to get taken seriously when the only spread the Rock Paper ever did on you featured your pretty face.”


			Zion said, “Oh, right,” at the same time I said, “Huh?”


			Douchelord Derek, forever eavesdropping on everyone, called over. “That was last year. She might not have seen that story down in Podunk.”


			I shot eye daggers at him. “We get the Internet in Georgia, Derek.”


			Zion started typing. “I remember that. ‘The Pretty Boys of Rock.’” I assumed he was repeating the title, though knowing him, he might have been waxing nostalgic over eye candy past.


			Leonard grabbed the reins of conversation back. “The Rock Paper had done a piece on the hottest chicks in rock. It was fifty pages of sex kittens in leather and heavy makeup. They got a ton of blowback from it for focusing on women’s looks instead of their music. Sexist, you know? So a couple of issues later, they put out an equally offensive article, featuring as many attractive male rockers as they could dig up.”


			“Offensive, sure.” Zion had found the article and was slowly clicking through the ad-riddled slide show, ogling photos of huge rock stars like Jon Bon Jovi and Adam Copeland. I grabbed the mouse from him and powered through a series of people I didn’t recognize until I found Micah, showing more teeth than the rest of the brooding rockers, and dressed like he’d dug up his wardrobe at a rummage sale: tight garish red pants, green Converse high tops, and a ripped T-shirt for a band I’d never heard of. But with that face, Micah easily filled the “pretty” quota for “The Pretty Boys of Rock.”


			I read the blurb out loud, “‘Micah Sinclair, rhythm guitarist for The Most Wanted. He’s a Libra, and ladies you should know that means he’s a lover.’” I snickered and couldn’t read the rest without laughing.


			Leonard strolled over. “May I?” 


			I gave him control of the mouse. “Ever since then, he only crops up in stories like this.” He clicked through to an article topped by an enormous image of Micah snuggling with a gorgeous blond on some private beach. The photographer had been lucky enough to catch Micah with his pants down, literally. His entire body would have been exposed if not for the pixelated fig leaves obscuring the very thing that made the picture interesting.


			Zion shook his head and said, “Mm-mm-mm. That boy is delicious. Look at those shoulders.”


			I was looking. I’d been sitting on those shoulders less than two hours earlier. My stomach flipped at the thought. Out of nowhere I felt a stab of irrational jealousy toward the girl on the beach. I probably should have felt sympathy for her. He’d probably dumped her soon after the picture was taken.


			Leonard gave us a chance to drink in our fill before picking back up. “The hint of hypocrisy fueled these kinds of stories for a while because it turns out your boy was raised in an end times cult.”


			The things I learned working in this department never ceased to amaze me. “You’re kidding me.”


			“For real. I once researched it for an article we never ran.”


			“Yeah?” I leaned in, intrigued. Gossip sold for a very good reason.


			“They were called Maranatha, which I learned means something like ‘the return of the Lord’ or whatever—you know like the”—he snapped his fingers—“what-do-you-call-it?”


			“The Second Coming,” said Zion. Leonard and I turned and stared at him, eyes wide. He put a hand on his hip. “What? I was raised Southern Baptist.”


			I said what we were both thinking, “You said ‘second coming’ with a straight face. Not even a ‘That’s what she said.’” Leonard cracked up. I enjoyed working with these people when they weren’t all jockeying for the best stories. That is, when Andy wasn’t around to drive everyone to compete.


			Leonard still held everyone’s attention when he continued. “His family toured the country on a bus, crisscrossing the U.S. like the Partridge Family, except instead of pedaling pop music, they were selling the apocalypse. I asked him about it once.”


			Nobody said a word for a moment, until we couldn’t handle the suspense, and a chorus of “What did he say?” sprang up. Leonard smiled, always the attention whore. “Ah well, that’s what was funny. He told me about how great it was to travel town to town and meet people, playing his guitar. The way he talked about it, you’d think I’d asked him about his latest musical tour.”


			Zion said, “You mean his parents went around the country preaching the gospel and what he got from it was how to become a traveling rock star? That’s kind of hilarious.”


			Leonard pointed at Zion in agreement. “He deflected reporter questions without really denying it or apologizing, so the story never caught, but still, rumors about his dating life have always swirled.”


			The door swung open, and everyone flew to their stations. Andy rushed in on some kind of mission. He’d probably caught a celebrity dropping her baby. The newsroom bustled with renewed activity. Fingers clacked on keyboards, and every eye turned away from our tyrannical leader as he wended his way toward his office. When he approached my desk, I ducked my head, but it was too late. Andy caught me in his sights.


			“Josephine! How’d you make out this morning? Get anything we can use?”


			Zion straightened up, my personal savior. “She got a pretty picture of Micah Sinclair we could use for an out-and-about shot.” Since he’d talked me into taking the job here, he always tried to help me navigate the trials and tribulations of working for the devil.


			Andy’s ruddy face moved through the calculations quickly. “Did she get a comment?” Zion’s silence answered his question, and he went on, “How’d she run into Micah Sinclair and get no text? Did she ask him about his breakup?”


			“I’m right here, Andy.” I didn’t want to confess I hadn’t recognized Micah. “He didn’t stop. I barely got this picture.”


			Andy glanced at my monitor and clucked. “That’s not the face of someone in a hurry. What did he do? Stop and flirt?”


			He took a few more steps toward his office, and I sputtered out, “It was the best I could get.”


			Wrong answer. Andy spun around, drawn to me like Sauron’s eye to the one ring. “With the band shake-up, he’s probably out jockeying for some soft publicity. I bet you I could find a better amateur fan photo of him from today.” His mouth hardened into a frown which was how Andy showed perverse pleasure. “Slide over.”


			Sure enough, within seconds, he had a dozen photos of Micah out on the street today. The one at the very top said, “Micah’s new girlfriend?” Andy clicked a link to a shaky video, and there I was, very clearly perched on Micah’s shoulders, wearing a crazed look of determination on my face.


			I knew I was about to get the lecture of a lifetime, but all I could think about was forwarding that video to my mom who’d get an enormous kick out of it. I made a mental note to watch it two or three hundred times myself—if I survived the next few minutes.


			Andy’s head swiveled around. “You said he didn’t stop. What’s your explanation for this?”


			I wrapped my arms around myself, starting to shiver. And did my head feel light? I needed to get something to eat and soon, but I’d have to make it through Andy’s harangue first. I closed my eyes a second, but Andy had less than zero empathy for my health.


			“I’m waiting.”


			When I looked up, Andy hadn’t lost his sneer.


			“I’m sorry, Andy. I didn’t know who he was. He came up to me. He actually blocked my shot of Maggie Mortimer, so I talked him into giving me a boost.”


			 “Nice.” To my complete astonishment, his mouth curved slightly up, and he nodded. “Fast thinking. Shows initiative.” He turned to face the others who were all completely absorbed in the unfolding drama. “This is what I like to see. Get the shot anyway you can.” He rounded back on me. “So where’s the picture of Maggie?”


			His praise had lifted my hope, but the last question blew it to smithereens. “I never got it. She saw all that”—I waved my hand toward the incriminating video—“and fled.”


			He pressed his lips together, and I saw the words incompetent rookie in his eyes. He exhaled. “There may be a silver lining here, though.”


			A muscle in my cheek twitched from the stress of dealing with Andy’s mood swings. “What?”


			He grumbled, “If you want to get something I can use, stake out the townhouse of Hervé Diaz in Brooklyn Friday night.”


			“Friday night?” Ugh. I looked from Andy to Zion, trying to make sense of the assignment. “Why Hervé Diaz?”


			Zion turned to me. “Hervé’s the manager for the band The Most Wanted.”


			Andy rolled his eyes. “You have heard of them, right? Adam Copeland?”


			“Of course.” I’d heard their music to death, and Adam Copeland’s image graced the covers of legitimate big-time magazines.


			“Hervé always throws huge parties to hobnob with industry people and random celebrities. His shindigs have become a magnet for all kinds of interesting people. Your new friend Micah will probably show up there, too. See if you can catch his eye. He’s been known to bring the foxes right into the coop.”


			“You want me to find out who’s replacing Adam?”


			Andy exhaled his exasperation. “There’s a bigger story, if you can get it.”


			“Who Micah’s dating?” That would be awkward.


			“Stop. Listen.” He rubbed his temples. “Adam Copeland’s engaged to Micah’s sister, Eden Sinclair?”


			Of course. The dots were connecting. “I’m supposed to use Micah to find out if they’ve set a date?”


			I regretted it as soon as Andy’s eyes took on that gleam of zealous righteousness. He loved to hear himself wax prolific on the subject of our holy mission. “Look, Scout. It’s a symbiotic business. Micah won’t befriend you if there’s nothing in it for him. Really, we’re doing the marks a favor. Without publicity, they cease to exist.”


			When Andy used the word mark, he intended to turn the celebrities into an impersonal product. I repeated his words in my head, trying to approach this job with the same ruthless instinct. But when I looked at the picture of Micah laughing while carrying me like an old friend, he seemed so guileless and sweet, and I hated the idea of exploiting his friendly nature to stab him in the back.


			Then again, he’d only approached me because of the camera, so he must get something out of it, like Andy said. “Right.”


			Andy glared at me, reminding me again of the unblinking eye of the dark lord. “The marks don’t care about you, so don’t you start worrying about them. Okay?”


			I straightened my back and nodded. “Okay. I won’t let you down.”


		


	

		

			chapter three


			Micah


			The sky was that robin’s egg blue we only get as summer transitions into fall, my favorite time of year. Everything felt so hopeful, so full of possibilities.


			My phone buzzed a reminder that band rehearsal was starting soon. I considered playing hookie, but we were auditioning bass players today. I was finally going to graduate from New Guy after a full two years of playing with the band.


			As I turned up the street to our rehearsal space—a converted auto mechanic’s garage—some guy holding a camera approached, shooting pictures the whole time. Kind of rude, really. He had a great head of hair, real Timothée Chalamet curls.


			“Is it true you’re going to be taking over for Adam?”


			I laughed and gave the guy a nice smile, hoping he might use a picture I could send my mom. “Who are you with,” I asked. I could send her the article too, if it didn’t happen to mention my sex life.


			“Do you have a new bass player, yet?”


			It fascinated me that he cared. “What’s your name?”


			He froze, camera lowered to his chin, and for a second, he looked like he might tell me. My eyes fell on the slight scruff at his jaw, and I noticed how pretty his lips were. He was cute, but I’d already flirted with one paparazzi today, and I didn’t need to add questions about my sexuality to the long list of things they asked me about.


			Maybe I’d stared too long because he got back to it, camera clicking. “Did you break up with Isabelle Montreuil?”


			“Ah, shoot. And here I was hoping you were interested in my music.”


			“Why? Will you give me a quote?”


			I thought for a minute. Eden hated these people, but they were just trying to get by. Maybe if I threw him a bone about the band, he’d run off and write a positive story. Or at the very least, he wouldn’t be here, harassing our auditioners.


			“We haven’t chosen a bass player, yet.” I didn’t add that we were still in denial about losing Adam.


			“But you’re looking? Does that mean Adam’s really not coming back?”


			I shrugged. “Who knows what the future holds.”


			He didn’t like that answer if his grimace was any indication.


			“This is me.” I nodded toward the Meineke or whatever it had been. My dude craned his neck, as if he might peer through the blacked-out windows in the garage doors that only came up when we needed to move gear out. “I had a nice time. We should do this again.”


			“What?”


			I left him to his gossip and headed in. As soon as I opened the door, I could make out the unmistakable sound of bickering. Noah and Shane had been friends forever, but they acted like a couple that should have gotten divorced years ago.


			In the expansive used-to-be-a-garage area, where amps, microphones, drums, and guitar stands formed the outline of a stage, I found them setting up.


			“I have nothing against hiring a woman,” Noah said. “I’m just being practical. Are we going to need a second bus?”


			Shane wound a cord around one of his beefy arms. “Maybe we should anyway. We get one whenever we’re in Europe.”


			“That’s different,” Noah ran his hand through his long blond hair. “And without Adam, we’re going to be hard-pressed to get the same bookings.”


			Shane coughed, glancing at me, and Noah looked up. “Shit.”


			“No,” I said. “It’s true. I’m unproven even though I’ve been touring with you for two years, contributed songs to the last album, and took the lead whenever—”


			“You know I wasn’t questioning your draw,” Noah said, as close to flattery as I could expect from him. “But without Adam, we don’t know whether we’re at the ‘backstage things were falling apart’ stage in the documentary, or if we’re going to stabilize.”


			I could have pointed out that there were three of us here, but the reality was, whoever fronted the band would get all the focus. And if they gave that responsibility to me… I blew out a breath.


			“We know you’re ready.” Shane patted my shoulder. “It’s gonna take some time to rebuild, but you’re great with publicity, and with our upcoming shows we’ll hopefully get some buzz.”


			“Meanwhile,” Noah said. “We don’t need the added expense of a second bus. The two of you are spending money like nothing’s changed.” He pointed at me. “You with your three-story monstrosity and car service.” He turned that acrimony on Shane. “And you with your bespoke bullshit and that distressed apartment you paid too much for.”


			Shane scoffed. “We’re not the ones with a doorman.”


			Noah raised his voice even louder. “That is the only reasonable expense. I can’t believe you guys just let anyone walk up to your front door.”


			“Stop,” I said. “Why were you even arguing about hiring a woman when we haven’t auditioned any?”


			Shane nodded toward the laptop perched on an amp. “We have an applicant.”


			I needed to get up to speed. “Well, why don’t we wait until we’ve heard her to have this conversation?”


			“Because we shouldn’t waste her time if we aren’t going to hire her,” said Noah.


			Shane looked at me. “We need to decide in advance if we’re a bunch of bigoted assholes so we know if we’re on the same page.”


			“I’m not bigoted,” Noah said. “I’m being pragmatic.”


			“Right. Because of the bus.” I couldn’t believe we were having this argument. “What if the bassist is gay or trans?”


			“Huh?” Noah made a face. “Why would that matter?”


			“What if the bassist was Adrianna?”


			“That’s different.”


			“How?” I really hoped he wouldn’t say, because of their gender assigned at birth.


			“Well, for one, Ade’s not a bassist. But if they were, they’re a friend, and they’ve already ridden with us, so we know they’re cool.”


			“So what I’m hearing is that if we befriend the hypothetical woman bassist, then you’ll be okay with her on the tour bus?” I had to remember Noah was several years younger than me. And kind of a dick.


			“Shouldn’t that be a question for her to decide,” Shane butted in.


			I held up a hand to table that question. He was right, but it wasn’t going to win Noah over. Or so I thought. He nodded. “Yeah, I guess if we’re upfront about our touring situation, and she doesn’t care, then I don’t either. As long as she’s good.”


			Right on cue, Adam came in, carrying a guitar case. It was going to suck when he was no longer here to moderate the million arguments that broke out on the regular. Despite endless tabloid speculation that my sister, Eden, would break up the band, he’d stuck with us year after year. Sure, he’d recorded a collaboration album with her, and he oversaw a lot of her music career, but what finally lured him away was an opportunity none of us saw coming.


			I couldn’t blame him for jumping at the chance to judge the reality show Dream On. He was born to mentor young musicians, and he was going to get paid a shit ton to do it. Maybe he’d finally feel financially secure enough to marry my sister, though I could almost believe they were postponing their wedding out of spite. The tabloids chased their tails at the mere speculation of a wedding date.


			Lately, the gossip pages were trying to build a narrative that made me some asshole elder prince, waiting for the king to die so I could take his place. I’d joined this band because of Adam. He was my absolute hero, and I hated to see him go.


			At the same time, I was also excited to front the band.


			Adam crouched down to take out his bass, like today was any other rehearsal. “Did you see that guy out front?”


			“With the camera?” Noah asked.


			“He looked like a baby,” Adam said. “Are they getting younger, or am I getting old?”


			“Oh, shit, that reminds me,” I said. “You would not believe what happened to me on my way over here.”


			“You tripped and landed in a pot of gold?” Shane asked.


			“Someone declared you the errant king of a small island country?” Noah added, laughing, like this was some inside joke I should get.


			“What are you talking about?” Sometimes I wondered if they were twins the way they communicated almost telepathically.


			“Nothing.” Shane wiped the smirk off his face. “Tell us what happened?”


			“I met this girl.”


			Noah cackled. “Yup. That tracks.”


			I was so lost. “Please would someone explain.”


			“They think everything just falls into your lap,” Adam said, no trace of a smile. At least he wasn’t in on this gang-up.


			“That isn’t true,” I protested. I’d worked fucking hard for years to catch a break. Yeah, okay, so the band had already been hugely successful before they needed to replace their rhythm guitarist. And Adam had plucked me from obscurity.


			“Face it. You’re the golden boy,” Noah said, as if he weren’t a million times prettier than me. More talented, too. He had no trouble meeting women, although from what I’d gleaned, he’d never managed to work it out with the only one he ever cared about.


			I pressed my lips together. “I have no idea where you got that idea.”


			Adam said, “Tell us about the girl.”


			It occurred to me that if I did, they’d really think I’d had a stroke of luck, so I just said, “Doesn’t matter. I didn’t even get her number.”


			“Ah, too bad.” Noah picked up his guitar. “I guarantee she’ll cross your path again some day.”


			I wished. Why hadn’t I gotten her number? “Oh, wait. She gave me her card.” I flipped open my wallet and produced it.


			Noah snatched it from my hands and read aloud. “Josie Wilder, photographer.” He glanced up. “Let me guess. She was shooting artistic pictures of the Brooklyn Bridge when you came along, and she turned her camera on you. Next month, you’ll grace the cover of National Geographic.”


			Shane strutted over, one hand patting his hair, pretending to be some dolled-up version of me. “Oh, am I in your shot, ma’am?”


			I wanted to protest, but they weren’t that far off. “Actually, she was prettier than Noah.” I waited a beat. “And I’m prettier than Shane.”


			Shane covered his heart and staggered, like I’d shot him. “You don’t have to say these things out loud.”


			“Are you going to call her?” Adam asked. He’d been running cables to the amps while we all stood around fucking off. I was going to have to learn to be bossier or we were going to be a total shambles without him.


			“Well, she’s not just a photographer,” I said, wincing. “She’s a pap.”


			“No!” Shane doubled over laughing. “This keeps getting better.”


			“How?”


			Noah smacked my back. “Because you need to raise your media profile, and you just happen to get the business card of the very person who can get you into”—Noah flipped the card over—“the Daily Feed.”


			Adam looked up from the floor. “She works for Andy Dickson?”


			Well, this was turning into a Shakespearean drama real fast. I held up my hands. “I didn’t know that. She was just out trying to get a shot of someone else when I happened along.” I scrunched my face up before admitting. “And I helped her.”


			“Wait.” Shane held up a hand. “You helped her get a picture of someone else? And she didn’t want one of you?”


			“I don’t think she knew who I was.”


			Shane smacked his forehead. “Oh, my God, you are blessed.”


			“Excuse me,” a voice said from the doorway, and we all spun to see who was witnessing our traveling road show. A woman stood at the door, holding a guitar bag. Her shaggy hair was pink with yellow-orange streaks. She wore a lemon-colored spaghetti strap shirt with the words Pussy Riot written on in sharpie. She couldn’t have been much older than twenty, but then again, Shane and Noah had been twenty when Adam discovered them.


			“You here to play bass?” Adam asked, crossing the room.


			She scanned the four of us, like maybe she was having second thoughts, but then blew out a breath and walked in. “Hi. I’m Lennon.” She licked her lips. “I already know who all of you are.” Matter of fact, no sign she was intimidated or even impressed. Even I had gushed when I first met Adam.


			I liked her vibe already.


			Adam waved her in closer. “We’re looking for someone who can pick up our songs fairly quickly.”


			She shrugged. “Already know them.”


			“All of them?” I asked, skeptically. It had taken me some time to learn the songs when I’d joined for a tour. And now there were considerably more.


			She narrowed her eyes. “I think so. Probably not all the covers, but anything you’ve played live.”


			“This I’ve got to see,” said Noah. “Let’s do ‘Chasing Thunder.’”


			That was a dick move. We hadn’t played that live since… I wasn’t even sure we ever had.


			“Wait.” Shane stepped closer. “I’ve got a question before we go on.”


			“Shoot.”


			He glanced at Noah before asking, “How would you feel about sharing a tour bus with three guys?”


			Her eyebrow arched. “Three guys?”


			Shane gestured at himself, me, then Noah. “We’ll be riding on a bus together for weeks at a time. You’d be okay with that?”


			“I thought you managed to bring women aboard sometimes.” She dragged her hand through her hair, making it stick out a bit. “Or is that just the tabloids lying?”


			Shane barked a laugh, and Noah actually blushed.


			I said, “I take it that means you’re cool with it.”


			She scoffed. “Of course I am. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”


			“You ready to do this?” Adam asked, always the adult in the room.


			Lennon breathed in deep, the first sign that any of this was making her nervous, then said, “Let’s rock.”


			Shane settled behind the drums, and Noah looped his guitar strap over his head. I grabbed my Fender, and suddenly we were all professional. If Noah had hoped to trip Lennon up with a challenge, she was destined to disappoint him. On the count of four, she came in right on cue, as we all began to jam out.


		


	

		

			chapter four


			Jo


			Friday night, I sat alone on the bottom step of a quiet Brooklyn brownstone and settled in for a long wait. A muscle-bound bouncer type peeked out the front door and eyed me a couple of times, probably filing me away in his you-shall-not-pass mental database of creepy stalkers. Nights like this, I felt like a loser two times over, uninvited and unwanted.


			Andy was delusional for suggesting Micah might invite me in, but what could it hurt to stake out the party? If Andy was wrong, at least I’d be in a great position to get clean shots of any other big-name celebrities as they entered. And if he was right… My heart beat a little faster, in fear and anticipation.


			After twenty minutes of inactivity, I rummaged in my backpack and unearthed my emergency reserve of SpongeBob fruity snacks. I chewed on a gummy Squidward and opened my phone to check the comments on the video I’d shared with my mom—the one of me riding Micah like a mechanical bull. I’d already watched it so many times I had all the subtle changes in Micah’s facial expressions memorized, from his wide goofball smile to the round “oh” of surprise when I toppled forward and grabbed his hair.


			My mom cracked me up with her naughty comment: Ooh, does he have a father?


			Mom’s obnoxious neighbor Marisa Bennet, mother of perfection-incarnate Kelsey Bennet, wasted no time posting a link to an article titled, “Lothario rocker Micah Sinclair confirms split with girlfriend.” Marisa added, Are you aware of this guy’s reputation, Annie?


			My mom never appreciated unsolicited parenting advice and replied, Thanks for the article, Marisa. I’m sure Josie can make her own decisions.


			I clicked through and frowned as I read the article. Ever reluctant to settle down, Micah Sinclair has dropped his latest in a string of groupie-turned-lover girlfriends in record time.


			The reporter had somehow gotten a quote from Micah. “We simply agreed to go our separate ways.”


			The editorial judgment was predictably harsh. Going separate ways seems to be a recurring habit for Micah, forever on the prowl. When his tours come to an end, so do his short-lived relationships.


			The rest of the article veered off into related gossip with click-bait links to companion articles. “Fear of commitment must run in the family. Eden Sinclair and fiancé Adam Copeland have yet to set a wedding date. Will they ever get married?”


			I couldn’t understand why people obsessed over the marital status of engaged celebrities, as if anyone else had a chance with Adam Copeland as long as he didn’t say “I do.”


			Likewise, I couldn’t understand why the gossip surrounding Micah bothered me at all. It wasn’t as if I stood a chance with him, even if he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. Not that I wanted to be “the latest in a string of girlfriends.” I was still holding out for my happily-ever-after, despite how that hadn’t worked out for my mom.


			Knowing the way tabloids took an angle and stuck to it, I couldn’t help wonder if there might be more to Micah’s story, and I wasn’t going to find the truth in the judge-jury-and-executioner gossip pages. I caught myself wanting to give him the benefit of the doubt even though I barely knew him. Maybe I was already under Micah’s spell.


			But I’d seen how the sausage was made. Some of the gossip sites posted total lies, and everyone knew it. At least Andy made us track down actual stories. He liked our newspaper to be a reliable source of trash. Granted, he considered speculative journalism to be an offshoot of the truth. Are they dating? was a close enough hand grenade.


			As street lights began to pool soft circles on the sidewalk, other paps appeared and set up their equipment, sharks swimming around the easy chum. I checked my camera to make sure I’d be ready to do my job.


			Before long, a car pulled up. A young girl with sleek blond hair climbed out and blinked. A few cameras clicked, but the girl swept up the steps and in through the front door before I could figure out the identity of the first fish out of the sea. She was probably nobody. Most everyone would be a nobody.


			I uploaded my photos and texted Andy to see if he recognized her.


			That’s Victoria Sedgwick. She’s a hanger-on. Don’t worry about her. Andy had worked so many events over the years, he was a font of expertise on even the lowest ranks of the wannabes.


			The levels of celebrity were nothing compared to the levels of nobody-ness. Hangers-on, fans, friends, managers, reporters… As a gossip page photographer, I didn’t even rate as an A-list nobody. And that was fine by me. I’d much rather be on this side of the camera.


			After working in this field awhile, I’d become somewhat inured to how fast the interest in someone dropped off the further they got from the center of the celebrity Tootsie Pop. In most contexts, a girl like Victoria would command the room, but here, she didn’t elicit another thought—not unless she came in on the arm of someone famous. The paps around me were hoping to catch a glimpse of one of the big names. If someone like Adam Copeland or even Micah Sinclair appeared, the frenzy would begin. But someone as close as Adam’s mom would elicit yawns.


			Then again, Micah’s sister…


			“Eden!” The guy to my left practically shouted a whisper, and I looked up, thinking he’d read my mind. But in fact, Eden hurried down the sidewalk, head down. Alone.


			I aimed my camera and started bursting the shot. But as soon as the cameras click-clicked, she put her hand up, palm out, blocking a clear view of her face. The guy to my left shouted, “Eden, where’s Adam? Is he on his way?”


			Another voice rose above the din. “Why are you alone? Is everything good with Adam?’


			The questions overlapped. “Eden, have you and Adam set a date yet? When are you going to finally tie the knot? Where’s Adam? Have you set a date? Have you set a date?” It was a chaotic song with a repeating refrain.


			I zoomed in on her, watching her once removed through the lens. She was surprisingly small, maybe five-three if that. Her dark hair contrasted with her porcelain skin. Her clothes were also all black, and there was a tear in her jeans at the knee. She wasn’t beautiful in the same way as Victoria Sedgwick, but no matter how traditionally attractive people were, if they had charisma, they were always compelling. Eden was captivating.


			She closed in on me and threw a glance my way. Her dark eyes flashed anger at me as though I was the one bombarding her with questions she clearly wouldn’t answer. She tossed her mess of black hair back and took the steps two at a time to the front door, and I heaved a sigh. If looks could kill, I’d be lying in a chalk outline on a Brooklyn sidewalk.


			“Boy, she’s really nothing like her brother,” I muttered.


			The guy to my left laughed. “Can’t really blame her.” He pointed at my credentials. “You work for Andy Dickson, don’t you?”


			I nodded.


			“You’re public enemy number one around here. Persona non grata.”


			I swallowed hard. “I’m just doing my job.”


			“Preaching to the choir.”


			He looked somewhat familiar to me, but I hadn’t formally met every single pap in Manhattan. “What’s your name?”


			He rested his camera against his beer belly and slipped out a bent business card. “Hey, I’m Wally.”


			I handed him my own. “Jo. Nice to meet you. Have you been doing this long?”


			Rather than answer, he hoisted his camera up as another car slowed. A driver stepped out and opened the door. Out stepped a man I didn’t recognize, but the paps closed in, questions flying, cameras clicking. I dutifully crammed in and flashed directly in his face before he ducked his head and bounded up the stairs. I uploaded the picture for Andy to decipher.


			More people rolled in, either on foot or via personal motorcade. The feeding frenzy intensified as the level of fame increased. Some celebrities disappeared as quickly as possible. Others walked the runway, stopping to give the photographers ample time to capture them, only answering questions about whichever project they wanted to publicize.


			By the time Micah Sinclair emerged from a black sedan, tall and confident, voices had reached fever pitch.


			“Micah, over here!”


			As his car drove away, Micah stood a moment to take in the scene. Rather than escape the fishbowl or pose for publicity shots, he shook hands with one of the reporters and chatted for a few seconds before he came my way. He tilted his head back, and his face lit up.


			“Wally!” He crossed over, hand outstretched. “Haven’t seen you around in a while. I hope everything’s good at home.”


			Wally actually put his camera down to shake Micah’s hand. I glanced around. Nobody was taking pictures. Was there something inherently un-newsworthy about a guy talking to the media? I lifted my camera and started shooting. The whirr of my camera caught Micah’s attention, and he turned away from Wally with a wide-eyed look of recognition.


			He put his hand up against the flash and peered around his fingers. “Jo-Josie from Georgia! I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”


			Since he was facing me, I kept snapping pictures. Knowing that Andy would want me to at least get a comment if I could, I blurted out, “Hey, Micah. Are you here alone tonight?”


			I knew I should have asked him something more specific, but he was smiling that cocky-bratty grin, and it was messing with my killer instinct. If I had a killer instinct.


			“I was.” The cameras around us began to flash, but Micah kept his cool, eyes on me, as if we were still standing on the sidewalk in Park Slope, all alone. His lip curled up on one side, like he was gearing up for a challenge. “How’d you like to be my date?”


			I dropped my camera, and it slammed into my gut. Oof. Damn if Andy hadn’t called it. I still couldn’t process the invitation. “Sorry, what?”


			He jerked his head toward the steps. “Come on. You’ll get better pictures inside.”


			I threw a glance at Wally who looked as envious as Charlie Bucket when the last golden ticket was found. He nodded me forward. Now that fantasy had turned into reality,  I wasn’t remotely prepared to rub elbows with the same people I needed to exploit. “Are you sure it’s okay? Nobody will mind?”


			“I owe you one.” He offered me his elbow. “Come on. Don’t be shy. You might get that Pulitzer prize shot.”


			I gathered my gear together, wondering what he thought he owed me. Was it for wrecking my shot earlier? Micah waited while I threw my camera bag and backpack over my shoulder and straightened up. At my full height, he only had a couple of inches on me. I put my hand around his proffered biceps, his muscle taut under my fingertips. He turned his blue eyes on me, and I forgot how to breathe.


			The smile dropped from his face for a second, and he asked, “Everything okay?”


			I sucked in a lungful of air and laughed off my nerves. “Entering enemy territory for the first time.”


			His confident, charming smile returned, and he led me up the steps into the brownstone—my own personal Trojan horse.


			Micah nodded at the burly man inside the door as we passed. “This is Jo. She’s with me.”


			The bouncer shot me a look of grudging respect. “Good luck.”


			As Micah pulled me along, I looked back, unsure what the bouncer meant by that, but he’d already turned his attention away, so I faced forward, glancing around wildly for any A-list celebrities.


			And it hit me for real. I was on the inside.
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