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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I first thought of the idea for Starstruck, the only thing I knew for certain was that it would revolve around a benefit concert. I went back and forth about what it would be raising money for before finally settling on Mothers Against Drunk Driving. As someone who has grown up around both alcoholics and drug addicts and has seen what addiction can do to everyone involved, I have become passionate about putting a stop to impaired driving.

Since 2019, deaths caused by impaired driving have increased by 33% in the United States. Someone is killed or injured by impaired driving approximately every 78 seconds. Impaired driving is a worldwide public health problem that needs to be taken more seriously, and this book aims to help educate and bring attention to the severity of it.

For more information about Mothers Against Drunk Driving and how you can help put an end to this problem, visit https://madd.ca/ or https://madd.org/.

Please see below for a full list of possible triggers and content warnings that can be found in the pages of Starstruck. This book is not a dark romance, but it does tackle some darker themes and is recommended for 18+ readers only.

CONTENT WARNINGS

	Car accident 

	Death of a loved one 

	Impaired driving 

	Alcoholism 

	Anxiety & depression 

	Cancer diagnosis (in the past) 

	Near-death experience 

	Unresolved trauma 

	Thoughts of dying (no mention of suicide) 

	Survivor’s guilt 

	Explicit consensual sexual descriptions 

	Cursing 

	Light use of bondage 




Please continue at your own discretion.

Your mental health matters.


DICKTIONARY
FOR ANYONE WHO WANTS TO SKIP PAST (OR AHEAD TO) THE SPICE, THE FOLLOWING ARE THE CHAPTERS THAT CONTAIN OPEN-DOOR SEX SCENES. SKIPPING THESE SCENES MAY RESULT IN MISSING SOME KEY CHARACTER AND PLOT DEVELOPMENT.


Chapter Five (oral only)

Chapter Six

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-One (self)

Chapter Thirty-Eight (build-up)

Chapter Thirty-Nine (light bondage, use of toy)

Chapter Forty-One (oral only)

Chapter Fifty-Eight


PLAYLIST






PLEASE NOTE THAT EACH CHAPTER HAS A SONG (OR TWO) TO ACCOMPANY IT. FOR THE BEST READING EXPERIENCE, LISTEN TO THE PLAYLIST IN ORDER.


Listen on Apple Music

Listen on Spotify

“Unsteady” by X Ambassadors Prologue

“World On Fire” by Daughtry 01:00

“Shoot Your Gun” by 22-20s 02:00

“Unsatisfied” by Nine Black Alps 03:00

“Quiet in My Town” by Civil Twilight 03:20

“Trouble” by JJ Wilde 04:00

“Iris” by The Goo Goo Dolls 05:00

“Just Found Heaven” by Daughtry 06:00

“Maybe Tomorrow” by Stereophonics 07:00

“Rockstar” by Nickelback 08:00

“The Mixed Tape” by Jack’s Mannequin 08:30

“The Albatross” by Taylor Swift 09:00

“Son’s Gonna Rise” by Citizen Cope 10:00

“Deep End” by Daughtry 10:30

“Mercy” by JJ Wilde 11:00

“Cry For Help” by Daughtry 12:00

“My Sacrifice” by Creed 13:00

“Stay Away” by The Honorary Title 14:00

“Disintegration” by Jimmy Eat World 15:00

“Sideways” by Citizen Cope 16:00

“Hands” by JJ Wilde 17:00

“Somebody” by Daughtry 18:00

“Sweater Weather” by The Neighbourhood 19:00

“Do I Wanna Know?” by Arctic Monkeys 20:00

“this is me trying” by Taylor Swift 21:00

“Work” by Jimmy Eat World 22:00

“Non Believer” by La Rocca 23:00

“Be Yourself” by Audioslave 23:30

“Belief” by Gavin DeGraw 24:00

“Alive” by Daughtry (Cover) 25:00

“Look After You” by The Fray 26:00

“She Is” by The Fray 27:00

“Lose Control” by Teddy Swims 28:00

“Light On” by David Cook 29:00

“Between the Raindrops” by Lifehouse ft. Natasha Bedingfield 30:00

“Sex On Fire” by Kings of Leon 31:00

“Wherever You Will Go” by The Calling 32:00

“Halo” by Haley James Scott 33:00

“Like a Man Possessed” by The Get Up Kids 34:00

“Broken” by Lifehouse 34:30

“Soldier” by Gavin DeGraw 35:00

“Mind Over Matter” by Young the Giant 36:00

“Bridges Burn” by NEEDTOBREATHE 36:30

“Come Undone” by Jackson Waters 37:00

“Dress” by Taylor Swift 38:00

“trouble” by Camylio 39:00

“Collide” by Howie Day 40:00

“If Today Was Your Last Day” by Nickelback 40:30

“Like a Stone” by Audioslave 41:00

“You and Me” by Lifehouse 42:00

“They’ll Never Know (Acoustic)” by Ross Copperman 43:00

“peace” by Taylor Swift 44:00

“I Am the Highway” by Audioslave 45:00

“Say It Ain’t So” by Mozella (Cover) 46:00

“Sorrowing Man” by City and Colour 47:00

“Savin’ Me” by Nickelback 48:00

“Always Love” by Nada Surf 49:00

“Hear You Me” by Jimmy Eat World 50:00

“Street Map” by Athlete 50:30

“Ashes and Wine” by A Fine Frenzy 51:00

“Blurry” by Puddle of Mudd 51:30

“Feeling a Moment” by Feeder 52:00

“Dare You to Move” by Switchfoot 52:30

“Song on Fire” by Nickelback 53:00

“Trying Not to Love You” by Nickelback 54:00

“Whatever It Takes” by Lifehouse 55:00

“Sugar, We’re Goin Down” by Fall Out Boy 56:00

“With Arms Wide Open” by Creed 57:00

“Hanging By a Moment” by Lifehouse 58:00

“Heartbeats” by José González 59:00

“All or Nothing” by Theory of a Deadman 60:00

“I Don’t Want to Be” by Gavin DeGraw Epilogue
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For anyone who has loved, for anyone who has lost.

For anyone who has ever felt like pain is never-ending.

For anyone who believes that one song can fix just about anything.

This one’s for you.


And for the girls who grew up wanting

to be like Brooke Davis,

to love like Haley James Scott,

and to rock like Peyton Sawyer.

I hope you love Lennon as much as I do.


“When you find yourself lost in the darkness and despair, remember it’s only in the black of night you see the stars. And those stars will lead you back home.”

— Brian “Whitey” Durham, One Tree Hill
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DON’T LET GO






PROLOGUE


Three Months Earlier

October

“UNSTEADY” BY X AMBASSADORS

The eggshell-white walls, the smell of bleach lingering in the room, and the crackle of a nurse’s voice over the PA system—everything about Mount Sinai Hospital is the same as any other.

But I have this one memorized.

This is the hospital where my whole life changed.

It baffles me that four walls can hold the happiest memories for some people and the most devastating ones for others.

For me, it holds both.

This is where I was diagnosed with a rare form of childhood leukemia when I was six years old. From doctor’s visits to surgeries to experimental procedures, I spent nearly eight years in and out of this hospital. Sometimes it was only for a day or two; other times, it would be for months. And because of that, I know it like the back of my hand.

So many tears have been shed within these four walls. Not just sad ones, but happy ones too—because it was also in this hospital where I was told I was in remission, just a few weeks shy of my fourteenth birthday.

That’s what today is—the ten-year anniversary of that moment. It’s still, to this day, the best moment of my life.

Today is the absolute worst.

Except it isn’t because of a checkup or treatment or cancer. No, today is turning out to be much worse than any of those things. It’s beating out every single day of those eight years and every single day since then that I’ve spent here.

Because as of today, this is also the hospital my mom, my dad, and I were brought to after being in a car accident. It’s where I currently lie in a hospital bed, just like the ones I spent my childhood in, while my older siblings and I wait to hear whether or not our parents are alive.

My left arm is in a cast, and my pale-white skin is now littered in bruises. The windshield shattered when my car rolled, sending glass everywhere, so there are also stitches up the right side of my body. The doctor told me I have a concussion, along with a few fractured ribs from the pressure of the airbag and the seatbelt tugging on my chest. An IV in my right arm feeds me painkillers, though they definitely aren’t helping dull the ache in my chest.

“How are you holding up?” Dylan, my brother, asks gruffly.

He’s the protector of our family. As the oldest child and only son, he surpasses every expectation society sets about the kind of man he should be. He has the weight of the world on his shoulders and a constant dark cloud hanging over him, but he’s also the most loyal person I’ve ever met—almost to a fault. He would do anything to make sure the people he loves are safe and happy. If it came to it, he would take a bullet for all of us.

“I’m fine,” I rasp numbly. I’m in too much shock to give a deeper answer.

“You know it’s okay if you aren’t, right?” my older sister, Paige, says.

My sister has been the calm in every storm our family has faced. She’s the one we all turn to for advice, and she somehow manages to find a way to stay positive no matter what’s happening around us. Sunshine radiates from her. She cares more for others than she does herself, even though it may hurt her in the process. There’s no one better at keeping the peace in the chaos of our family. She’s the strongest person I know—the glue that holds our family together.

Without her, we would’ve fallen apart long before now.

How she’s still holding her head high and keeping a smile on her face in a time like this—even if it is just for show—I’ll never understand, but I’m grateful for it. She’s the light we need right now.

“I know,” I tell her. “But all things considered, I really am okay.” It’s a lie—I’m nowhere near okay. Not physically, and definitely not mentally. But I don’t need them worrying about me right now when I’m alive and our parents may not be.

“And you know it’s not your fault?” Dylan probes, a growl in his tone.

“Sure,” I tell him with a nod. Though it sure as hell feels like it is.

I might not have been the one who caused the accident, but it’s my fault they were in my car. I offered to drive them home rather than letting them use their very safe car service with the very protective driver.

It’s my fault they were even out tonight, with it being the tenth anniversary of my remission.

Deep down, I know I didn’t cause the accident. The other driver hit us, and this could’ve happened whether they were with me or not.

But that doesn’t change the fact that they were, and for that, I feel like I’m to blame. No matter what my siblings tell me, I will continue blaming myself. Probably for the rest of my life.

“Lennon—” Paige begins, but I cut her off before she has a chance to say anything else.

“I know what you’re going to say, P, and I appreciate it, but it’s not going to take away the guilt I’m feeling right now. Until I know Mom and Dad are okay, it’ll eat me up. And if they aren’t”—my voice cracks at the possibility of losing them—“I can promise you I will never stop blaming myself, no matter what either of you say. So please, just…don’t. I love you, but I can’t hear it right now.”

My eyes shift back and forth between the two of them. Dylan stares blankly at me while Paige has tears in her eyes.

If that didn’t tell them how I’m really doing, then I don’t know what will. But it had to be said. If I didn’t say it, they’d continue reminding me of how not my fault the accident was, which in turn would make me feel even more like it is my fault.

I blow out a breath. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“It’s okay, Lens. We understand, and we love you too. We’re here for you, no matter what happens.” Paige squeezes the hand she has grasped in hers before reaching across me to grab Dylan’s hand, too, and he grabs onto my cast gently.

I glance between the two of them, appreciating how patient they’re being with me. My brother and sister are a steady balance between light and dark, serious and optimistic, and I truly couldn’t love either of them more.

At this moment, I realize that while I don’t want it to just be the three of us after this, maybe we will be okay as long as we still have each other.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Dr. Hill says alongside a knock on the door. “How are you feeling, Miss Thorne?”

I tilt my chin to my chest. “I’m okay. The meds are helping with the pain.”

“Glad to hear it.” She walks over to check the dosage before writing something down in my chart. Then she moves back to the doorway, looking out into the hall before glancing back to us.

“Any news about our parents yet?” Dylan grits out, worry laced in his tone.

The doctor clears her throat as her eyes shift between the three of us. My heart worms its way up into my throat with every second that passes as we wait for her to start speaking.

“Not yet,” she begins, and I breathe a sigh of relief. No news is better than hearing they’re dead. It means there’s still hope. “Both of them are still in surgery—your mother is with the cardiothoracic surgeon to remove the piece of glass embedded in her heart, and our best neurosurgeon is working on reducing the swelling in your father’s brain. I promise, as soon as there’s news, I’ll come tell you.”

“Thank you,” Paige says softly as Dylan grunts.

There’s an uncomfortable silence in the air for a split second before Dylan excuses himself to get coffees.

“I think you’re going to want to stay for this,” the doctor states.

Paige sits upright as two police officers join Dr. Hill in the doorway, and she gestures to them.

“These gentlemen would like to talk to you about the accident.”

I gulp, my throat dry.

Paige turns to me, tears welling in her eyes. “Are you comfortable speaking with them about what happened?” she asks, her voice shaky. She can’t help her constant worry despite the fact that I know she would give anything to have some answers.

I blink. It’s not that I’m not comfortable with it—the issue is I don’t remember much of anything.

All I can see in my memories is the image of the other driver with a breathalyzer in his mouth, which is also the part I have yet to share with my siblings.

Swallowing roughly, I tilt my head down. “Yeah, I’ll talk to them.”

The doctor nods and takes a step out of the room as the officers come in further.

“Hi, Miss Thorne,” one of the officers says. He’s an older man with kind eyes. His partner looks like a rookie with the face of a twelve-year-old. Both of them send sad smiles our way, as if they know something we don’t. “I’m Curtis, and this is my trainee, Josh. We have some questions to ask you about the accident, if that’s okay.”

I nod hesitantly. “I really don’t remember much.”

“That’s alright. We have a pretty good idea of what happened based on eye-witness statements and the cameras at the intersection, we just need some confirmation from you. Hopefully, our questions will help jog your memory.”

I sigh, relieved. “Okay.”

“According to the few witnesses we’ve spoken to, you had the advanced left turn, correct?”

I nod. “Yes. I even looked both ways before making the turn because I know that intersection is dangerous.”

Curtis tips his head as Josh writes down some notes. “Good call. Do you remember seeing any other cars coming?”

“No. He came out of nowhere.”

“I’m sorry about that,” he says kindly. “What makes you assume the driver was a he, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I saw him at the scene. After the accident. I was in the back of the ambulance and I saw…” I trail off, wondering if this is really the best time or place to drop the bomb that the other driver was likely intoxicated.

Paige squeezes my cast-free hand and says, “It’s okay, Lens. What did you see?”

I glance between my siblings, clearing my throat. Now is as bad a time as any, I suppose. “I saw an officer on scene hold what I can only assume was a breathalyzer up to his mouth.”

I hear Paige gasp at the same time that Dylan growls.

“Was he fucking drunk?!” Dylan barks in the direction of the officers.

“Calm down, Dyl,” I hiss.

Dylan takes a deep breath, and Curtis continues. “Yes, you are correct in assuming the other driver was under the influence—his blood-alcohol content was zero-point-two. We’ve taken him into custody. Everything you’ve told us aligns with what we heard from witnesses and saw on the camera, and he will face the appropriate consequences once we have all the information.” He doesn’t need to provide more details—we all know what he means.

All the information refers to once we know whether our parents will survive or not. Because I’m assuming that drunk driver and drunk driver who killed two people are two very different charges.

“Do you have any questions for us?”

I shake my head numbly. Curtis nods once, motions something to Josh beside him, and turns to leave the room.

“Wait,” Dylan adds before they leave. “Who is he?”

“Sorry?” Curtis turns to face us again. “You mean his name?”

Dylan nods curtly.

Curtis clears his throat. “Logan Jameson.”
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ANGELS ARE CRYING
LENNON


Present Day

January

“WORLD ON FIRE” BY DAUGHTRY

Iwake in another unfamiliar place next to another unfamiliar face. Just like last night. And the night before that. And nearly every night since that horrific day three months ago.

To say I haven’t been doing well since the accident would be an understatement.

Physically, I’ve healed. The bruises that once covered my face and chest have faded entirely, and my stitches have fallen out, leaving minimal scarring in their place. My concussion is gone, and I’m breathing normally again, which means my ribs are healing—well enough that the doctor gave me the all clear to return to work this week.

After we get through today, that is.

But no matter how quickly my physical appearance returns to what it was before the accident, I still don’t look like myself. Because the person staring back at me whenever I look in a mirror now is partially responsible for the death of both of her parents, and no matter how hard I try to convince myself that things will go back to normal eventually, I am not the same person I once was.

A few hours after we spoke to the cops that day in the hospital, the doctor informed us that our mother had died. The piece of glass embedded in her chest had been shredding her heart every time it beat, and despite their best efforts, they weren’t able to get the bleeding under control in time to save her.

To make matters worse, we were then told that our father was on life support. Apparently, his brain had swelled so bad that the neurosurgeon had to remove a piece of his skull to try to reduce it, but they hadn’t seen any brain activity and weren’t sure if he was going to wake up. In other words, he was braindead. They told us that if there was no change within six hours, we would have to decide whether or not to take him off of life support.

Three days later, we did just that.

Our father didn’t have an advanced directive with his wishes, so his life was left in our hands. Making a decision like that is a responsibility I wouldn’t wish on anyone.

It took us a few days before we finally agreed to let him go. It was heartbreaking, but we knew it was for the best. Our father never would’ve wanted to live hooked up to machines, and we knew better than to hope he would wake up one day.

Hope is debilitating, and we couldn’t bear it.

Due to my fractured ribs and concussion, they kept me there for another six days after we unplugged our dad. I was having difficulty breathing and had some internal bleeding they wanted to keep an eye on. But I’m doing better now, they say. At least physically.

My mental well-being is a different story.

The past six weeks have pretty much been a blur of boys and bars, one night fading into the next until I can’t remember who or where I am.

It’s not the healthiest coping mechanism, but it’s the best I’ve got right now. Especially since I haven’t been writing.

From a distance, one might look at me and think my parents’ deaths set me free. And truth be told, they wouldn’t be entirely wrong.

If you put the Lennon from before the accident and the Lennon from after the accident in a room together, they wouldn’t recognize each other. My life before wasn’t bad by any means, but it also wasn’t anything special.

Nearly dying for eight years put a bit of a damper on things. After I went into remission until the day of the accident, I played by the rules. I did everything other people wanted me to do and nothing for myself, because I didn’t want to disappoint anyone. I had spent so many years feeling like a burden to the people around me that I promised myself I would never burden them with anything again.

I was always there when they needed me and I knew they’d come running if I needed them, but I tried so hard not to need them. I had already stolen so many years from them, I didn’t want to steal anymore.

Except now I have.

Now I’ve taken every last one of my parents’ years.

That’s something I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life.

For so long, I’d kept my head down, loving them from a distance. I didn’t do anything that might make anyone think less of me. I stayed with a man I wasn’t in love with for much longer than I should have simply because he was safe, and I needed safe desperately. Whether it was my parents, my siblings, or my ex Nathan—I’d always felt like there was someone else’s voice in the back of my mind telling me what I should or shouldn’t do, even when that wasn’t the case.

But now there’s no one. My parents are dead. Nathan is gone. My siblings are here, but I’ve been avoiding them. I’m not the same person I was before this, but I still don’t want to burden them with how much I’ve been struggling.

So there’s just me.

And just me is fine, because so long as it’s just me, I can’t hurt anymore. I can’t lose anyone else if the only person I have is myself.

Coping like this has been the only way to keep my mind off of the fact that nothing makes sense anymore.

Because one day, you’re living by the rules of others, always playing it safe, and the next, you’re lying in a hospital bed being told that your parents are dead.

After that I started wondering, what’s the point?

What’s the point of me living my life by someone else’s rules, never doing anything I want, to stay safe and protected when a drunk driver can rip it all out from under me in the blink of an eye?

What’s the point of anything if the two people who mean the most to me in the world, the two people who I’ve always looked up to, the two people who’ve always seemed invincible in my eyes, could die so suddenly?

What’s the point of constantly trying to stay out of harm’s way when God or the universe or whoever the hell is up there keeps pushing me into it?

I’ve always been told I’m a miracle for surviving cancer. I was told I’m a miracle after surviving the car crash, too. But what kind of miracle am I really if after everything I’ve done to avoid them, bad things still happen?

And why, even after all that, am I the one who’s still alive?

So I said fuck playing it safe, which is how I ended up in another stranger’s bed. If I’m going to be tortured with the memory of my parents and the role I played in killing them, I’m going to have fun doing it.

And here we are.

I unravel myself from the hot, naked man sprawled out beside me. He’s another nameless guy from a different bar than the last, because I’ve made it a rule to not sleep with the same man twice. I’m not ready to give my heart to anyone new, and casual, no-repeat sex is the best way to keep things from getting messy.

The last thing I need is more mess in my life.

I tiptoe around the bed, grabbing my clothes thrown throughout the room as I do. I quickly dress, searching for my keys and wallet in my pockets. I pull up my Uber app as I look back at the sleeping beauty in the bed, memories from last night on repeat in my mind.

I make it outside at the same time my Uber pulls up to the curb. I ensure it’s actually mine before hopping inside, then I rattle off a text to my best friend, Isa.

Me


Another one bites the dust.




She replies instantly, knowing my routine by now.

Isa


Did you just quote Queen?




Well duh. Who else is there to quote?




Only your parents, the voice in my head reminds me. I swallow and shove that thought down as she texts me back.

You’re funny. Who was the victim this time?




Some guy from some bar. I don’t remember his name. At least 5 years older than me. Solid 8/10.




Lord have mercy. What would it take to reach a 10?




Death by orgasm is the only way anyone will reach a 10, tbh




And what a way to go that would be




“We’re here, ma’am,” the Uber driver announces as he pulls up in front of my new apartment.

I shiver at his use of ma’am but cast a kind smile his way through the rearview mirror as I unbuckle. “Thank you.”

I get out of the vehicle and hurry up the front path. Kenny, my building’s doorman, stands there with a smile plastered across his face, ready and waiting.

“Good morning, Lennon,” he exclaims.

I smile as I approach him. Kenny is a seventy-four-year-old man whose wife died a few years back. He sold their house, and his kids, now fully grown, moved him into this building. They’re good to him, but he was bored out of his mind living on his own, so he got a cat and decided to go back to work. He somehow made a deal with the superintendent to work as a doorman in exchange for being allowed to have a pet, which worked out great, because the old doorman was retiring just as Kenny wanted to start again. He’s become my old man best friend in the month since I’ve lived here.

“Hiya, Kenny. How are you today?”

“I’m just fine, missy. And you? Fun night?”

I flash him a quick smile and a wink to let him know just how fun my night was while sparing him the details. “As always.”

Kenny chuckles and pulls the door open for me.

“Thank you, kind sir.” I smile at him again as I pass through the doors. “Have a great day, Kenny!”

“You, too, Lenny!” he replies, chuckling.

I shake my head and smile—that nickname has become a game for him.

I press the button for the elevator, and once it opens, I make my way up to the eighth floor. I hope to God I never have to move out of here, because it was hell moving in.

The elevator doors close as another text from Isa comes through.

Have you been writing?




I sigh as the elevator dings. I head down the hall to my apartment, number eight-zero-eight, unlock the door, and walk inside before responding to her.

Not a thing




You’ll get there. Let me know how things go today. Love you.




Love you.




I smile at her confidence in me, setting my phone on my nightstand to charge. It’s only twenty-to-eight now, so I have about an hour before I need to be at my sister’s place.

I make my way to my bathroom and start the shower, stripping out of last night’s clothes while it warms. I feel dirty and gross, and my hair is in desperate need of a wash. I go through the motions in the shower, do my skincare, and brush my teeth. Then I put on a round-neck, navy-blue dress with three-quarter length sleeves that stops just above my knees. I pair it with nude tights and pumps before clasping my mom’s locket around my neck.

It’s gold and heart shaped, which most people would probably consider to be tacky, but I’ve always adored this necklace. My dad got it for her as a wedding gift, and she never took it off. Inside, she put a photo of us three kids on the left and one of her and my dad on the right. “Everyone I love I keep closest to my heart,” she told me once when I asked about the photos. I haven’t replaced them, and I doubt I ever will.

In their wills, our parents only left a handful of assets to specific people: this locket, which went to me; our dad’s wedding band, which went to Dylan; and our mom’s wedding and engagement band set, which went to Paige. Then Revolution Records, their record label, was left to Jeremy Arden.

Jeremy has been the director of Revolution Records Publishing—the department I work in—since it opened. My parents discovered him over twenty years ago at an open-mic night in the city and they mentored him. He’s practically family to us, and he’s an absolutely fantastic musician—he’s who taught me how to play piano. But he’s never been interested in performing for real, so when they opened Revolution, he was immediately on-board to run the publishing house. My parents held the president position together, and Jeremy was their right-hand man for most things.

Now, with them gone, he’s taken over as president.

I think they left the label to him because they knew how much he loves it. It was unrealistic for my siblings and I to take it over, seeing as Paige has her own life as a lawyer and Dylan as an engineer. I could do it alone, but truthfully, I don’t have any interest in owning the label, and they knew that. Jeremy is the next best thing to any of us, and I know he’ll make them proud.

A third of the rest of their assets was left to each of us kids. Dylan ended up buying Paige and me out of our family home, where he now lives with his family, and we split everything else equally. I’m not sure how he lives there; I can’t walk those halls without being assaulted by memories of our parents. I haven’t been over since their funeral in November, but despite how much it hurts to be there, I am glad the house is still in the family.

I give myself a quick once-over in the mirror after doing a quick face of makeup—just enough to make myself look like I’m not hungover and sleep-deprived. Then I grab my belongings and order myself another Uber to Paige’s house.

The insurance money paid for a new car, but I’ve never been a fan of city driving.

That feeling has only gotten worse since the accident.
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BEHIND YOUR EYES
LENNON


“SHOOT YOUR GUN” BY 22-20S

“Lennon!” Paige calls through the door of her main-floor bathroom that I’ve locked myself in. “We have to get going. Are you ready?”

I give myself one last look over. My chestnut-brown hair falls just past my shoulders, styled in a blowout to give it some volume, and my makeup is natural-looking with a light layer of blush and some mascara. I swipe a fresh layer of gloss over my lips to finish off the look, rubbing my lips together as I twist the lid back on. Then I pull open the door, finding my stressed-out sister waiting on the other side, her hip cocked and her arms crossed.

“Are you ready?” I ask, a hint of attitude in my tone. Because of course I’m not ready for today. No amount of time could prepare me for what’s about to occur. I’ll just be happy once it’s all said and done.

That is, assuming it goes the way we’re all hoping it will.

Paige lets out a sigh, her arms falling to her sides. “No,” she says softly, tears beginning to well in her eyes.

My shoulders drop as I take a step forward, wrapping my arms around her. She returns my hug, squeezing tightly before releasing me. She swipes a finger under her eye as she pulls away. Knowing it would likely be an emotional day, my usually glammed-up sister opted for a light layer of waterproof mascara and no base, so thankfully her makeup isn’t running. If the fact that she’s crying before we’ve even left the house is any indication, that was a smart decision on her part.

I rub my hands over her biceps, unable to find the right words to comfort her. What is the best thing to say to your sister who’s grieving your parents when you’re part of the reason they’re dead?

“We should get going,” she tells me, and I nod, smiling sadly. I link my arm in hers as we turn toward where Trevor, Paige’s husband, Dylan, and Emma, his wife, are waiting by the front door.

Paige breaks away from me and steps into Trevor’s arms as Dylan opens the front door, and I lead the way to the idling car on the boulevard.

I pull my beige peacoat around myself tightly as I make my way down the cobblestone path to where Anderson, our family’s driver, waits with the car door open.

Anderson primarily worked for my parents—I’ve only ever used him for family outings, and I don’t think my siblings use him all that much either. But even with our parents gone, we continue to pay him. He’s been part of the family since we were little, and it’s not like we don’t have the money.

I still hardly use the service, even though I hate driving in the city. Using it alone feels weird, like another reminder that my parents are gone, so I usually Uber or walk if I can.

Today, though, I don’t have that option.

“Lennon.” He nods at me as I approach.

I return with a small nod of my own as I bend down, securing myself inside. My siblings and their spouses follow closely behind me.

Once we’re all safely inside, Anderson slams the door shut.

“Let’s just get this over with,” Dylan grumbles as Anderson makes his way around the car to take us to the courthouse.

We’re all ready for this day to be done.
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“All rise,” an officer shouts from the front of the courtroom.

Everyone does as he says as the judge takes her position on the stand.

I’m in the aisle seat of one of the many polished, wooden benches that fill the gallery, with Paige to my left and Trevor to hers. Dylan sits behind me, with Emma next to him. We sit directly behind the wooden bar that divides the gallery from the rest of the courtroom, but on the opposite side of the room from the asshole seated in the defendant’s chair.

The asshole who is responsible for the deaths of our parents.

Logan Jameson.

His name has been burned into my mind since the moment the officer spoke it that day in the hospital. It seems crazy to me that I had never heard his name before all this.

Now, I’m never going to forget it.

Today is his first appearance since the accident. It’s his chance to enter a plea deal so the justice system can figure out if he’s going to need a trial—which we’re all hoping he won’t.

As a result, this old courtroom with panelled walls is filled to the brim. From members of the board of Revolution Records to artists who are signed to the label, everyone is here, ready and waiting to witness his downfall.

“You may be seated,” the judge tells the crowd, and everyone sits back down. Reading off the document in front of her, she begins, “In the case of Thorne v. Jameson, the defendant is being charged with one count of driving under the influence and two counts of impaired driving causing death.” The judge turns to look at Logan, an unimpressed look on her face. Not one to beat around the bush, she jumps straight to the reason we’re all here. “Mr. Jameson, how do you plead?”

The room is silent for a moment, everyone waiting patiently to hear what he has to say. He takes his time, looking around at all the faces praying for his demise.

When he smirks toward the back of the gallery, I furrow my brows, my jaw clenched as I glance behind me to see who he’s looking at. It’s no use, though—the benches are way too packed to tell. That’s what happens when the trial is for a man who killed Canada’s most beloved celebrities.

I look back to the front, keeping my eyes trained on Logan while I ring my hands in my lap. Another second passes before the words not guilty echo through the room like a gunshot.

The room erupts in chaos around me, but I’m frozen. Time stands still as the weight of his words settles over the room. I barely notice when Paige lets out a wail beside me or the judge shouting, “Order! Order!” through the uproar. Every sound is muffled as I clench my jaw, focusing all my attention on the shitty excuse for a human who sits at the front, laughing at the mess he’s caused. He scans the room with a smirk on his face until his dark-brown eyes burn holes in my hazel ones.

My nails dig into the palms of my hands. He killed Thorned Roses, for fuck’s sake. Because on top of being parents, that’s who they were—the world’s most famous rock and roll duo of the past forty years. There’s no way he’ll get away with this, and the fact he even thinks he has a chance disgusts me.

If I didn’t already hate the man for ruining my life, I sure as hell would now. I hope he rots.

My entire body is locked tight as I keep my gaze latched on his, hoping like hell the look on my face is enough to convey just how much I wish it were him who died that day instead.

But then he winks. And that’s all it takes to break the spell.

I stand rapidly, forcing myself to keep my feet glued to the floor. Anger courses through my blood, lighting every nerve on fire.

“Fuck you!” My voice is raspy as I shout at the coward at the front of the room. “You killed my fucking parents. It should’ve been you who died. You’re not going to get away with this. Fuck you, Logan Jameson.”

His smirk grows as a court officer approaches him. “Oh, wouldn’t you love that, baby?”

I grit my teeth, my hands wrapped tightly around the wooden bar in front of me. If it weren’t for Dylan gripping my shoulders, my hands would be wrapped around Logan’s throat instead.

As an officer drags Logan away, Dylan pushes me into the aisle. He pulls me out of the courtroom with Emma, Trevor, and a sobbing Paige in tow. It’s probably for the best—the last thing anyone needs right now is for me to end up on the news for making a scene in court, of all places.

The courtroom door slams shut behind us, and I keep moving through the lobby toward the late-January air.

“Lennon!” Dylan yells after me, but I keep moving. I’m on the verge of a panic attack I desperately don’t want witnesses for.

“I’m fine, Dylan,” I call back as I approach the front doors. “I’ll see you later.”

Pushing them open, I appreciate the way the negative-twenty-degree air instantly cools every inch of my body. I wrap my peacoat around me and tie it shut before heading down the street in search of something to clear my mind of this horrible day.


[ 3 ]
[image: ]
ANYWHERE BUT HERE
BAXTER


“UNSATISFIED” BY NINE BLACK ALPS

The cold winter air blasts me as I throw open the door to the courthouse, storming down the front stairs.

I don’t even have words for what a shitshow that hearing was. It was the last thing I fucking expected when I walked in there this morning.

The moment I saw the face of the man responsible for killing Audrey and Brennan, I thought I was going to be sick. Then he said the words not guilty, and I’m certain I looked like I’d seen a ghost.

If I’m being honest with myself, I’m still not entirely sure I didn’t.

Seeing the look on that man’s face today transported me right back to when I was twenty-one years old—the last time I had to sit in a courtroom for a drunk driving case.

Who knew that almost ten years later, I’d be living the worst day of my life all over again?

Sure as hell not me.

I fist one hand, pulling a cigarette out of my pocket with the other as I make my way down the street. I have no clue where I’m headed; all I know is I do not want to be alone with my thoughts right now. I need to clear my mind of the disaster this day has been—preferably with the help of a drink or a woman.

Both, if I’m lucky.

I meander down the sidewalk, bringing the cigarette to my lips. I let the smoke burn my throat before exhaling, keeping my eyes peeled for a bar. I pull my phone out of my pocket, checking the group chat with Colt and Levi, my best friends and musicians, as I walk.

Colt


How’s the trial going?




Levi


Have you punched anyone yet?




I huff a laugh. I can always count on Levi for some comic relief, even when all I want to do is punch something. Or someone.

Me


Don’t even get me fucking started. It took everything in me not to punch him. I left early. You guys will never guess who the defendant was.





Levi replies instantly.

Levi


Wait, you know them?




I used to.




Colt


Who the fuck was it?




I clench my jaw as I type the name I haven’t heard in years. On one hand, I’m not surprised in the slightest that he ended up like this. I’d prepared myself for this day. But the other part of me, the one who once knew him, is struggling to believe my worst nightmare came true.

Logan.




It takes a few minutes for them to respond, both of them probably as in shock as I am.

Levi


THE Logan?




The one and only.




Colt


You’re joking, right?




I wish I was.




Levi


Fuck. That blows.




Colt


Plea?




Take a wild guess.




I slip my phone back in my pocket as I catch sight of a dive bar down the street, a neon sign reading ASTRO Bar & Grill sticking out from the wall.

I finish my smoke and put it out under my shoe before tossing the butt into a nearby trash bin. When I swing open the door, warmth engulfs me, and I head inside.

The door slams shut behind me as I take in the space. Dive bars like this can be found all over the city, each one less appealing than the last. All things considered, this seems to be one of the nicer ones I’ve been in, though the eclectic, dated decor dive bars are known for still fills the space.

Old-style photos and neon signs litter the walls. Above the bar, there’s one that reads Stop Thinking, Start Drinking in bold, red letters. It has dim, yellow lighting, and the dark floors are sticky, clearly not having been cleaned well in quite some time.

My nose turns up at that thought. It’s definitely not the most inviting space, but it has booze—cheap as it may be—and is open in the middle of a Monday, so it’ll have to do.

Even better, there are only a few other patrons, meaning my chances of being recognized are slim. I examine the two older men sitting at a table to my left, both of them clearly drunk and completely uninterested in whatever’s happening around them, too engrossed in their conversation with each other to notice me.

My eyes shift to one end of the bar counter where there’s another man, maybe around my age or a few years older. I can’t see his face, and he’s nursing a glass of something, too focused on his phone to pay any attention to me.

My shoulders slump as I take a step further into the establishment. I scan the row of empty stools lining the bar until my eyes land on the back of the head of a woman with long, chestnut-brown hair.

The back of a head I’d recognize anywhere.

My mind flashes back to the day of Audrey and Brennan’s funeral—the first time I saw the woman seated on the stool in front of me.
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“QUIET IN MY TOWN” BY CIVIL TWILIGHT

The church is already packed full of people when we arrive. I was shocked when Kevin told me they were having an open funeral for Audrey and Brennan, but being here now, it makes sense.

They wanted to give everyone a chance to say goodbye.

My chest tightens at that thought.

I opt to stand at the back, Levi and Colt by my side. Thorned Roses weren’t the inspirations for them that they were for me, but everyone in the music industry could at the very least appreciate how significant they’d been to the world of rock and roll.

“Hello everyone,” a man says into a microphone at the front of the room. He looks to be in his mid-thirties, maybe a few years older than me. Knowing what I do about the Thornes, I’m guessing he’s their oldest child and only son, Dylan. “Thank you all for coming today.”

A silence settles over the crowd of over seven hundred people. I don’t know how so many people fit in the church, but I’m guessing the service won’t be very long as a result.

“My name is Dylan, and I’m the son of Audrey and Brennan. Next to me are my sisters, Paige and Lennon. It means a lot to us that you’ve all come out to honour our parents. To most of you, Audrey and Brennan were known as Thorned Roses. But to us, they were just Mom and Dad.”

He pauses to gain his composure before continuing. “Speaking from experience, and I know my sisters will back me up here, it was tough growing up with two rock stars for parents. By the time they had me, they’d been in the music business for almost ten years, and they never really slowed down. They were gone on tour a lot of the time, and when they were home, they were always recording new albums.

“They took us out on tour with them when they could, but we spent a lot of time with nannies. It wasn’t until I was seventeen that they started spending more time at home for reasons I’m not going to discuss here today”—he glances sidelong at one of his sisters with a sadness in his eyes—“and by then, I wanted almost nothing to do with my parents. But every chance we had to spend as a family is one I will cherish until the day I die, no matter how miserable I may have been at the time.

“Since growing older and having a family of my own, I’ve come to the realization that while it was difficult for us growing up, it must have been even harder on our parents. They weren’t perfect, but they did their best with what they had at the time, and that’s all any kid can really ask for. They were on their way to becoming the world’s most famous rock stars when they had me, and they couldn’t have stopped if they wanted to.

“They were constantly trying to please themselves, please their fans, and please us, their children, at all times. And I don’t want to sound ungrateful—they were the best parents anyone could ever have, because no matter what, they still showed up. When they were home with us, they were fully present the whole time. And if they were gone and we needed them, they came. Their ten-year-long touring break almost a decade ago was during a time when our family needed them most, and it was at a point when they knew their career would still be there waiting when they got back. And they were right.

“It was because of all of you that my parents were who they were. Attentive, caring, protective, powerful—they loved with their hearts and souls, because you, their fans, let them. You gave them a break when they needed it most, and you welcomed them back with open arms when they were ready. They loved you all more than words can say. Their career was unlike any music career in history, and that was thanks to every single one of you who loved them. I can promise that if they hadn’t been taken from us before they were ready, they would’ve continued for years to come. I’m sorry they won’t get that chance.”

He turns, looking at the photo on stage next to them.

“Mom, Dad, thank you. For everything you did for me, for our family, for your fans. You were two of the best people on this planet, and it breaks me to know that you’re gone. But I know that no matter what, even though you aren’t here anymore, you will live in the hearts of others for the rest of time. You may not have been immortal, but your music is. You made it. You can rest easy now.”

By the time he finishes, there isn’t a dry eye in the place. Even I have tears in my eyes, and I’ve never been a crier.

Dylan steps away from the podium and wraps his arms around one of his sisters, whose shoulders shake uncontrollably. He glances at his other sister and bows his head before stepping off the stage.

I know from years of seeing them in the media that there is a significant age difference between the three siblings, and that the middle one is the same age as me. Considering the one who steps up to the microphone next doesn’t look thirty, I assume she’s the youngest.

She’s silent for a moment as her eyes scan the room, the look on her face one of someone completely broken inside.

She was in the car with them. I remember hearing that on the radio when it came out that they died, but I was too distracted by the news to acknowledge it. Based on the cast she has on her arm and the radio saying she was twenty-four, I’m guessing it was her.

Her gaze lands on mine for a moment as she scans the room. It’s brief, too brief for her to recognize me, but that doesn’t stop my breath from catching. She’s stunning—tall but not too tall, high cheekbones, long, chestnut-brown hair, and big doe eyes. She could make any man fall to his knees begging, guaranteed.

But even from a distance, I can tell her eyes have a hollowness to them that I’ve only ever seen in my own.

Her gaze keeps moving before she finally speaks. “Hi, everyone, I’m Lennon. I know for many of you, my parents were huge musical inspirations. They were mine, too. I was the lucky kid who got their talent for singing, so I’m going to do that here for you today. This song isn’t one of theirs, but it’s one I’m sure you all know. I chose it because where my parents were inspirations for all of you, The Beatles were theirs—so much so that John Lennon is my namesake. So, here it is.”

She inhales shakily as the opening chords to “Yesterday” by The Beatles begin, and then she sings, her eyes closing as everything fades away and the song takes over.

I know that feeling all too well.

Her voice is like magic, and I swear it sends a sense of calm over the crowd—one I’m betting most haven’t felt since they heard the news.

It’s a calm I haven’t felt in eleven years.

I close my eyes, too, letting her singing soothe me until the song comes to an end, her voice breaking on the last note.

“Like Dylan said,” she begins once the song is over. “Thank you all for coming. Our parents were so grateful for each and every one of you.” Her voice is steady as she speaks before she turns to join her siblings offstage.

And then before the rest of the crowd can even move an inch, I leave, though the sound of her voice lingers in my memory for the rest of the day.
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Today is the first time I’ve seen Lennon since then. Aside from when I locked eyes with the ones that have haunted me for just over eleven years, I spent nearly the entire hearing with the same view I have right now—the back of her head.

Something about the day of the funeral has stuck with me. Since the moment I first heard her sing, I’ve felt drawn to her in a way I can’t explain.

Maybe it’s because she has the voice of a siren, luring me in and not letting go.

Maybe it’s because she’s the daughter of my biggest musical inspirations.

Maybe it’s because that day, she looked as empty and broken as I did when I lost my mom.

Whatever it is, it’s like we’re kindred spirits—something in my soul recognizes something in hers.

Which must explain how I ended up in the doorway of the very bar she was already drinking in, probably trying to drown her sorrows after that hearing the same way I’m planning to drown mine.

Here’s hoping we can drown in each other instead.

I linger in the entrance for a moment, just watching her. She’s wearing a form-fitting navy-blue dress and nude heels, looking every bit the professional woman I’m sure she is.

That is, until she swigs back a shot of brown liquid before slamming her glass down on the counter.

I chuckle to myself when she waves the bartender over. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I can tell by the way his eyes linger a moment too long on her chest that he’s trying to pick her up.

She turns him down, though, if the way his face shifts from interested to insulted is any indication. His jaw clenches as he turns to walk away, but just as I’m about to take a step closer, he turns to her again.

I clench my fists, preparing to make him back down if he won’t listen to her. Except the next thing I know, he’s placing the less than quarter-full bottle of brown liquid—whisky, as the bottle suggests—on the bartop in front of her. With a nod, he leaves to tend to the guy at the other end of the bar.

I smirk. Even though she’ll probably dismiss me the same way she did him, I can’t stop myself from approaching the stool next to her.

I have to know this woman.
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FAVOURITE MISTAKE
LENNON


“TROUBLE” BY JJ WILDE

“Another,” I demand, slamming my glass down on the bartop at Astro Bar and Grill.

The bartender comes over, pouring another shot of whisky into my glass—my third one in thirty minutes.

“Thanks,” I remark dryly before swigging that one back too. It burns going down, just the way I like it.

I can’t fucking believe he pleaded not guilty. Whoever the fuck Logan Jameson is, his parents did not raise him right. How anyone in their right mind can plead not guilty after killing two people and then try to hit on their daughter is absolutely beyond me.

After I left Dylan and Paige at the courthouse, I wound up here. I figured the best way to forget the day was to drown myself in some alcohol, and maybe a hot guy, if I’m lucky.

You’d think my parents being killed by a drunk driver would deter me from wanting to drink, but if anything, it’s made me want to even more. I’m always smart about it when I do, but it really is the best way for me to forget about everything awful in my life and just enjoy myself for a little while.

It’s become a reprieve from the prison my mind has become. And right now, I’ll take every reprieve I can get.

“What’s a pretty girl like you doing drinking alone on a Monday afternoon?” the bartender asks, his eyes scanning me. He’s cute, but unfortunately for me, he’s not my type.

I roll my eyes. “I know most people come here to talk to you about their problems, but that’s not what I’m here for.”

“Fine by me.” He smirks. “I’m Parker.”

“Nice to meet you, Parker,” I snark. “I’m not interested.”

He narrows his eyes slightly before relenting. At least he’s a man who knows how to take no for an answer.

“Wait,” I say as he turns to leave.

He turns back to me, a hopeful look in his eyes.

I look from him to the whisky bottle with maybe two shots left in it and add, “Just leave the bottle,” as I place a hundred-dollar bill down on the counter top.

If nothing else, at least he got a good tip out of me. He does as I ask and walks away to serve the next customer.

A whistle comes from behind me as I pour and take another shot.

I look up to find none other than the world’s most infamous rock star, Baxter James. I’d seen him in court, and though I was shocked he was there, I realized that being one of Revolution’s biggest artists, he probably also wanted to see that bastard go down for killing the people who created the label.

Baxter is your typical rock star persona—an attractive guy with a broody, I’m-better-than-everyone attitude and at least a little bit of an addiction problem.

My jaw goes slack as my eyes scan his body.

He’s hot as sin. I’d say he’s around six-foot-four to my five-foot-nine, and he’s absolutely ripped. I swear, his bicep is the size of my head, and his entire tattoo-covered hand could fit around my neck—a thought that has blood rushing to my core.

His chiselled jaw is framed perfectly by his mid-length, deep-brown hair that curls slightly at the ends around his neck and ears. It’s the kind of hair I would love to run my fingers through. It blends into a nicely manicured beard, full but not too full. He’s got navy-blue eyes and an extremely kissable mouth. He smells like a perfect blend of cigarettes and whisky and leather, a scent that shouldn’t be appealing but is absolutely intoxicating on him. And to top it all off, he has a nose and ear piercing and tattoos that peek past the collar of his leather jacket.

He checks every single one of my boxes and is exactly the kind of distraction I’m looking for.

“That was impressive,” he teases, taking the seat next to me.

“What was?” I pour myself another shot, finishing off the bottle, and swig that one back, too.

“How easily you shut him down. Think you bruised the poor guy’s ego a bit.”

“He’ll live.”

“I’m sure he will.” His eyes move over my body before looking at the now-empty bottle beside me. “Can I buy you a drink?”

I scan him up and down, brows raised. He may be exactly what I’m looking for, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to make it easy on him. I know a man like this is used to women worshipping the ground he walks on, but that’s not me. Who knows if he’s any fun if I don’t make him work for it first?

Which, if any of the stories about him are true, won’t be a problem. This man screams fun.

“Sorry, Lover Boy,” I scoff. “You’re going to have to do better than that if you want me in your bed tonight.” I turn away from him as a deep chuckle escapes him.

The sound rushes straight between my legs.

He turns so his body faces mine, his legs spread apart. I try my damnedest not to give in to the pull I feel to turn toward him, but before I can even think twice, he pulls my stool closer.

“Challenge accepted.” He leans in close, his lips grazing the shell of my ear, causing goosebumps to break out across my arms. “But I promise I can make you scream my name in the bathroom in twenty minutes whether I do better or not,” he whispers.

A shiver runs up my spine, my lips parting. He says the words with such confidence and seduction that I’m almost certain I orgasm right then and there, the butterflies in my lower stomach on high alert.

I steel my expression before meeting his gaze. “I’d have to know your name first to scream it,” I tease, acting as if I don’t know who he is. I’d have to be living under a rock to not recognize Baxter James, and though I’m not the same type of famous he is—I’m a nepotism baby, after all—I’d be willing to bet he already knows who I am, too.

Especially after everything that’s happened in the past few months.

His face shifts into a stupid boyish grin that could make any girl weak in the knees. “Oh, please, as if you don’t know my name.” The cockiness in his tone is almost enough to drive me away, but the teasing look he shoots me keeps me there for a minute longer.

“And as if you don’t know mine.” I catch my bottom lip with my teeth as I smile a real smile for the first time in what feels like years.

The tension between us is palpable as he leans in close again, his face inches from mine. “I never said I didn’t know who you are, Lennon.”

My breath catches when he says my name, almost like it’s a prayer. Watching the way the L rolls off his tongue is something I definitely want to experience happening between my legs.

Not ready to move on from this intense chemistry between us quite yet, I shift slightly in my seat, waving the bartender back over. He reluctantly makes his way toward us, and though I should probably feel a bit guilty about turning him down and then flirting with another man right in front of him, I can’t find it in me to do so.

“Whisky sour for me and”—I point to Baxter—“whatever he wants.”

Baxter narrows his eyes at Parker. “Whisky, neat.” He passes him his card. “Her tab is on me.”

I chuckle to myself—he clearly missed the part of me passing the guy one hundred dollars.

Parker turns to cash us out and make our drinks.

“So, drinking on a Monday, huh?” Baxter asks.

I huff a laugh. “You’re doing the same, so you can’t judge. And after how that hearing went, can you really blame me?”

He hums, taking a sip of the drink placed in front of him. “Nope. That’s why I’m here, too. Figured a drink and a woman were the easiest way to forget about that shitshow.”

“Tell me about it.” I take a sip of mine as well. “What were you doing there anyway?”

He grinds his jaw. “Same reason as everyone else.”

I eye him, getting the sense there’s more to that statement, but he changes the subject.

“Sorry about your parents, by the way. It blows.”

“Mhm,” I mumble. “I would really rather not talk about them today.”

We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, the tension between us so thick it could be cut with a knife.

When I’ve finally had enough of the small talk, I gulp down the remainder of my drink and turn to him again. “So, you ready to make good on that promise, or what?”
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CLOSEST TO HEAVEN
BAXTER


“IRIS” BY GOO GOO DOLLS

“Oh fuck, Baxter,” Lennon moans as I flick my tongue against her clit.

She’s sitting on the counter of the bar bathroom, her legs slung over my shoulders and my arms pinning them open as I go to town on her pussy. Her dress is pushed up by her curvy hips, and the tights she was wearing have been ripped for easy access—which I don’t feel the slightest bit guilty about.

She slides her fingers into my hair as I slide one of mine into her opening. “Oh, my god,” she exclaims as I tip it up to hit that perfect spot inside of her, holding it there. I pull it back out slowly, watching her contract around it before repeating the motion, adding a second one. She’s dripping, and my cock grows harder in my jeans as I admire the view in front of me.

She whimpers as she leans back, pushing herself closer to me as I suck her clit into my mouth simultaneously. I continue the motions, appreciating the feeling of her—wet on my fingers and hot on my tongue—until her pussy begins to tighten. She claws her perfectly manicured nails into my scalp as my teeth graze her clit and she yelps, her core clenching as the orgasm hits her like a freight train.

Her legs shake as I slip my fingers out and look up at her. She meets my lust-filled gaze with one of her own, her chest rising and falling in an effort to catch her breath. Her eyes track my movements as I bring my fingers to my mouth, sucking them clean.

Her breath catches as I moan.

“Mmm, Lennon,” I start as I pull my finger out with a pop, a smirk tugging on my lips. “You taste so fucking good. Like trouble.” Moving between her legs, my eyes find hers. “You are trouble, aren’t you?”

Her expression falls, and she averts her gaze. “Not the fun kind,” she murmurs, barely audible.

My brows pull together. “I don’t know about that—I’d say what we just did was pretty fun.”

A pink blush creeps up her neck into her cheeks. “Yeah,” she says, her voice breathy. Steeling her expression, she adds, “But, you know, I really expected more.” She catches her bottom lip between her teeth.

My face hovering inches from hers, I place a hand at the pulse point on her neck, pulling her lip free with my thumb. I shove it in between her teeth, and she closes her lips around it, teasing the pad with her tongue. I groan, imagining her mouth wrapped around my cock instead.

“And you really should know better than to insult a guitarist’s hands, Trouble.”

Her eyes lock on mine, and we stay like that, frozen for a moment. I knew she was beautiful when I saw her at the funeral from a distance, but up close? Fuck, she’s breathtaking. I can see the flecks of gold in her eyes framed by long, black eyelashes. The light freckles lining her cheeks. Her perfectly pouty lips.

I’m not the kind of man to fall to his knees for a woman, but she could make me.

Fuck, she already did.

I pull my thumb out of her mouth. Squeezing her throat a little, I fight the urge to kiss her. I feel her throat work as she swallows, her tongue darting out over her bottom lip.

She glances at my lips before looking back up at my eyes, and I know she’s fighting the urge to kiss me, too.

But that’s not going to happen. I never kiss the women I fuck.

Taking a step back, I clear my throat. Her face falls slightly, but I look away, bending to help her out of the tights I destroyed. I toss them in the garbage and then lean down to place her heels back on her feet—they must have fallen off when her legs were swung over my shoulders. Then I lift her off the bathroom counter and pull her dress back down.

“Thanks.” She brushes her hands over her dress and looks back up at me with her hazel eyes.

I take a step toward her. “Do you want to get out of here?” I ask, not ready to end our time together yet. I don’t know what it is about this girl, but something about the way she looks at me feels like she sees deep into my soul. It’s terrifying and exhilarating all at once, and it makes me want to know her for at least a little while longer.

She hesitates for a moment before nodding. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
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“Did you drive yourself?” I ask, taking her hand and leading her out of the bar.

“No.” She shakes her head as we amble down the sidewalk back toward the courthouse. “I came with my siblings. They left when I did.”

I nod my head once, relieved that she’ll come with me.

As it comes into view, I unlock my cherry-red Porsche parked on the side of the road. Her brows furrow, and I know she’s recognizing my car from the day of her parents’ funeral.

After I left the church that day, I called my manager, Kevin, to ask where the reception was being held. He informed me it was for close friends and family only, and I told him I just wanted to stop by to pay my respects directly. It seemed like the right thing to do.

But as soon as I saw Lennon on the front steps, I couldn’t get out of the car.

She looked so sad, so cold, sitting there alone. I could tell she was desperate for a moment away from the chaos and apologies, and I didn’t want to interrupt, so I just sat there, watching her.

I watched as she pulled out a cigarette and lit it. I watched as she ran her delicate fingers through her chestnut-brown hair, pulling it into a ponytail. I watched as she buried her head in her hands, her shoulders beginning to shake.

I sat there and watched her as she cried for what seemed like the first time since her parents died a month earlier.

My heart cracked a little bit as I witnessed that moment. It felt like I was intruding, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. She was so vulnerable, looking devastatingly beautiful and absolutely broken all at once.

It was then I decided if I ever got the chance, I’d get to know her.

Which is how I ended up here, holding her hand as we leave the bar where I made a meal out of her, after witnessing the asshole who killed her parents plead not guilty.

Part of me feels like I should tell her what I know about him, but I can’t find it in me to make her day worse. At least not before I make it better.

When she doesn’t say anything about the car, I rush ahead to open the door for her, resting my arm on the top of the frame as she approaches.

“Who would’ve thought Baxter James could be such a gentleman?” she teases.

As she moves to get in, I grab her by the waist and pull her in close, our faces inches apart. “I can be anything you want me to be, Trouble,” I growl, my eyes moving to her lips.

Her eyes track mine before she shifts out of my grasp, smiling, and gets in the car. She buckles her seatbelt, and I shut the door, the stupid-ass grin on my face not fading for even a moment as I move around to the driver’s side.

I shift the car into drive, a comfortable yet tension-filled silence filling the air. I live on Lake Shore Boulevard, close enough to the courthouse that it isn’t long until we’re pulling into my driveway and I’m shifting the car back into park.

We make our way inside, and I appreciate the way Lennon so obviously admires my house.

The house is fairly modern and totally not what someone would expect when they think of me. It’s made of solid white stone with grey accents on the outside, lots of sharp edges and big windows to let in the natural light. It’s right on the water, and the view from any window, but specifically the master bedroom, is incredible. There were seven bedrooms when I bought it, but the one in the basement has been converted into a recording studio and another a home gym—I don’t let many people in my space, so I had no use for that many bedrooms.

It also has four bathrooms, two on the main floor, one upstairs, and then an ensuite in the master. The inside matches the outside—the living spaces are painted in shades of greys and blacks, but I’ve used different natural woods in my furniture and decor to give it a bit more of a “homey” feeling.

My walls are covered in abstract art and albums—my own and those of all the people whose music inspires me. I’m pretty sure I own at least one copy of every single one of Thorned Roses’ records.

“Your house is stunning,” Lennon states, looking up at the massive chandelier hanging in the living room. “Who decorated?”

A blush creeps up my cheeks. “I did, mostly.”

Her eyes widen. “Wow. You did a great job.” She makes her way over to the largest of my record walls, scanning all the different genres and people I have displayed.

As I move to stand beside her, I hear a sharp intake of breath, and I know her eyes have landed on one of her parents’ albums.

Not wanting to let it ruin the mood, I make quick work of distracting her. Leaning against the back of the couch, I ask, “So, tell me: who is Lennon Thorne?”

She opens her mouth to speak and then shuts it again, appearing unable to find the words to answer that question. She worries her bottom lip before she confesses, “Honestly? I don’t really know who I am. Not anymore.”

I swear I can feel my heart crack a little bit with those last two words. I know better than most how it feels to lose the person you love the most and begin to wonder what’s the point?

“That’s the first time I’ve said those words out loud since the accident,” she whispers, and that sentence shocks me.

How am I the first person she’s told this to? Does no one close to her realize how much she’s hurting?

“Then tell me about the old Lennon. What was she like?”

“There’s not much to share there, either,” she begins, leaning against the couch next to me. “But I can tell you that the old me never would’ve gotten into the car of the notorious Baxter James, nor would she have let him eat her out in a dirty bar bathroom.” She smiles softly, and I can’t help the chuckle that escapes me.

Sighing, she adds, “The old me liked to play by the rules. She never took any risks. She was nervous and cautious and spent six years with the same damn man no matter how bored she was, because she was too scared to leave behind the life she’d grown so comfortable with.”

I scowl, caught off guard by that little tidbit of information. “Wait, yo—” I start to ask, but she holds up a hand, cutting me off.

“No, I don’t have a boyfriend. I broke up with him back in November, right after the accident. Don’t worry.”

I sigh in relief. I may not be big on relationships for the simple fact that I don’t believe in love, but I respect people who are. Cheating is one line I refuse to cross.

“What changed?” It might be a stupid question, but I get the sense she hasn’t talked to anybody about anything going on in her mind for a long while, if at all.

“My parents died.” Her voice cracks. “Wouldn’t that change you?” She glances at me, tears in her eyes, but there’s no snark in her voice—she’s genuinely wondering. As if she believes her feelings about what happened are inappropriate.

“Yeah, it would,” I tell her, contemplating whether I should go on. She’s opened up to me, so I figure why the fuck not do the same. “It did.”

Now it’s her turn to scowl at me, confused. “What do you mean?”

This evening just got a whole lot deeper than I was anticipating, and not in the way I was hoping. I run my hand through my hair, avoiding her gaze. “My mom died in a drunk driving accident, too. Just over eleven years ago.”

She gasps. “Oh, wow.” She pauses, rolling her lips together. “I know it doesn’t mean much, but I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks,” I grunt. I look back up, our eyes connecting. “So, trust me, I know better than most what you’re going through. I get what it’s like to lose the person you love most in the world.” My hand moves to cover hers. “And I really am sorry about your parents, too.”

She nods solemnly, a single tear escaping her eye. I reach up and wipe it away with my thumb.

“I appreciate you telling me,” she whispers. “It makes me feel a bit less alone.”

My brows furrow, and I pull her closer, shifting her so she’s standing directly in front of me. “What about your siblings? Can’t you talk to them?”

Her hands connect behind my neck as she shakes her head. “I could, but I don’t. It’s partially my fault our parents are gone, and I know my siblings must blame me for that. I don’t want to burden them.”

I swallow thickly as I watch her, my heart breaking for the woman standing in front of me. It makes me even angrier at the man who did this, knowing he caused this incredible woman to build her walls so high she won’t even let those closest to her know how badly she’s hurting.

I wish more than anything that I could take away some of her pain, yet instead, I’ll likely be the one who causes her more. Like I do with everyone who crosses my path.

But I can at least try to help her forget, even if it is just for tonight.

“You’re not a burden, Lennon.”

She glances up and our gazes connect. She’s wedged between my legs, and my hands rest on her hips. She smiles softly as her fingers tangle in the hair at the nape of my neck.

As inappropriate as it may be during a conversation like this, I feel myself growing hard against her. I can’t help the effect she seems to have on me, or the chemistry dancing between us.

Trying to remain the gentleman she believes me to be and also trying to lighten the mood, I change the subject.

“So, I’m definitely not complaining about the new Lennon or her letting me go down on her in a bar bathroom, but out of curiosity, why did the old you play things so safe? There must be a story there.”

She nods. “There is. But”—she brings one of her hands down between my legs, feeling my rock-hard cock through my jeans and smirking—“it was for reasons that would definitely kill your hard-on, so let’s just enjoy the new me for now, ’kay?”

I groan, gritting my teeth. I want both to know everything about this girl and to shut her the fuck up with my cock.

Seeing as it’s what we came back here for, I opt for the latter. “I can work with that.”

She leans her face closer to mine, but I hesitate.

“I don’t kiss the women I fuck,” I tell her, though my voice lacks conviction. There’s nothing I want more than to taste her pretty mouth right now.

She freezes, her hand still on my dick and a smirk still on her face. “Fine by me,” she quips, though she doesn’t look up from my lips. “Keeps things from getting messy, right?”

“Right,” I rasp. I swear, I may barely know this girl, but at this point, I would do just about anything she wanted. She’s got me wrapped around her finger, and I’m not even sorry about it.

I’ll never see her again after tonight anyway. One night and she’ll be out of my system.

Her tongue peaks out, sliding slowly across her lips. I grit my teeth, watching her movements, and when she catches her lower lip between her teeth, I lose all control.

It’s just one night, right?

“Fuck it.”
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ETERNAL LIFE
LENNON


“JUST FOUND HEAVEN” BY DAUGHTRY

One moment, I’m telling a man I just met and will probably never see again all about who I used to be, and the next, he’s breaking his no-kissing rule and slamming his lips against mine.

I moan, opening my mouth to allow him entrance. His tongue dances with mine as his hands roam my body and my fingers tangle in his hair. For a man who never kisses the women he sleeps with, he sure does know what he’s doing.

This is the best kiss of my fucking life.

I whimper as his large hand firmly grips my ass, and he takes it as an opportunity to break the kiss and move down to my neck.

“Holy shit,” I breathe, my eyes fluttering shut as he licks from the column of my neck up to the lobe of my ear. “Baxter.”

He pulls back at the sound of his name falling from my lips, and I gasp for air. So I take a moment to make sure we’re on the same page.

“Just one night, right?” I ask, locking my golden-brown gaze with his ocean-blue one.

He nods, glancing down at my swollen lips before meeting my eyes. “One night,” he rasps, crashing his mouth to mine again.

He stands upright, lifting me as he does. I wrap my legs around his waist as he moves us up to one of the bedrooms in this house, not once breaking the kiss.

He tosses me on the bed and makes quick work of removing his shirt. Inhaling sharply, I take a moment to admire the absolute work of art that is the man standing in front of me. My eyes move from his face down to his chest, lightly dusted with dark hair and covered in tattoos. He has a six-pack that blends nicely into the V that all women drool over on men like this—myself included.

“Catchin’ flies?” he teases, tossing his shirt to the floor and snapping me out of my stupor. He looks at me like a man starved. “I have a better idea for what you can do with that mouth.”

“Mmm, and what’s that?” I purr as he leans over to unzip my dress. I pull it down over my chest, and he slides it off my body with ease, dropping it next to his shirt on the floor. My bra and panties follow closely behind.

“You know exactly what, Trouble.”

That’s the third time he’s called me that, I think as I shift onto my knees at the end of the bed and reach up, dragging my fingers down his body. And I like it.

“You’re fucking everything,” he rasps, his hungry eyes roaming my naked body.

A blush rises up my cheeks as I pull my bottom lip between my teeth. Tearing my gaze from his, I shift to my knees to unbutton his jeans. He removes them along with his boxers, letting his dick spring free.

“Jesus Christ,” I curse under my breath, admiring the nicest cock I’ve ever seen. I’m almost certain he could split me in two with this thing.

I take him in my hand and stroke him, the skin smooth and the head silky.

He jerks forward, his hand tangling in my hair as, “Fuuuuck,” falls from his lips in a growl.

That noise coming from him because of me is all the encouragement I need to keep going. I smirk, locking eyes with him before flipping onto my back, my head hanging slightly over the edge of the bed. “Well, then what are you waiting for?” I feign innocence as I take his balls in my hand. “Fuck my face, Baxter.” I open my mouth wide, letting my tongue drag across the underside of his cock.

“My god, woman,” he growls, his hands moving to my breasts. He pinches my nipple at the same time he thrusts into my mouth, and I gag, opening wider to take all of him. “You’re something else.”

I wrap my lips around him and suck as he does exactly as I asked. I continue playing with his balls as he reaches down my body, dragging his finger through my slit.

“You’re so fucking wet for me, aren’t you?

“Mmm,” I hum around his cock as his finger skims my clit again. He circles it with perfect rhythm, showing me just how good he is with his hands. The feel of him there and in my mouth pushes me closer and closer to the edge with every thrust.

“Fuck, Lennon,” he curses. “You look so fucking pretty like this.” He continues fucking my mouth as he puts just enough pressure on my sweet spot to send me cascading into pure ecstasy, my entire body tightening. “That’s it, Trouble. Come while you choke on my cock so I can fuck you properly.”

I do just that as he thrusts in deep, hitting the back of my throat. I struggle to breathe with him in my mouth as he strokes the most sensitive part of me, making the orgasm that crashes through me that much more intense. My legs shake and my lips make a popping sound as he pulls out of my mouth.

Before I have a chance to catch my breath, Baxter picks me up and flips me over with ease. With my stomach flush against the bed and my feet on the ground, he shoves a finger inside me, curling it to hit that perfect spot. “Can I, Lennon?” he asks. “Can I fuck you properly?”

My hands reach for something to hold on to as I nod, whimpering as he continues working his finger inside of me. I tremble as he repeatedly hits my G-spot, barely noticing the sound of the condom wrapper ripping or him rolling it on before he thrusts inside me.

A scream breaks free, my fingers digging into the duvet. He gives me no time to adjust to his size before he grips my hips, pulling me flush against him. It stings for a moment before it morphs entirely into pleasure.

He pulls out slowly before slamming back into me. His fingers squeeze tighter around my hips, so tight I’m certain he’ll leave fingerprints in his wake, but I can’t focus on anything but the feel of him buried deep inside of me and the sound of the words that fall from his lips.

“You feel so fucking good. It’s like you were fucking made for me.”

At this moment, I feel like maybe I was made for him. I squeeze my eyes shut, delirious on the pure bliss coursing through my veins. “God.”

His hand connects with my ass in a sharp pain and I yelp. “There’s no God here, Lennon,” he growls. “It’s just me.” He continues to drive into me, his pace quickening as he shifts my right leg onto the bed to allow him to get even deeper. He’s at the perfect angle, every thrust hitting my G-spot just right.

“Yes, right there, baby,” I pant, unaware of the words pouring out of my mouth.

But Baxter catches them clear as day. He grips my hair in his hand, pulling me up so my back is flush against his chest. He bends over, his lips brushing the shell of my ear, and then wraps a hand around my throat. He holds me still while the fingers on his free hand trace my sensitive nipples.

“Call me that again.”

With the hand grasping my neck, he turns my head to meet his eyes. I drown in his navy pools swirling with lust.

“Baby,” I moan, holding our eye contact.

It’s the most intimate feeling I’ve ever experienced.

Groaning, he presses his lips to mine, tangling our tongues together as he drags a finger down further to put pressure exactly where I need it.

I see stars.

I can’t breathe and I can’t move as the most intense orgasm of my life crashes into me. I cry out, my whole body tensing. The orgasm takes hold of me and doesn’t let go as he keeps fucking me.

Before I’ve even come down from my high, Baxter roars my name, stilling inside of me. He drops me onto the bed before hovering over me, still buried to the hilt as I lie there limbless and satiated.

Once he’s had a moment to catch his breath, he pulls out and moves to dispose of the condom. I climb further onto the bed and roll onto my back, absolutely numb from how intense that orgasm was.

Baxter returns a moment later with a warm washcloth and begins cleaning me up. I shudder when the cloth grazes the most sensitive parts of me but relish in the way someone so intense and rough around the edges can be so gentle and caring at the same time.

“Thanks,” I breathe, sitting up against the headboard.

He smirks, placing the washcloth back in the bathroom as I take a moment to examine the room we’re in. It’s massive, decorated the same way as the rest of the house. A huge floor-to-ceiling window stands to my left, but I can’t see much of the view since it’s getting dark outside now. That’s January in Toronto for you—nearly pitch-black by five p.m.

Based on the ensuite bathroom and king-size bed, I know he brought me up to his room.

Something about that, about this literal rock star trusting me enough to let me into his space, makes my heart flutter. I get the sense he doesn’t do this with just any woman.

He returns, pulling his boxers back on before hopping onto the bed. He turns to face me, resting on an elbow. I’ve tangled myself in the throw blanket he had on the bed, not ready to get dressed yet, but also not wanting to be completely nude. I glance up at him, his flushed face and glassy eyes. I can’t even begin to describe the look he gives me, but it nearly splits my heart in two.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“ʼCause you’re gorgeous, and we said only one night. I wanna memorize you.”

My stomach flutters as his words register. I swear, this man had no idea the effect his words have on me until right this moment, when my face tells it all. I blush, and the smile that forms is one of a giddy teenager. I move to cover my face with my hands, but he stops me.

“Don’t hide, Lennon. I get the sense you haven’t smiled in a while. I like seeing it.”

I pull my arms away from my face, holding eye contact with him. “You sure do have a way with words.”

He huffs a laugh. “Well, I do write my own music, you know.”

Sitting up further so I’m eye level with him, I confess, “I did know that, but if I’m being honest, I’ve never really followed you…so all I know are the radio singles, and those usually aren’t the most poetic songs.”

He rears back, placing his hand to his heart. “Oh, hit me where it hurts, why don’t you?”

I roll my eyes, shaking my head and laughing. “Sorry, Lover Boy. It just never caught my ear.”

He looks at me as if what I’ve just said is completely absurd, which reminds me exactly who I’m in bed with. No matter how sweet or gentlemanly he may act, he’s still playboy Baxter James who is at least a little bit obsessed with himself.

Not that I blame him.

“Can I ask why? I mean, I know my music’s not for everyone, but you’re the daughter of rock stars… You telling me you don’t listen to rock music?”

I cock an eyebrow at him. “You know there’s more rock music than just you, right?” I laugh. “I listen to rock music, Baxter. I just don’t listen to yours.”

“I’m gonna need you to change that, please,” he begs as if whether or not I like his music will make or break his decade-long career.

“Okay, Bax.” I laugh, moving off the bed to get dressed. “I’ll get right on it.”

I pull my underwear back on and can feel his eyes tracking me the entire time.

“Leaving so soon?”

“I have to work in the morning.” I swing around to face him as I clasp my bra. Swallowing, I add, “First day back.”

My face falls as I say the words. It’s been almost three months since I stepped foot in Revolution Records. Knowing I’ll be back tomorrow is a bittersweet feeling, honestly. I love my job so much, but it also hurts, because the label belonged to my parents.

They started it just under a decade ago, shortly after I went into remission. It was a good project for the two of them once I was better and they were able to begin working again but didn’t want to jump full speed ahead back into the lives of rock stars, so they created Revolution Records Incorporated.

It’s not as big as some of the other labels out there, but it’s a label created by artists for artists, and that’s what makes it special. Unlike at the bigger labels, there isn’t a soul who works or plays in that building that isn’t at least a little bit musical. It’s a label that truly is more about protecting its artists than making money, which definitely sounds made up, but it’s the biggest reason why I love it there.

I started working there pretty much as soon as I graduated high school. It was practically guaranteed from the time I could walk that I’d end up in the music industry one way or another. I was one of those kids who knew the lyrics to every song on the radio and was always head-bobbing along. Of my siblings and me, I’m the one who inherited both my parents’ love for music and their talent. Neither of my siblings can hold a tune to save their life, and while Paige and Dylan both appreciate a good song, music doesn’t impact them the way it does me.

I’m the type of person who remembers the moment she heard a song for the first time. I remember where I was, what I was doing, what I was feeling—all of it. I have happy songs I associate with sad moments and vice versa, simply because that’s what was playing at the time. I grew up writing my own songs—terribly, but writing them nonetheless. It was my outlet when I needed one, and though none of those songs will ever see the light of day, I’ve held onto all of them. Music has saved me in more ways than I can explain, and I truly don’t know what I would do without it.

So the fact that I can’t write right now is slowly killing me.

But I am excited to be back tomorrow, even if it reminds me of my parents, because it’s the kind of memory I want to hang on to. The start of their label changed the lives of so many people who may never have gotten their big break otherwise.

And being back is the first step to getting back to myself—hopefully.

Baxter quirks a brow. “Where do you work?”

I hesitate, trying to decide whether or not I should tell him I work at the very record label he’s signed to. There’s no reason he would know, since I work for Revolution’s publishing house and am a songwriter for the label. Baxter writes his own songs, and he has people who deal with publishing for him. Our paths have never crossed professionally in the six years I’ve worked there, and I feel like I should keep it that way.

“Nice try, Lover Boy. I’m not going to give you any way to find me after tonight. One night only, remember?”

“Too bad. We could’ve been friends with benefits,” he jokes, a wicked grin playing on his face.

I raise my eyebrows, scoffing. As if Baxter James would ever be friends with benefits, but that comment does give me an idea—a brilliant one, if I do say so myself.

“We’d have to be friends first for that to work.”

He grunts. “At least stay the whole night, then.”

I look at him stunned as I turn my dress right-side out. “You let all the girls spend the night with you?”

He shakes his head, moving off the bed to stand in front of me. “No, I don’t. I usually don’t even bring girls here when I fuck them. But I’ve already broken two of my rules for you, so what’s one more?”

I fight the smile that aches to spread across my face. He places his hand on the side of my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair as he presses a firm, passionate kiss against my lips, reminding me of the other rule he broke for me. “You said it yourself—it’s just one night.”

“Okay,” I agree easily, my eyes fluttering open. If it’s only going to be one night, I may as well enjoy it for as long as I can. “I’ll stay.”
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FIND MY WAY HOME
LENNON


Six Weeks Later

March

“MAYBE TOMORROW” BY STEREOPHONICS

“So, have you found a headliner for the benefit concert yet,” Isa begins from her spot on the couch beside me. “Or are you finally going to take my advice and ask Baxter?”

I huff a laugh over my sip of wine. My unforgettable night spent with the man in question is what gave me the idea to host a benefit concert to honour my parents. Isa knows that, which means that since Jeremy gave me the go-ahead for it, she’s mentioned asking Baxter to headline no fewer than ten times. And every time, I’ve given her the same response.

“Is, I told you, that’s not happening. Even if he was the last person on Earth, I wouldn’t ask him. We both agreed it was just one night, I can’t find a reason to make it more than that.”

She rolls her eyes with a smirk. “I know what you said. But like I said, I think the fact that he gave you eight motherfucking orgasms⁠—”

I smile, rolling my lips together. It was actually nine, but I don’t bother correcting her.

“—in one night is reason enough. Plus, he’d be perfect as a headliner.”

I cock a brow. “Yeah, and he knows it, too. He’s a cocky son of a bitch, and truthfully, that’s why I can’t include him. He would make the show all about him, and I need the focus on my parents.”

She sighs. “If you say so, Lenny.” She finishes off her glass of wine before heading to the kitchen to get more. As she returns with a new bottle, she adds, “For real, though, Baxter aside, have you found one?”

I wait until she’s seated again, holding my glass out for her to pour me some. Then I smile as I share the secret I’ve been keeping. “Actually, yes. I booked one last week.”

She whips around to face me. “Bitch! And you’re just telling me this now?!”

I flinch, holding up my hands in defense. It’s been almost two weeks since I secured one, and it’s my fault for not telling her sooner. “I’m sorry! You were gone last week and then in the studio this week, and it’s been a bit hectic on my end, too. It slipped my mind.”

“Well, way to bury the lead.” She narrows her eyes at me, though she’s smiling. “Who’d you get?”

I smirk, pulling my lower lip between my teeth as I meet her eyes. She watches me with rapt attention, patiently waiting for me to say, “SON!C.”

As the band’s name comes from my mouth, hers falls open. “No. Fucking. Way.”

“Oh, yes way.” I smirk. “Still think I should’ve asked Baxter?”

Isa shakes her head in awe, and I laugh.

SON!C is the first band that was signed to my parents’ record label. The band was older and had been producing music independently for years, but despite all the interest they had, they’d never signed with a label. Until Revolution Records was born.

I’m not entirely sure what their reason for finally signing was. I’ve always assumed it was because of my parents, and I know I’m at least halfway right, because with their help, SON!C became overnight sensations. They’ve remained one of the label’s most popular acts, though they don’t sell out crowds the way they did when they first got signed.

But I think SON!C being my parents’ first sign also put Revolution Records on the map. I mean, a record label created by the world’s biggest rock duo was enough to grab people’s attention, but said label signing an already established band who had previously never shown any interest in being signed?

It blew them up.

Revolution Records becoming what it is today was a team effort between my parents and SON!C, so it doesn’t surprise me that they agreed to headline. Though when their manager told me they were in, the relief I felt was instantaneous. It was the first time since the idea of a benefit concert for Mothers Against Drunk Driving came to me that it really felt tangible—like my five-million-dollar goal was within reach.

It feels an awful lot like my life has purpose…like my parents’ deaths weren’t all for nothing.

And that feeling is everything.

“So, how many performers is that?” Isa asks, grabbing a handful of popcorn from the bowl on her coffee table.

“SON!C makes eleven. I have you—thank you again, by the way—right before them, and then the rest of the acts will be spread throughout the day. I’m still hoping to get that number up to fifteen or sixteen to draw more interest, but I’m really happy with the list so far.”

I pull up the list on my phone, holding it out for her to read.

She shakes her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you got fucking SON!C to headline. And I can’t believe that you have me opening for them. That’s insane.”

“You technically aren’t opening for them,” I argue. “You’re just going on right before them. It’s a festival, it’s not the same as having an opening act.”

“Potayto, potahto. I’m performing on the same stage as SON!C. Let me fangirl for a minute.”

I laugh. In today’s industry, Isa is more famous than SON!C, which is partially why her little freak-out is so funny to me.

“This is a good list so far, Lenny.” She examines the eleven names again. I have it laid out in time slots so I can get a good idea of how much time should be allotted to each set. “I don’t know who half of them are, but if we signed them, I’m sure they’re great.”

I can’t help the laugh that bubbles out of me.

If I’m being honest, I don’t know most of them either. When I brought this idea to Jeremy back in January, he was immediately on-board. The only condition he had was that everyone who was signed to the label in the past six months had to be included, of which there are eight. He said it would be a good way to get their names out there and boost their image, and assuming it’ll be as successful as I’m hoping, he wasn’t wrong.

I was happy to oblige his request and thankful that some of the stress of finding artists to perform was relieved for me. No one tells you when you decide to host a benefit concert that one of the hardest parts will be finding artists willing to donate their time. You’d think people would jump at the chance to perform for a good cause to honour the people who started the label and the biggest rock duo of all time, but the number of artists at Revolution who are just in this industry for fame and money is remarkable.

It’s sad, but also completely unsurprising.

Couple that with the expectations I’ve set for this concert, and it’s been a bit of a mess, to say the least. So far, I’ve only received confirmation from the eight new signs, one of the label’s long-time alternative artists, Isa, and SON!C. So really, I’ve only managed to get two artists to agree, because the new signs were practically forced into doing it and Isa was a given the moment I told her.

It pays to have a best friend who’s also a rock princess.

But if nothing else, I have a decent genre mix. And on the bright side, I have a headliner now, so I know that with time, the rest will fall into place.

I managed to book Tidal Waves—a lakefront concert venue—for the whole weekend, so set-up and take-down won’t be an issue. Considering I set a fundraising goal of five million dollars and am hoping to have around sixteen performers, I knew I needed a space that could hold at least ten-thousand people. The capacity of Tidal Waves is sixteen-thousand. I’ll sell some VIP tickets, and with merchandise and the other fundraising I plan to do, I should have no issues hitting my goal.

I smile to myself, proud of how nicely things are coming together. The benefit isn’t until August, but there’s so much to do between now and then, it’s nice to be able to check another thing off the list.

I look up at Isa. “This is gonna be good, isn’t it?”

“It’s gonna be so good. I’m proud of you, Lenny.” Isa smiles as she places her hand on mine. “And so are your parents, even if they aren’t here to tell you so themselves.”

I smile, tears welling in my eyes.

It’s been almost five months since that horrid day, and though it has gotten easier, they weren’t lying when they said grief comes in waves—whoever they is.

One day, I’ll wake up and it’ll be like the accident never happened.

The next, I’m back to wishing it was me who died instead.

But this concert has been a decent distraction from the prison that is my mind lately. And I know Isa’s right—my parents would be proud of me for this. I still feel like their deaths were my fault, and I don’t think that feeling will ever go away, but this feels like a good way to remember them.

Not that anyone has had a hard time doing that on their own. Every coffee shop, every bar, even every radio station is playing Thorned Roses lately. It’s becoming less so as more time passes, but even the top-forty and country stations have had some of their stuff in rotation. They were a rock duo, but there’s so much one can do within just that genre that even people who aren’t fans of rock music like some of their stuff.

My parents wrote songs for the people. They wrote songs that make people feel heard, make them feel seen. They wrote songs for the hurt, for the healed, for the healing. Their words have touched the lives of so many individuals, and it’s because of that I’m confident that even though they aren’t here anymore, they’ll never fully be gone. They’ll continue to live on in the words they shared with the world and the hearts of all the people they touched.

I miss them every day, but knowing that makes things just a little bit easier.

“Thank you, Is,” I tell her, squeezing her hand holding mine. “I think they would be, too.”
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WHERE ARE YOU NOW?
BAXTER


“ROCKSTAR” BY NICKELBACK

Iput my car into park in front of Revolution Records with Levi in my passenger seat, watching in my rearview mirror as Colt pulls up on his motorcycle behind us.

In the past week, the guys and I finished demos of my next album, Rockstars Never Die. The idea for the title track came to me after the deaths of Audrey and Brennan, but figuring out the best words to honour my biggest musical inspirations turned out to be a difficult feat.

At least it was, until their youngest daughter spent a night in my bed. Since then, inspiration’s been flowing pretty steadily. The song itself may be about her parents, but the words never would’ve come to me if she hadn’t.

I don’t know what the fuck it was about her, but she hasn’t left my mind since that night six weeks ago. I’ve reread the note she left on her receipt from Astro at least once a day, each time hoping there would be something more to it, despite knowing all it says is thank you.

From the roots of her chestnut-brown waves all the way down to her pinky toes, I haven’t been able to get the image of her out of my head. The way she looked so at peace, naked and wrapped in my sheets. The way she smelled like a delicious combination of coffee and vanilla with a hint of rose. The way her porcelain skin felt smooth against my rough, calloused hands. Her golden-brown eyes shining like the sun through a glass of my favourite whisky. Her perfectly plump, pouty red lips that looked even better wrapped around my cock than I expected.

I memorized her, just like I promised her I would.

I’ve never reacted this way to a woman before, and just the idea of spending one more night with her has me growing hard in my jeans. I’d hoped putting her in my songs would lessen my thoughts of her, but if anything, they’ve only gotten worse.

One night together, and she became my muse.

I haven’t told Colt and Levi who it was, but they definitely know something’s up—I’ve had my head up Lennon’s metaphorical skirt since that night, and they’re starting to catch on. Because this isn’t fucking normal for me. And I don’t think I fucking like it.

But now that the album demos are recorded, we’re meeting with the new head of the label, Jeremy, and the rest of the team for the first listen. This is always my least favourite part of the job, because someone always has something to say, and I really couldn’t give a fuck what others think. But it’s the next step to get moving on getting the masters done, so I don’t have a choice.

I hit the lock button on my keys and head through the revolving doors at the front, entering the lobby.

It has a black-and-grey colour scheme with dark-red accent furniture, records and awards littering the walls, and a ridiculous chandelier hanging over the couches to the left. To the right stands the reception desk. There’s a set of stairs directly across from the front entrance and elevators to the left, next to the waiting area. It’s not a huge space, but it’s well-decorated and welcoming. I don’t spend a ton of time at the label, but I always like it here when I do.

We head toward the front desk where the receptionist, Adrianna—or Addie, as she’s known by everyone—greets us. She’s a tall, late-thirty-something woman, with flawless golden-brown skin, long, dark, curly hair, high cheekbones, slender hands, and deep-brown eyes framed by dark lashes. She’s gorgeous and just about the kindest person I’ve ever met.

“Boys! How are you?” She smiles as we approach.

“Hey, Ad.” I grin back at her, leaning my elbows on the counter. Levi and Colt greet her in their own ways as I continue, “I’m good, how are you?”

“Doing well, Bax. Thanks for asking.”

“Glad to hear it. Let Jere know we’re on our way up for me, would ya?”

She nods as I turn toward the elevator. “Sure thing.”

I shoot her a wink as the elevator dings, the doors opening for us to enter.

Once inside, Colt scoffs. “You’re such a fucking flirt,” he jokes. “Almost as bad as Levi.”

“Hey!” Levi contests. “Nobody’s as bad a flirt as me.”

I laugh. “Can’t help myself.”

The elevator counts past floors one through six before landing on seven, where the meeting is being held. The seventh floor is the production department and home to Revolution Records Publishing.

The producers are responsible for making sure the album is the best it can be before it goes to the engineers for mastering, and then they plan releases post-recording to make sure everything is set to go. Then the publishers are the ones responsible for selling the rights to songs and making sure songwriters and composers get paid. I never work with publishers myself; my team does on my behalf.

We enter the conference room to find about seventeen people—some producers, a cover artist, my publishers, my mastering engineer, the head of artists and repertoire, my publicist Maria, Jeremy, and my manager Kevin. Colt, Levi, and I make our way into the room, taking the three empty seats by the door.

With my arms crossed over my chest, I lean back in my chair. “Let’s get to work.”
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“It’s good,” Jeremy says, nodding as track nine on the album comes to an end.

Brad, one of the producers, pipes up from across the table. “It’s missing something, though.”

I furrow my brows. Track nine is titled “That Girl.” It’s one of the handful Lennon inspired, but I wrote it as a conversation between two people—a man and a woman. It’s not like my usual stuff, but it was about time I stepped outside of my musical comfort zone.

I do agree that something’s missing from it, but that wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear.

I grit my teeth then say, “And what might that be?”

He quirks a brow at me, a smirk crossing his face. His gaze shifts between me and the mastering engineer, Matthew, who gives him a simple nod, urging him to continue. I raise my brows. Apparently, they’ve been having a silent conversation the whole time we’ve been in here.

“It needs to be a duet,” Brad finally states, and I feel like I’ve been slapped.

I rear back. “Fuck that,” I roar, angered that he would even dare suggest something like that. I don’t do duets.

“Baxter, just hear us out,” Matthew adds.

I raise my voice, since he clearly didn’t hear me the first time. “No fucking way. You know duets aren’t my thing.”

“Come on, man. Don’t you want this album to be your best yet?”

I narrow my eyes, leaning forward in my seat. “It already fucking is.”

Colt places a hand on my shoulder, and I snap my head toward him. He shoots me a look, his brows raised. I roll my eyes, my shoulders tense as I lean back again.

“That may be true,” Matthew begins. “But a woman’s voice would do wonders for the song. It would make the conversation seem real. Having a different voice for each of the two perspectives would create a new dimension, one that your voice alone could never accomplish.”

I grind my molars, my knee bouncing. I’m a solo artist, and while I’ve been featured on other people’s tracks to help them, I don’t have features on my albums. I’ve never needed to, and I definitely don’t work well enough with others to co-write a song.

Which is exactly what I plan to tell them, but nothing comes out. Because when I take a moment to actually think about it, he’s right.

My shoulders slump. I wrote this song alone, but that doesn’t mean it can’t still be a duet. It could use a woman’s touch—and voice—next to mine.

Fuck.

Now not only will I have to do a duet, I’ll have to do a duet with some woman the label selects—some woman who is not the one I’d choose. But whatever. If it’ll get this album recorded, then I’ll be a damn team player for once. Not like I have much of a choice, anyway.

I know Revolution has my best interest at heart—that’s why I signed with them. But fuck if I don’t miss being an independent artist and doing things my fucking way sometimes.

“Fine.”

Jeremy rears back slightly, as if caught off guard that I actually gave in. Kevin’s eyes go wide, and without looking, I know Levi and Colt have the same surprise written on their faces.

I roll my eyes, chuckling. Nobody was expecting that.

I don’t acknowledge their shock. Instead, I move on to the more pressing matter: who I’m doing this godforsaken duet with. I know a few of the women signed to Revolution, but no one I’d be willing to share the stage with comes to mind.

Except Lennon. Her voice at the funeral was ethereal; the mezzo-soprano range she carried still haunts my dreams.

But she’s not an option. I don’t even know how we would make that work. Jeremy is going to want to feature another Revolution artist, and there’s simply no way Lennon is signed. I’d know her music if she were.

“We have some options,” Jeremy explains, interrupting my daydreaming.

I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “I’m listening.”

“Well, there’s Sage Whitma⁠—”

“No,” I state firmly, shaking my head. Definitely not. Sage is talented, but seeing as we have history (not the good kind—she hates me for being, in her words, a womanizer), I don’t think she’d respond too well to the idea of performing what is essentially a love song with me. Jeremy narrows his eyes at me, and I motion for him to continue. “Who else?”

He sighs. “Harper Grace?”

Levi coughs at the mention of his ex’s name. They didn’t end on bad terms—they were more of a fling than anything, as is common with Levi’s relationships—but they also haven’t really spoken since things ended over a year ago.

I chuckle and give Jeremy a look, my brows raised. He gets what I’m saying without me having to say it. He lists off some more names, all of whom I say no to for various reasons—women I’ve fucked, women who hate me, women I’ve never heard of, women who just aren’t the right match musically. By the tenth name, I can tell everyone in the room is getting seriously frustrated.

I may have agreed, but no one said I’d make it easy on them.

“Bax, you have to pick someone.” Kevin frowns at me from across the room, clearly unimpressed with my antics.

I sigh, rubbing a hand down my face. It’s not like I’m trying to make things difficult, but if I’m going to do a duet, then I’m going to make sure my partner is a good fit.

Eventually, Colt pipes up. “What about Isabella Cordova?”

My brows pull together. Isa Cordova is insanely talented—likely the most talented woman signed to the label at the moment, and I don’t know how I didn’t think of her beforehand. Or why nobody has mentioned her until now. She and I have had a few run-ins—professional only, much to my chagrin—and her style of music vibes well with mine.

Plus, I know from seeing her at the funeral reception I wasn’t supposed to be at that she’s close with the Thorne family. Maybe I can get some more information about Lennon from her.

I glance back at Jeremy. “Would she do it?”

He shrugs. “Isa has never been known to turn down a collaboration opportunity.”

“Then why didn’t you mention her?”

He barks a laugh. “Because you’re both extremely stubborn and opinionated. Your music styles fit, but personality-wise, you’re a match made in proverbial hell. You guys will butt heads, and knowing your thoughts already on a duet, I didn’t think she’d be a good match.”

But that’s where he’s wrong.

I’ll make sure we’re a good match just for a chance to get close to Lennon again.

“I think it’d be good. Set up a meeting with her,” I demand without so much as a please or thank you.

Jeremy rolls his eyes at my audacity but reluctantly agrees. The worst thing that can happen is she says no, and then the hunt for a duet partner will continue. But it doesn’t hurt to ask.

Besides, who would turn down the chance to feature on my album?

With that out of the way, Matthew hits play on the remote in his hand, and the tenth song on the album starts.

Another thirty minutes and three more songs go by before we call it quits for the day. The rest of the album gets the Revolution stamp of approval, which I’m fucking grateful for. I don’t want to do this fucking duet, but at least that’s the only song anyone suggested making real changes to.

And truth be told, it feels damn good knowing this album that’s been sitting like a weight on my shoulders for months is finally well on its way to being out in the world.

“We good?” I ask, standing from my chair as everyone around me does the same.

Maria nods, a genuine smile pasted on her face. “We’re good. I’ll be in touch about the interview with Rolling Stone.”

“Sounds good.” I clap my hands together, ready for this meeting to be done. “Thanks, everyone,” I say as they all move to leave the room, too. I receive a few muttered goodbyes and you’re welcomes as the room clears, leaving behind just Levi, Colt, and me.

“Well, that went well.” Colt shrugs casually.

I scoff. “If you call having to do a duet well, then sure,” I respond, looking back at him as I turn the corner to leave the room.

“It’ll be good, and you know it,” he retorts as I look toward the elevators.

Just as the doors to one of them close, I catch sight of the familiar chestnut-brown hair that has been haunting my dreams for weeks before it—and whoever it’s attached to—disappears.

“Lennon?” I mutter to myself as I rush ahead, slamming my fingers onto the down button, hoping the doors will open so I can find out if it was really her.

But it’s no use. The numbers of that elevator start counting up to the top floor as the doors to the other one open.

“Dude, the fuck was that?” Levi jokes as they approach the open elevator.

I look up at the numbers one more time, hoping they’ll stop so I can head to the floor she’s on, but they’re slow as fuck. So I grit my teeth, join my friends in the other car, and press the button for the lobby.

“Forget it,” I grunt in response.

The look on Colt’s face is skeptical, as if he can see right through my bullshit, but neither of them say anything. Levi shakes his head and laughs, and I ignore Colt’s stare.

Once the doors open, I glance around aimlessly, but there’s no one except Addie around.

“Have a good day, boys.” She grins kindly as we pass her desk.

I send a curt nod her way as I push open the front doors, my jaw clenched tight.

The chances that the woman was Lennon are slim. I don’t think she was tall enough to be, though it was hard to tell from a distance. It’s more likely that, since I haven’t been able to get her out of my head, my mind’s eye morphs every stranger I see into her. And it makes sense that of all places, I’d think I saw her at the label her parents created.

It couldn’t have been her, though—I don’t believe for a second she wouldn’t have told me she worked here if she did. But that doesn’t stop me from wondering for the rest of the day if it was.

Even through my drunken haze that night while a blonde stripper with a massive rack gives me a lap dance, Levi and Colt on either side of me receiving dances of their own.

Or when the same stripper looks up at me from the strip club bathroom floor with a seductive look in her blue eyes and her glossy pink lips wrapped around my cock.

Or when I find myself in her bed at the end of the night, her tits hanging over my face as she rides me, her moans obnoxious and loud and nowhere near as sweet as Lennon’s.

Through it all, I find myself wondering if maybe—just maybe—the woman from the label was her.
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HERE TO DESTROY
LENNON


“THE ALBATROSS” BY TAYLOR SWIFT

Baxter was at the label today. On my floor. And he almost saw me.

I was heading back to my office from meeting Isa in the studio when I saw him leave the conference room with his two best friends and musicians, Colt Waters and Levi Tanner. Thank my lucky stars he had his back turned toward me when I noticed him, though, and thank them even more that the doors to the elevator I’d just gotten off of hadn’t closed yet, giving me just enough time to run back onto it. The doors shut just as he turned around, but I have no idea whether he noticed it was me or not.

Here’s hoping not.

Since then, I haven’t been able to think of much else. The memory of us in his bed has been on a constant replay for the past six weeks, and seeing him today only made that worse. He looked just as good as, if not better than I remembered, even in just the split second I saw him for. And fuck if when the elevator doors closed I didn’t immediately start wondering what would happen if he did find out I work at his label.

Would he be happy to see me? Would he be annoyed, since it goes against his rules just like everything else we did that night? Or would he be mad I didn’t tell him in the first place?

Maybe he would punish me; bend me over my desk and span⁠—

“Lennon,” Paige emphasizes with a laugh from where she sits opposite me.

Trevor has his arm draped over her chair, nursing a glass of white wine. Emma sits next to me, with Dylan at the head of the table. I blink, shaking my head to bring myself back to the present conversation.

“I called your name three times. Are you okay?” Her eyes shift down to my chest before looking back up at my face. “You look a little flushed.”

I gulp and clear my throat. “Yeah, I”—I place my napkin on the table and stand, pushing my chair back—“I’ll be right back. Just need to use the bathroom.”

Paige tilts her head down with a strange look on her face as I excuse myself. She definitely knows something’s up, but here, now, is not the time or place to share the dirty details of my night with Baxter James.

I make my way toward the bathroom on the main floor of Paige and Trevor’s house. We came here tonight so Dylan and Emma could have a kid-free dinner—they left my niece Nora, who’s seven, and my nephew Isaac, who’s four, with a sitter.

Once inside, I glance in the mirror, my reflection staring back at me. Paige was right—I am flushed. My cheeks and neck have a pink tinge to them, and my eyes are slightly glossy.

God. What the hell is wrong with me?

I’m at a family dinner with my siblings and their spouses, for fuck’s sake, and I can’t stop thinking about the literal last person on Earth I should be thinking about.

The way his lips felt against mine, his beard rubbing against my inner thighs, his hands tracing every curve on my body.

I knew from the moment he told me he already knew my name in that dirty bar that sex with him would be unforgettable. And I was right.

I’ve slept with two guys since then, and both times should’ve been fantastic. There was nothing wrong with either of them, aside from the fact that neither was a six-foot-four rock star determined to make me eat my words and show me just how good he really is with his hands.

And goodness gracious, he is good.

So good that the only thing I’ve been able to get off with in the past six weeks is a vibrator.

He ruined sex for me. Which, if you ask me, is fucking rude, considering for the past six years I’ve had the same boring sex day after day while he was out fucking different girls—and I’d be willing to bet sometimes more than one at once—every goddamn night.

Then when I finally start to live the way I want to, he rolls around, agreeing to a one-night stand and giving me the most mind-blowing night of my life. Which made everyone else seem even more vanilla than my six-year relationship was.

Like, really fucking rude.

I frown at my reflection, pissed off at a man who I was never supposed to see again—which really was wishful thinking on my part, seeing as he’s signed to the label I work at—and flick the tap on cold. I hold my hands under the stream like a bowl and lean over the sink to splash water on my face. I repeat the motion a few times before grabbing a hand towel from the cabinet next to the shower and patting my face dry. The redness has faded slightly, but if the rest of the night is going to be anything like it has been until now, I need to come up with an excuse to leave pronto.

I take my time making my way back to the dining room. I walk past all the family photos I’ve seen a million times before, stopping at my all-time favourite like I always do.

It’s a photo of the five of us, about a month before we found out about my cancer diagnosis. We’re sitting on a blanket in the park by the water, all of us smiling and laughing.

On the right side of the photo is Mom with me on her lap, looking up at her in awe. She has a guitar sitting next to her and, with the arm not holding me, she’s reaching out to seventeen-year-old Dylan, who’s holding a guitar of his own. The look in his eyes tells her to screw off, but the smile on his face suggests anything but.

Thirteen-year-old Paige is to the left of us, laughing as Dad wraps his arms around her.

It’s candid, not one of us looking at the camera, but all of us looking happier than we’ve ever been before.

I’m pretty sure this picture was the last time any of us were truly happy. And it’s how I choose to remember my parents.

I sigh, placing my hand against the photo before turning to head back to join my siblings and in-laws at the table.

“Better?” Paige asks with a raised eyebrow as I return to my seat.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I reply nonchalantly as I take my seat again.

“So,” Dylan starts as he leans forward. “How’s the concert coming along?”

I glance up. When I first had the idea for the concert, I was worried my siblings wouldn’t be okay with it. After all, it’s a pretty big deal—or at least I’m hoping it will be—and it’s to honour their parents, too. So when they instantly supported the idea, I was surprised.

My siblings may get on my nerves sometimes, and I may constantly feel like I’m the cause of all their pain, but I know they love me, and the truth is, they’d do anything for me. They’d encourage me no matter what if it’s something that will make me happy.

I should’ve known all along that they would.

A smile fills my face as I tell him, “Good, thanks.”

We talk a bit more about the concert, and I fill them in on booking SON!C to headline—to which Trevor has a bit of a freak-out over, seeing as they’re one of his favourite bands. Paige tells us a bit more about the case she caught at work this past week—she’s a big-shot criminal defense lawyer in the city—and Emma and Dylan talk about their plan to take the kids to Disney World next week for March Break.

But through it all, I still can’t get my mind off Baxter.

Eventually, the conversation dwindles, and I glance at the clock nearing seven p.m. behind Paige. “I think I’m going to head out.” I stand from my chair. “I had an early morning and have a busy day tomorrow.”

Paige’s brows furrow as if she’s preparing to argue, but before she can say anything, Dylan nods curtly and rises from his seat. He looks to Emma as he says, “We should probably get going, too. Gotta relieve the sitter.”

I smile softly as I meet my older brother’s eyes, thanking him silently. He’s much better at reading my cues than Paige is.

“Okay, no problem,” Paige responds with a smile.

We make our way to the front door, Paige and Trevor in tow.

“Glad you guys could make it,” Trevor says as Paige hugs Emma and Dylan goodbye.

“Thank you for having us,” Emma returns kindly. Turning to me, she asks, “Do you want a ride?”

I shake my head, holding up my phone. “I have an Uber on the way, but thanks, Em.” I pull her in for a hug, followed by Dylan, and then I turn and say my goodbyes to Paige and Trevor, too.

“You know I’m always here for you, right?” Paige tells me as she pulls back from our hug.

I nod. “I know, P.” I am appreciative of her, even if she can be a bit overbearing at times.

“We all are, Lens,” Dylan adds from the open doorway, giving me more reassurance that they don’t blame me for all that’s happened, even if I still blame myself.

Tears begin to well in my eyes, but I swallow them down.

Not here. Not now.

“Thanks, guys,” I respond, looking between my siblings and their partners. Then, with one last wave goodbye, I turn and head down to the road where my Uber is waiting to take me home.
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FEELING FINE
BAXTER


“SON’S GONNA RISE” BY CITIZEN COPE

Afew days later, I sit on my living room couch with Isa sitting across from me. I have Colt on one side and Levi on the other, while Kevin paces a hole in the floor behind us, putting out a fire for one of the other artists he manages.

At least it’s not me—for once.

Isa looks at me with narrowed eyes. “Okay, so not that I’m complaining or anything”—she scans the three of us, beginning with Levi and holding on Colt, a smirk playing on her face before she glances back at me—“but what the hell am I doing here?”

A chuckle escapes me at the clear appreciation yet confusion laced in her tone. “Well,” I begin. “I have a proposition for you…”

Isa jolts back at my words as Colt’s elbow connects with my side before I realize how unintentionally dirty that sounds.

Eyes widening, I hold my hands out to Isa, hoping I haven’t scared her away already. Though she doesn’t seem like the type to scare easily. “As fun as that would be”—I smirk—“that’s not what I meant.”

She breathes a sigh of relief, her shoulders slumping. “Then what did you mean?”

I clear my throat. “I accidentally wrote a duet.”

Isa looks at me skeptically. “How does one accidentally write a duet?” she asks, laughing.

“I don’t know. But I did it.”

She shrugs. “It was bound to happen someday, I guess. It really is about time you learn to share the spotlight, Baxter.”

I roll my eyes. “Whatever, Isabella,” I retort, using her full name even though hardly anybody calls her that. “Like you’re much better.”

A scoff escapes her as she crosses her arms over her chest. “At least I’ve done duets, Mr. I Don’t Play Well With Others.”

A shit-eating grin crosses my face, and I know from our banter alone, this will be fun.

“Alright, you two,” Kevin drones, finally joining the conversation. He shoots me his typical I don’t have time for your shit manager look. “Baxter, cut to the chase.”

I sigh. “Alright, fine.” Leaning forward, I meet Isa’s eyes. “Do you wanna sing a duet with me?”

Isa crosses one leg over the other and rests her elbow on her knee. Her eyes narrow, and a smirk plays on her face. “Depends,” she begins with a shrug. “Are you asking because you want me, or because everyone else said no?”

I scoff, appalled that she would even think she would be my last resort. Colt huffs a laugh from beside me, shaking his head, while Levi’s eyes widen in amusement.

Kevin rolls his yet again and clears his throat. “You’re actually the first one he agreed to, believe it or not,” my manager shares.

Isa hums. “Not. But I’ll bite.” She pauses for a moment. “I’m gonna need to hear the song first.”

A smile forms as I pick up the remote for my built-in surround-sound system. “I figured,” I say, hitting play.

The opening riffs for “That Girl” begin, and she leans back, closing her eyes and drowning us all out to listen to the lyrics.

When the song comes to an end, a grin forms across her face.

“I see what you mean. I still don’t know how you did it by mistake, but you definitely wrote a duet.” A strange look crosses her face before she asks, “When did you write it?”

My brows furrow. I’m not sure what that has to do with anything, but I tell her anyway. “A few weeks ago. Why?”

“Just curious.” She stands and rounds the couch before facing me again. “It’s good. I’d be happy to sing it with you.” She begins to head toward the front door, so I get up and follow. “But we’re going to need to make a few lyric and note changes to better suit my style, too. So if you’re not willing to play nice, tell me now.”

I hold back an eye roll and nod reluctantly, grinding my teeth. We’re not changing the song, but I’ll let her think she at least has some creative control.

“I’ll play nice,” I grumble, though I know no one is buying it. I still can’t believe I let them talk me into this.

It seems to be enough for Isa though, because she smiles. “Fantastic. Have your people”—she tosses a look toward Kevin, who is once again distracted with another client—“call my people and we can set up a time to record. But you’re going to need to work around my schedule, because I’m currently recording my own album and helping a friend with some planning for a concert in the summer.”

I open my mouth to argue that we need to do it as soon as possible, but she turns her back to me and leaves before I have a chance. The door slams shut behind her, and I stand there, slack-jawed and extremely confused.

Because what the hell just happened?

People don’t demand things from me. I demand things from people.

“Remind me again why I agreed to do this?” I ask no one in particular, a frown marring my face.

A hand lands on my shoulder, and I startle.

“She sure is a firecracker, that one.” Colt chuckles by my side. “This is going to be fun.”
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It’s another week before we’re able to agree on a time to record—I’ve been busy finalizing the other songs on my album, while Isa has been working on recording hers. We only have today, and I’m determined to not let this take longer than that, seeing how difficult it was for us to work this one into our schedules.

Isa and I sit in my studio, her with a pen between her fingers and me with a guitar in my lap. We’ve been at it for a few hours now, and things are coming along nicely. Though I initially said we weren’t changing the song…she has made a few good suggestions that I would be stupid to ignore.

I pick at the strings as she writes down the lyric changes we just made, and suddenly my mouth is moving before my brain has a chance to tell it to stop.

“So, how do you know the Thornes?” is the genius question that comes out.

She looks up from her notebook, a confused look on her face. “Who said I know the Thornes?”

“I—” I cut myself off, sighing. “I just assumed. I saw you at the funeral.”

She chuckles. “There were, like, seven hundred people at the funeral, James,” she says flatly. “And I’m signed to their label. Obviously, I’d be at the funeral. Just like you were.”

I run a hand down my face. She’s right. There’s no way I could conclude that she was close with them from seeing her there. “Touché, Cordova,” I mutter. “Touché.”

She just looks at me, waiting. I should’ve shut up when I had the chance, because now it’s obvious she knows I’m not telling the truth, and the weight of her stare is enough to make me uncomfortable.

I let out a sigh and admit, “I was at the reception.”

“Do you think I’m stupid?” She narrows her eyes at me. “I was at the reception, along with maybe twenty others, including the Thornes. I would’ve known if you were there. We all would’ve.”

I set the guitar down beside me, leaning back on the couch. “I didn’t go inside. I was going to, but then I saw…” I trail off, realizing I probably shouldn’t share the private moment of Lennon’s I witnessed. “I just decided it’d be better if I didn’t.”

She stares at me, one brow raised as if to say bullshit, but her lips don’t move. Feeling like I’m being examined, I shift in my seat and pull out a cigarette. I offer one to her, and she takes it, placing the filtered end between her lips and lighting it.

“Forget I asked,” I mutter, not enjoying the way she’s reading me.

“To answer your question,” Isa says with a smirk, a cloud of smoke falling from her lips. “Lennon and I are best friends. I’ve known the Thornes for years.”

I’m taking a puff of my smoke as she says that, and then I’m coughing, her words striking me right in the chest. I was expecting her to say she was a family friend, not that she’s best friends with Lennon.

I catch my breath and look up to find her watching me with narrowed eyes and a wicked smirk.

Oh, she definitely knows. So much for trying to be subtle.

I scoff. “You know, don’t you?”

She crosses one leg over the other, an innocent smile playing on her lips. “Why, what on Earth could I possibly know?” she asks innocently. “Oh! Are you talking about what happened in the bathroom at Astro and how you let Lennon spend the night in your bed? Because if so, then yes, I fucking know.” The shit-eating grin on her face suggests this conversation is one she’s been waiting for.

I shoot my own shit-eating grin back at her. “So, she told you about the best sex of her life?”

Isa rolls her eyes. “Okay, yes, but how arrogant do you have to be to assume that’s what she said?”

“Well, isn’t it?” I shrug. “Besides, it was the best sex of mine, so I just figured if it was that good for me, it was even better for her.”

“I suppose the eight orgasms speak for themselves, don’t they?” she jokes, completely unphased by talking about her best friend’s sex life.

Women are strange.

Though, I suppose Levi isn’t much better.

“Nine,” I correct. “It was nine orgasms.”

“Oh, my bad,” she mock-apologizes, her eyes rolling, and laughs. “Man, she really wasn’t lying when she said you’re a cocky son of a bitch, was she?”

My brows furrow. “She said that?”

Isa nods, unwilling to elaborate. I can’t help but feel a pang in my chest knowing that’s what Lennon thinks of me, even if, for the most part, it’s the truth.

“Answer something for me,” she prompts.

“What?”

“Is this song about her?”

My heart works its way up my throat as I scramble to come up with a response. “I’ll tell you if you do something for me.”

She crosses her arms over her chest. “You mean more than singing a duet with you?” Her eyes roll. “What else?”

“Give me Lennon’s phone number,” I demand with no hesitation.

Her face morphs into a smirk that mirrors mine. “Ha!” she exclaims. “Well, you just unintentionally answered my question.”

I roll my eyes, letting out a sigh. “Please?”

Isa laughs. “Sorry, James. I’m not giving you her number. If you want it, you’ll have to get it from her yourself.”

I groan, gritting my teeth. “How am I supposed to do that if I don’t know anything about her?”

Isa stands, moving toward the recording booth. “You’re creative. I’m sure you’ll think of something,” she teases. “Now, can we get this song recorded? I have places to be and things to do that don’t include you.”
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NO SAINT
LENNON


“MERCY” BY JJ WILDE

“Please, tell me you’re joking,” I exclaim from behind my desk, shocked from the words that just poured from my best friend’s mouth. “Baxter asked you, Isabella Cordova, to do a duet with him? On his album?”

“Yes.”

My eyes narrow at her.

“What?” she asks, feigning innocence.

“You said no, right?”

She pulls her lips together, but she doesn’t say anything. Which answers my question.

“Isa!” I hiss, my nerves skyrocketing. It was one thing when she merely suggested I ask him to headline at the concert, but for her to go and do a duet with him?

She’s meddling.

“I know, but it’s Baxter James. Having a feature on his album will do wonders for my sales.” She shrugs. “Plus, if I had said no, I wouldn’t get to see my best friend squirm over the mention of the man who rocked her world a few weeks ago.”

My spine straightens. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I lie. I may have told her I never wanted to see him again, but I also said I would think about that night for the rest of my life, and so far, that reigns true.

I haven’t been able to get that damn man out of my head.

And she can see right through me.

“Oh, please.” Isa rolls her eyes. “You’ve been distracted since that night, Lenny, and I know it’s not that asshole rotting in prison or the benefit concert planning that has your mind a million miles away.” She stares at me, her brows raised. “It’s Baxter. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I can’t. She knows me way too well.

Isa and I have been best friends since I started working at Revolution six years ago, right after I graduated high school. She’s been singing since before she could talk. She’s Brazilian, so like my family, hers has also always been very music-oriented. I was raised on rock and roll; she was raised on Samba. At least until she moved here at the age of twelve and fell in love with the world of rock.

She got her first record deal at sixteen, and now she’s twenty-six. She switched from her old label to Revolution around the same time I started, and we’ve been friends ever since. She has the bubbliest personality of anyone I’ve ever met, with a head of long, dark, curly hair, sun-kissed skin, full lips, and chocolate-brown eyes.

And one thing about her: she loves to get in other people’s business—especially mine.

As is made clear when she states, “Exactly. And guess what? I’m certain he’s been thinking about you, too.”

My eyes narrow at her. “You’re meddling.”

She laughs. “Hey, he came to me, okay? Not the other way around. Though, once I heard the song, I knew I had to say yes.”

I groan, my head falling back against my chair. I don’t even bother trying to talk her out of mentioning me around him. Once Isa sets her mind on something, there’s no changing it.

And apparently, she has her mind set on Baxter and me. Which is so crazy, it’s laughable.

And absolutely never going to happen.

“Why do you think he asked you, though?”

She takes a sip of the tea in her hand. “Your guess is as good as mine. I’ll bet he’s regretting it right about now, though. I got pretty bossy with him.”

A laugh bursts out of me. “Honestly, I’d expect nothing less. I’m sure he loved that,” I tease, knowing full well that a man like Baxter isn’t the kind to take orders from anyone. “It’s about time someone put him in his place.”

“Well, I’m sure he wishes it were anyone other than me.”

I laugh. She’s probably right. “So, when are you recording?” I ask, taking a sip of my coffee.

“Well, about that…” she begins, and my brows furrow in confusion. “We kind of already did.”

I cough, my hand coming up to my mouth to avoid spewing coffee all over my desk. I manage to swallow roughly, blinking a few times before looking up at her. “I’m sorry,” I retort. “What? When?”

Now it’s Isa’s turn to laugh. “Two days ago.”

“And you’re just telling me this now?” I level her with a look. Now I’m certain she’s meddling. “Isa, what did you tell him?”

She shrugs. “Nothing he didn’t already know.” My eyes narrow at her as I open my mouth to argue, but she holds a hand up to stop me. “Don’t worry, I didn’t tell him you work here.”

“Fine, but what did you tell him?”

“Pretty much just that you said he was the best sex of your life and that you think he’s arrogant.”

I squint, eliciting a laugh from her.

“Don’t worry, Lennon. He said you were the best sex of his life, too. And you know I would never share anything I wasn’t sure you were comfortable with him knowing. No matter how much he begged me to.”

My eyes widen, shock covering my face. “He begged you? For what?”

A wicked look crosses her face. “Your phone number. And it almost worked, but I know there’s a reason you didn’t give him it in the first place, so I stood my ground and didn’t share.” She crosses one leg over the other. “But just so you know, this song was written as a conversation between the two of you.”

My jaw drops. “I beg your pardon?”

She nods, a smirk playing on her lips. “You heard me, Lenny. Do with this information what you will, but if he knew more and had a way to find you, it would’ve been you he asked to sing with him, not me.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I find it hard to believe that Baxter James wrote a song about me, especially after only knowing me for one night. Even if it apparently affected him as much as it did me.

I suppose it’s not entirely outside of the realm of possibility—artists will find inspiration anywhere, and if he’s anything like me when I write, he’ll take every sliver of inspiration he can get. It just seems so far-fetched that I’m really not sure whether to believe her or not.

Isa is good at reading people, and she did say he asked for my number, but if he did write it about me…what would that mean?

“If you say so, Is.” I sigh. “Is the song good at least?”

My laptop dings as the question falls from my lips. I shift my attention toward it as she nods, her smile growing.

“You know I’m not the biggest fan of his music typically, but ye⁠—”

“Hold that thought,” I interrupt, holding a finger up to stop her as I scan the subject of the email that just landed in my inbox: Benefit concert cancellation.

No. This can’t be happening.

My eyes go wide, and my shoulders tense as I click rapidly on the email.

“Everything okay?” Isa asks as she leans forward, noticing my change in body language.

I simply shake my head as I begin to read the email from SON!C’s manager.

Lennon —

Hate to tell you this, but SON!C can’t do the benefit concert after all. Another opportunity has come up that same weekend and it’s one they just can’t say no to—one they’ll be getting paid for. They send their apologies and hope you can understand. I know your parents would.

Best of luck,

Jason Grove, Artist Manager

jason@grovemanagement.ca

156 Bloor St. E., Toronto, M4W 0A2

Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

“Not in the slightest.”
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HOLD STEADY
LENNON


“CRY FOR HELP” BY DAUGHTRY

“What the hell am I going to do now?” I cry as my ears start ringing, my breathing accelerating.

Isa rounds my desk, bending down next to my chair. “Lenny, just breathe.”

I drop my head into my hands, barely registering as Isa shifts so she can read the email. Taking quick breaths, I glance up to reread it, too, unable to believe the words are really on the screen in front of me.

What pisses me off is that SON!C has been known to do this in the past, but for some reason, I believed they wouldn’t do it to me. With how close they were to my parents, it just seemed like a given that they’d do it despite the fact that they aren’t getting paid.

And that pisses me off even more.

“Lennon, you need to take a deep breath before you start hyperventilating,” Isa instructs firmly, squeezing the hand she has grasped in hers to get my attention. “Breathe in for seven seconds.”

My eyes flash to her, my knees bouncing. She holds my stare, squeezing harder to ground me as I inhale shakily.

“Now hold for four.”

I count to four in my head, Isa’s deep-brown eyes holding my hazel ones.

“Now out for eight.”

I do as she tells me and exhale, the ringing in my ears quieting a fraction by the time I reach eight.

“Again.”

I repeat the breathing exercise, feeling my heartbeat slow by the time I finish. She places a hand on my cheek as I exhale. I’ve been getting panic attacks since the accident, and Isa is the only one who knows. I’m thankful she’s been here to help me through it.

“Better?”

I nod slightly, tears welling in my eyes. I roll my lips between my teeth as her shoulders fall and she wraps her arms around me.

“It’s going to be okay, Lenny. You’ll find another headliner.”

“How? I had a hard enough time getting them to agree. You’d be surprised how many artists back out once they hear that no alcohol will be allowed on the premises.”

That was the only rule I had when I brought the idea to Jeremy. Considering the concert is for Mothers Against Drunk Driving, I wanted to make sure no alcohol would be served or provided for the show. It sends the wrong message.

She shakes her head. “The right person will come around. I’m sure of it.”

“Will you do it?” I rush out without really thinking. I’ve already spoken to Isa about headlining, and she told me then the same thing she tells me now.

“If you really need me to, yes. But you and I both know you can find someone bigger than me to headline. Someone who will draw the kind of crowd you want for your parents.”

I nod into her shoulder, though I’m not sure I believe her. There are certainly others who could headline who are just as big as, if not bigger than, SON!C. But it took me a month to get them to agree—I wasn’t prepared to have to convince someone else, and I’m doubting my abilities.

I pull away with a groan, running a hand through my hair as I turn back to my laptop.

“I have to get down to the studio.” Isa glances at her watch as she stands, making her way back around my desk. “Are you going to be okay?”

I nod with a sigh. “I’ll be okay.”

“Okay.” She turns, heading toward my office door. “Try not to worry, okay? We’ll figure this out.”

I smile softly back at her. “Love you, Is. I hope you’re right.”

“Am I ever wrong?” she teases. The answer is no. Isa Cordova is very rarely, if ever, wrong. Which should make me feel a bit better, but instead does nothing to calm me down. “Love you, Lenny,” she adds.

“Always, Is,” I say as she leaves my office, closing the door behind her.

Once she’s gone, I lean back in my chair. My eyes fall shut as I grit my teeth, unsure whether I want to scream or cry. As confident as Isa is in this whole thing, the truth is, I have no earthly idea what I’m going to do now. Just when I thought everything was coming together for the show, this happens. I can’t say I’m surprised, really, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck.

The concert is still months away, but I can’t exactly move onto the next phase of planning this concert without a solid lineup to advertise. As of right now, without SON!C, I have eleven artists who have agreed to perform. Finn Evans, Julien Averies, Lilia Love, Silas Evergreen, Sadie Armstrong, LINCOLN, Sloane Westwood, and Cohen Scott are the eight new signs Jeremy asked me to include, so while they’re guaranteed, they can’t headline.

Aside from them, I have Isa, Harper Grace, and We, The Exiled. Harper—one of Revolution’s alternative artists—is a big name in her genre, but she isn’t an artist that would draw the kind of attention I’m hoping to receive for this show.

We, The Exiled has been around for years, and they could definitely headline, but when they agreed, it was on the condition that they perform earlier in the day as they’re performing at a wedding the next day and have to catch a flight that night.

Honestly, I was just glad they agreed at all after they told me that, so I’m happy to make that work.

I sigh, pulling up the spreadsheet I have of artists who would be suitable for the concert to see if there’s anyone else at the label who could and would.

That’s the biggest problem here—it’s not that we have a lot of artists who are unsuitable to headline; it’s that being a majority-rock label, a lot of the performers are going to have an issue with my no alcohol rule, even if it is for a good cause. Plus, half of them have probably been arrested for drunk driving at one point or another, and given how my parents died and the charity it’s raising money for, what kind of message would that send?

All I know is that if I don’t figure something out soon, the guilt I’ve worked so hard to ignore for the past few months will claw its way right back up.

And this time, it might really eat me alive.
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WE MEET AGAIN
BAXTER


Five Months Until the Concert

“MY SACRIFICE” BY CREED

“So, remember when I mentioned I have an employee who has come up with the idea for a benefit concert?” Jeremy asks from across his desk.

I nod, a vague memory of him mentioning the concert at my album meeting a few weeks back replaying in my mind.

“Well, she had SON!C headlining, and now she doesn’t. They cancelled last week.” He pauses, rolling his eyes. Jeremy exhales before continuing. “She doesn’t know I’m talking to you, and she’ll probably kill me when she finds out that I did, because she said no when I suggested you last week.”

I raise my brows. “Then…why am I here?”

“Because I’m wondering if you’d be interested in headlining. It’s in August, so it will align with when we release your new single and it will be a good way to start promoting RND. Plus, it’ll be good for your image.”

I lean back in my chair, contemplating. He’s not wrong.

“But she already said no,” I argue, partially because he just said so, and partially because even if it does sound cool, benefit concerts aren’t my typical scene.

Performing for free is something I tend to only do in bed.

“Let me worry about that. I just need to know if you’d be interested.”

I cock a brow and open my mouth to respond, but Jeremy raises his hand as I do, stopping me to add, “Before you decide, I should disclose that there won’t be any alcohol permitted at the show.”

My brows pull together. Now it’s really not my typical scene. What on Earth makes Jeremy think I would be a good fit?

“The concert is to raise money for Mothers Against Drunk Driving, and Lennon⁠—”

I whip my head up at her name. “Wait. Lennon Thorne?!” I shout, rising from my seat. There’s no way he’s talking about her. But what are the chances of another Lennon working at the record label that Thorned Roses started?

Jeremy furrows his brows at my reaction, standing as well. “Ye⁠—”

“You bellowed, Jere?” a soft, teasing voice calls from the hallway before the five-foot-nine brunette smokeshow in question walks through the door.

She’s dressed in a black, skin-tight leather skirt that stops about mid-thigh, an old Thorned Roses band tee that she’s tied in the front, and a pair of knee-high, black heeled boots. Her shoulder-length brown hair falls in waves, framing her perfect face just right, and it looks like it’s been darkened since I last saw her, making the gold in her eyes stand out. Her eyes are shaded dark with a blush in her cheeks, and her plump lips are glossy—still so damn kissable. She looks like every man’s fucking wet dream.

Fitting, since she’s been mine for the past two months.

Her eyes meet mine from across the room, and time stops. My heart thumps against my rib cage as everything around us fades away.

Lennon Thorne has occupied every space in my mind since the night we spent together eight weeks ago, and now here she is, standing in front of me.

Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine walking into this meeting today to see her. But man, am I glad I did.

Her mouth opens and closes like she’s a fish out of water as she blinks, like she’s trying to figure out if I’m really here. She looks so damn stunning, even when she’s in complete shock. I probably have the exact same expression on my face.

“Okay…” Jeremy hums from behind me. His voice snaps Lennon out of her stupor, but I don’t turn around. “Do you guys know each other or something?”

Lennon avoids my gaze as she worries her bottom lip, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Yeah. Or something,” I murmur, unable to tear my gaze from her. I’m afraid if I do, she’ll disappear again. Just a figment of my imagination like I’ve convinced myself so many times in these past few months.

She rolls her lips between her teeth and looks up to Jeremy. “Did you need something?”

God, her voice. It sounds even better than I remembered.

Jeremy clears his throat. “Uh, yeah. Take a seat.”

She moves to do as he asked, so I finally break my stare and do the same. She takes the seat next to mine, and I ache from how close she is.

I squeeze my eyes shut and exhale deeply before crossing an ankle over my knee and looking up at Jeremy. He has a what the fuck? look written across his face, and I can’t quite say I blame him.

I’m confused as hell, too.

“Well, since you guys clearly already know each other, we can skip the introductions.” He turns toward Lennon. “I was thinking Baxter could headli⁠—”

“Nope,” she rushes out, interrupting him.

I keep my mouth shut. I didn’t tell him I’d commit to the concert, but the second I heard her name attached to it, it was a guarantee. She’ll accept that soon enough.

“Bu—” Jeremy tries again.

“Nope. No. Absolutely not.”

I chuckle. She’s damn determined to not have me be part of this. It’s not surprising, really. She’s the one who insisted our night together would be a one-time-only thing.

But her persistence at keeping me out of it just tells me she feels that spark between us too. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t care.

He sighs as Lennon stands, crossing her arms over her chest. “I told you last week that I would find someone, and I meant it. And while I appreciate the vote of confidence, I’ll find a new headliner on my own.” Her tone is flat, clearly suggesting she thinks he doesn’t believe she will. “I don’t need your help, especially not if you’re going to keep suggesting him,” she grits out, shooting me an if-looks-could-kill look, which only convinces me more that she’s into me.

I smirk, swiping my tongue over my lip. I don’t watch her, but I can feel her eyes tracking the movement, probably—no, definitely—remembering the things this tongue did between her legs.

“Alright.” Jeremy surrenders much too easily.

I glare at him, wishing he’d fight her more on this, but he relents.

Looks like I’ll just have to convince her myself.

“Are we done?”

Jeremy nods, glancing between Lennon and me before waving his hand toward the door, dismissing us. She spins on her heel and rushes toward the door as fast as she can.

But I’m faster.

We cross the threshold into the hallway, and before she can blink, I grab hold of her wrist and drag her into the nearest empty room.

Once inside, I slam the door shut and back her against it, one hand placed on either side of her head to cage her in. “Think you can escape me, Lennon?”

“Baxter, move.” She pushes me back and turns to open the door, but before she can, I place my hand on it to keep it shut.

I press my front against her back, my resounding chuckle low. “I forgot how feisty you can be, Trouble.”

“Don’t call me that,” she snaps, whipping around to face me again. The furious look on her face instantly fills with lust as her eyes find mine.

As I lean down close to her ear, she shudders. “Still starstruck by me, aren’t you?” I tease, the pressure of my zipper on my cock growing.

Our proximity is clearly affecting her as much as it is me, based on the way her chest rises and falls rapidly. It tells me all I need to know—her attitude is just a mask, and this thing between us isn’t all in my head.

I don’t know how this woman manages to turn me on by simply existing, but fuck, she does.

“Please move,” escapes her lips, her voice breathy.

I smirk, one simple word filling the silence of the room around us. “No.”

We hold each other’s gaze for a moment as her scent invades my senses—the perfect blend of sugar and spice, just like her. Her eyes track my movements as I swipe my tongue over my lips, as if she’s begging me to crash them to hers.

Which is exactly what got us into this mess in the first place.

“You following me, Trouble?”

She crosses her arms over her chest, forcing the slightest bit of distance between us as she scoffs. “Sorry, Lover Boy. You’re not that special.”

I narrow my eyes when she hesitates, urging her to continue.

She rolls her lips together as she flicks her gaze from mine. “I work here. I’m a music publisher an—” she quickly cuts herself off, the weight of her words surrounding me.

I take a step back from her as my brows pull together, a look of betrayal no doubt written on my face.

Jeremy’s words echo in my mind, and my shoulders fall. I should’ve clued in when he mentioned her name in relation to it, but the second the word Lennon fell from his lips, my ears started ringing and all I could focus on was her.

So it was her I saw that day at the elevators. It must have been.

“Why didn’t you tell me? You knew I was signed here, didn’t you?” are the first things I can think to ask. I ignore the fact that she didn’t finish her sentence and only worry about why she hid this from me.

“You being signed here is exactly why I didn’t tell you.” Her face softens. “It was just one night, Baxter. We agreed.”

My shoulders drop in understanding. It was just one night. “You didn’t want me to be able to find you afterward.”

She shrugs. “Clearly, that backfired.”

I turn my back to her, pacing the floor for a moment. But when I face her again, it doesn’t escape me that even though I’ve given her space to leave the room now, she hasn’t.

I sigh, running a hand through my hair as I approach her. “Okay, but that doesn’t answer my next question. Why don’t you want me to perform at the benefit concert?”

“Why do you want to?” she returns. “It’s not your usual scene.”

“I never said I did,” I confess. “But it’s for a good cause, and it sounds like it could be fun.” With her there, I know it would be.

Her brows furrow as she meets my eyes. “You know it’s for Mothers Against Drunk Driving, right? So no alcohol is permitted. Like, at all.”

I tilt my chin down. “Jeremy mentioned that.”

“You’re one of the world’s biggest rock stars. I know you like to drink.”

I huff a laugh. “That doesn’t mean I have to. I can have fun without alcohol. I did that night.” I take a step closer to her, reminding her how sober I was the night we spent together. “You recall that my mom was also killed by a drunk driver, right? If there were any benefit concert I’d want to be part of, it would be this one. So, why don’t you want me there?”

Her face falls, the reminder of my mom hitting her exactly how I intended it to. But then she sighs, a look of contemplation crossing her features, which tells me there’s definitely more to why she doesn’t want me involved.

“C’mon, Trouble. You know the show would be bigger with my name attached. So, why don’t you want it to be?”

She groans, catching her bottom lip between her teeth as she avoids my gaze. “You have a reputation, Baxter…one I don’t need associated with this concert. Trouble—not me—follows you everywhere you go.”

I smirk at her use of my nickname for her, even if she’s not referring to herself.

She’s not wrong—I do have a reputation. There’s a reason my name is often coupled with the words notorious or infamous. I have a history of making bad decisions and not giving a fuck about who I hurt along the way. I prioritize my wants and needs over just about everything else.

I’ve been arrested. I’ve gotten into fights in public. I’ve drank too much and done things most people would regret. There are way too many pictures of me out there, with a different woman on my arm in every one. And I can get out of anything just by saying my name, which doesn’t help people’s opinions of me.

I should feel guilty, but I don’t. I’ve never had a reason to give a fuck about what someone else thinks of me. I’ve lived my life for myself and myself only.

Or at least, I did.

Until that day two months ago when I discovered the eyes of the face on the man responsible for the deaths of Audrey and Brennan resembled ones I’ve only seen in my nightmares for the past eleven years. So I walked into a dimly-lit dive bar ready to drink my sorrows away and found Lennon instead.

My friends would lose their minds if they knew just how much I think about her. Hell, they still have no idea who the her is, though I think it’s about damn time they do.

Because she’s in every single part of me, and she has no idea.

I know she feels more for me, too. No one can have a night like we did and ignore the chemistry. But she’ll never admit it. She’s made it clear that it was just one night for her.

And that’s all it should be for me, too. I don’t feel this way about anyone, let alone women. Something about this one just keeps me coming back for more.

I doubt she knows how much I’ve changed in the past few months. Since the accident and even more so since the trial, I’ve stayed out of the public eye as much as possible. I haven’t been caught drinking. I’ve had no run-ins with the paparazzi. I haven’t been seen publicly with any other women.

But I can’t blame her for not wanting someone who has a bad history of drunken encounters attached to a benefit concert that’s raising money to stop drunk drivers. My mom may have also been killed by a drunk driver, but the public doesn’t know that. And though I’ve never been one to drive drunk myself because of that, I’ve still made some questionable choices under the influence of alcohol that could look bad in relation to a cause like this.

It’s probably for the best anyway, seeing as the more time I spend around her, the guiltier I feel about knowing what I do about the accident that got her parents killed.

And I hate feeling guilty.

So instead I joke, “You didn’t seem to mind my reputation when you were the trouble following me home.”

With an eye roll, she grits out, “That,” as she points at me. “That right there is why I don’t want you at my concert. This cause may be personal to you, too, but you don’t take anything seriously. The night we spent together was fun, but it was one night. You’re still you, and I’m still me. This is a big deal, and it’s for my parents. I can’t have you fucking it up.”

I clench my jaw, swallowing. I knew my reputation would come back to bite me someday, I just didn’t expect it to hurt so much when it did.

“Just…go. Please.” She turns her back to me. “I have to get back to work.”

“Fine,” I croak. Pretending she didn’t just rip me to shreds with her words, I add, “But you’ll change your mind.”

And though I don’t say it, I’ll be here waiting when she does.
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RESIST TEMPTATION
LENNON


“STAY AWAY” BY THE HONORARY TITLE

Icould’ve been nicer.

I really didn’t even mean to be such a bitch, and if I’m being honest with myself, I didn’t mean half of what I said. I was just shocked to find Jeremy ambushing me with Baxter. When I saw him, all my defenses went up, and the truth is better left unsaid. I’m sure he would be a great headliner, and I feel guilty knowing his mom was also killed by a drunk driver. But that doesn’t change the gut feeling that including him would only lead to trouble.

Still, I could’ve been nicer.

Everything I heard about Baxter before we met was that he’s a stuck-up asshole who only cares about himself. And sure, he may be slightly full of himself, and he can be selfish, but can’t everyone? He’s been nothing but friendly to me—maybe even too friendly sometimes—even when I’m an absolute bitch to him.

My shoulders drop as I enter my office, replaying the look on his face when I insinuated that having him there would fuck up everything. He looked genuinely hurt, and I can’t decide if he was playing me or if my words really did have an impact on him.

Either way, it doesn’t change the fact that he’s not a good choice for this concert. My reasons for thinking that may be purely selfish at this point, but I’m in too vulnerable a state to risk getting close to him when I know that would only end badly.

“God, why does this have to be so complicated?” I grumble to myself as I stare blankly at the list of names in front of me. At the very least, I can try to schedule some other acts, even if I still don’t have a headliner.

I pull up the schedule, re-examining who I already have. I’ve secured a good mix of genres, and I’d like to keep it that way, so on the master list of names I put a star next to anyone who would be a good fit for the show.

I only need four more performers aside from the headliner. I’m still waiting to hear back from some of the managers I’ve reached out to, so I have quite a few acts with a question mark beside them. Deciding my best option right now would be to follow-up on those, I make some calls, hoping at least one of them will agree.

I dial the number for Sage Whitman’s manager and put the phone to my ear. The dial tone rings a few times before someone finally answers.

“Harrison Lark.”

“Hi, Harrison. This is Lennon Thorne from Revolution Records calling. I just wanted to follow-up about my request to have Sage Whitman perform at my benefit concert in August.”

“Ah, Lennon! So sorry I haven’t gotten back to you sooner—I’ve been dealing with a nightmare client, and it slipped my mind.” He pauses, exhaling. “I spoke with Sage, and she said she would be happy to do the show. You said it’s the twenty-fourth, right?”

Trying to keep from squealing in excitement, I say, “Yes, that’s correct.”

He’s silent for a moment before he adds, “That’s perfect. Sage gets back from her European tour on the twentieth, so she’ll be good to go.”

“Really?” My face aches from the smile filling it. “That’s amazing, thank you so much.”

“No, thank you, Lennon. Drunk driving is a huge epidemic in today’s society, and I’m happy to see someone trying to do something to stop it. I know your parents would love it.”

“Thank you, Harrison. That means a lot to me. I’ll be in touch closer to the date once I have the final schedule to let you know all the details.”

“Sounds good, Lennon. Talk soon.”

After we hang up, I spin my chair in a circle, relief flooding through me. Sage is an artist I’ve worked with for publishing in the past, and having her at the show is huge.

Focusing my attention back on the task at hand, I remove the question mark from beside her name. Then I make a few more calls, praying the rest will go the same way.
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By the time I finish, all but two artists have been confirmed. I now have Sage and Jett Phoenix, one of Revolution’s hard rock artists, added to the list. I’m still waiting to hear from Hear the Echoes and The Lighthouse, but I have high hopes that they’ll agree.

So all that’s left now is a headliner.

The problem is, aside from Baxter, there really aren’t any big artists left who I haven’t already contacted. And I’m sure this is a result of what happened in Jeremy’s office, but as I scan the list of artists, my eyes keep catching on his name.

It’s crossed out, simply for the fact that I don’t want him to headline, but each day that passes that I don’t find someone is one day closer to thinking he is my best bet.

He’s the biggest name in rock and roll, and though his reputation is similar to that of everyone else on the list of potential headliners when it comes to destructive behaviour, he also has the most going for him on the good side of things—his musical genius (don’t tell him I said that), charisma, and his overall contributions to the rock community make people love him, even when he makes bad decisions.

But fuck, I really don’t want to see him again. Or at least that’s what I keep telling myself. The truth is, I do want to see him again—I just worry about what will happen if I do.

The only thing I know for certain is that he’s a dangerous choice. It’s not just his reputation that worries me, because honestly, that’s a pretty easy workaround. What worries me more is how if I spend more time around him, I’m going to let him in even more than I did that night we spent together. The last thing I need right now is to get attached to someone when I’m still grieving my parents. And I know myself. There’s no way I’ll be able to spend any time around him and not let him in further.

I didn’t even mean to share what I did with him all those weeks ago, but he was easy to talk to. He somehow managed to break a row of bricks down from my very tall walls, making me feel a little bit less alone. He acknowledged my pain and helped me forget about all the terrible things going on in my life, even if just for one night. He didn’t judge me or get frustrated when I spilled my guts to him—instead, he asked more questions and was genuinely interested in listening to my answers.

He made me feel understood in a way I haven’t in a long, long time.

He made me feel seen.

And I know if I were to see him again, the same thing would happen. If he were to headline for this concert, there’s simply no way I would be able to keep my distance. And in typical me fashion, I know I would end up falling for him. I’m a hopeless romantic. It doesn’t take much for me to dream up a perfect relationship.

The thing is, Baxter is the opposite. Yes, he joked about being friends with benefits, but in his thirteen years as a famous rock star, he has never been seen with the same woman twice. He’s a total playboy, and getting people to let him in is just part of his charm.

Falling for him is a surefire way to get my heart broken, and I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t do that again. Loving people leads to losing them, and I can’t lose anybody else.

So I need to try to find somebody—anybody—else who can headline.

For the sake of saving myself more heartbreak, I need to stay away from Baxter James.
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YOU BURN ME
BAXTER


“DISINTEGRATION” BY JIMMY EAT WORLD

“Ifucked Lennon Thorne.”

Levi spits out his drink as Colt whips his head up, glaring at me.

“I beg your fucking pardon?” Levi retorts, wiping his hand over his mouth. “When was this?”

I grit my teeth. “After the trial in January.”

“Whoa, wait,” Levi starts, his eyes wide as he holds his hands out. “You mean to tell us that the Lennon Thorne, as in the youngest daughter of Thorned fucking Roses, your biggest fucking inspirations, is your mystery girl?”

I flinch. She was.

All the guys have known these past few months was that I had an incredible night with a woman who remained unnamed. Levi has tried to pry it out of me on more than one occasion, but I stood my ground, refusing to spill. Until a few days ago, I never expected to see her again, so I didn’t think it would matter. It’s not the first time I’ve kept a woman’s name private, and it probably won’t be the last.

But running into her the other day reminded me of just how much she affected me. She’s been stuck in my mind since that day back in January and even more so since I chased her out of Jeremy’s office. I want more of her, and I don’t plan on giving up until I get it.

My molars grind together as I nod. “That’d be the one. Though it’s not much of a mystery anymore.”

“Damn,” Levi exclaims. “No wonder your creative juices have been flowing lately. I bet she fucks as good as she looks.”

I huff a laugh. She’s so damn beautiful—I don’t think it’s possible for anyone, not even me, to fuck that well. But fuck if I don’t want a repeat to remind me how good sex with her is.

“Just about,” I murmur, lighting a cigarette and holding it up to my lips.

I knew as soon as she called me Lover Boy in the bar that day that she was different. Most women throw themselves at me, and as much as I love the attention, not having hers from the get-go only made me want to get it more. She challenged me.

And I love a good challenge.

That night, that woman, was unlike any of the nights or women before. She cast some kind of spell on me, and I can’t shake it.

I can’t shake her. Seeing her a few days ago only reconfirmed that, no matter how mean she may have been.

“Isn’t she almost ten years younger than you?” Colt asks, pulling my attention back to the conversation at hand.

I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. “Seven. But yes.”

“So, you’re like a male cougar,” Levi jokes with a grin. “Or wait, would you be a sugar daddy?”

I furrow my brows, giving Levi a what the fuck? look as Colt smacks him upside the head.

“You’re such a dumbass,” Colt tells him before turning back to me. “So, she’s who half your album is about? She’s why you’ve been so distracted the past few months?”

I blow smoke out as I bob my head. “You could say that.”

Colt hums pensively, leaning back as he takes a drag of his own cigarette.

I meet his eyes as he looks at me, brows raised. “What?”

“Nothing,” he says, shaking his head. “That just explains why you only agreed to do a duet with Isabella.”

My brows furrow. “What are you talking about?”

Colt scoffs. “She knows the Thornes.”

“And?”

“And you were hoping she’d get you back in touch with Lennon.”

I grit my teeth, hating how transparent I’ve become over all this. I’ve known my feelings toward Lennon aren’t normal for me, but considering Colt’s never been one to get up in my business, so his interest in this is a massive red flag.

“So, did it work?”

“No.” I shake my head, putting my smoke out in the ashtray beside me. “But I did see her the other day.”

“You did? Where?”

I swallow, my knee bouncing. “Revolution.”

Both guys stare back at me, confused looks on their faces. There’s no doubt in my mind the way they look right now resembles how I looked when she walked into Jeremy’s office.

Neither of them say anything though, so I add, “She works there.”

Levi barks a laugh as a small smirk grows on Colt’s face. The fact that he’s smiling at all goes to show how fucked up this whole situation really is.

“She didn’t tell you?” Levi asks, still laughing.

“Nope.” I cross my arms over my chest. “I found out when she walked into Jeremy’s office after he asked me to headline the benefit concert.”

“The one for MADD in August?”

“That’s the one. It’s hers.”

“No way.” Levi snorts, his laugh growing harder. “This is too good. Are you doing it?”

I shake my head. “She doesn’t want me involved. Basically told me to go fuck myself when I offered.”

“Damn. I knew I liked that girl.”

I shoot Levi a look, my brows furrowed. He holds up his hands in defense, his smirk growing.

“So, that’s it then?” Colt inquires.

“For now,” I say with a shrug. “I told her she’d change her mind. I’m banking on the fact that she won’t be able to find anyone bigger than me to do it, and she’ll have no choice.”

Colt rolls his eyes. “Yeah, that’s just what you want. For her to be forced into choosing you.”

“Whatever. She doesn’t have to like me to fuck me again.”

Levi nods with a grin from the corner of the room he’s in as Colt narrows his eyes.

“Does she know?” Colt asks hesitantly, not elaborating. He doesn’t need to though. I know what he’s asking.

I ball my fists as I shake my head. “No.”

Colt lets out a low whistle as Levi’s brows raise.

“You gonna tell her?”

Gritting my teeth, I glance at the ground as I shrug and avoid answering altogether. I catch Colt shaking his head and rolling his eyes as Levi lets out a light chuckle, always easily amused.

I haven’t given much thought to whether or not I should share what I know about the man responsible for killing her parents. As much as I want to see her again, I get the sense she’ll do whatever she can to stay away from me.

Besides, what good would it do now anyway? I’d all but forgotten about him until that day in the courtroom, and I don’t see much point in sharing that version of my life when she doesn’t even want this version of me in hers.

So until she comes crawling back, begging me to either fuck her again or be part of the concert—or with any luck, both—that secret is staying locked away in the vault.

Exactly where it belongs.
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WON’T GO AWAY
LENNON


“SIDEWAYS” BY CITIZEN COPE

It’s been nearly two weeks, and I still haven’t found a replacement headliner for SON!C. I’ve checked and rechecked the master list of artists, hoping someone will stand out to me. But everyone is either not big enough to headline, already booked for something else, or just completely unsuitable for the concert.

Everyone except Baxter.

The truth is, I don’t have a good reason for why I didn’t say yes when Jeremy offered, other than I couldn’t help the feeling that having him headline is a recipe for disaster and I need this to go well.

I still feel that way, but my desperation to find someone is beginning to outweigh my need to stay away from him. I’d rather get my heart broken again than spend the rest of my life feeling like I’ve disappointed my parents even more so than I already do.

I sigh, running my hand through my hair. After that meeting a few weeks back, the last thing I want to do is turn around and ask him for help. He’s either going to tell me to go fuck myself—like I basically told him to do that day—or he’ll end up fucking me, which is the biggest reason I didn’t want him associated in the first place.

I know if he’s attached to this, I won’t be able to deny the pull I feel toward him. Because despite his cockiness, he seems like a good guy, and he would be so damn easy to fall for—which is exactly what would happen, and that’s a road to heartbreak if there ever was one. Baxter will never settle down, and I’ll be yet another girl who fell for his charm and let him walk all over her.

And though he may seem like a good guy, I also wasn’t lying when I told him his reputation is one I don’t want associated with the concert. He’s been in the headlines for drinking and fighting more times than I can count, and that isn’t the message I’m trying to send with this benefit concert. He’s cleaned up his act recently, but that kind of stuff is something people never forget. And it’s definitely not something I can forget, given the way my parents died.

But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s the biggest artist Revolution has, and I know for certain we would sell out of tickets with his name alone. SON!C is a big name, but Baxter is bigger. Getting him practically ensures that this can become an annual thing, like I’m hoping.

Plus, his reputation is part of what makes him as big as he is—people love a playboy. He’s the kind of person who is loved in spite, and sometimes because, of his reputation. Though it isn’t necessarily one I want associated with the concert, I need to accept that I’m going to have a hard time finding someone with a squeaky clean reputation, and there’s no one, save for my parents themselves, who would do a better job of boosting sales than him.

Based on the album display he has in his living room, I know he’s a big fan of my parents. He may be volatile sometimes, but I know he takes performing seriously, and though I’ve convinced myself otherwise, I’m sure he would take this concert seriously, too.

There’s no guarantee he’ll even say yes—he’s never done a benefit concert in the past. But he said himself that this is one he would do, and like Jeremy said, the concert would be good for his image, too—just in time for him to announce his new album. So we’d be doing each other a favour.

Maybe it won’t be so bad. Maybe we can work closely enough to get this thing planned but not so close that I’m tempted by him. Maybe he’ll be a world-class asshole and show me he’s not the good guy he’s convinced me he is.

Maybe he’ll simply say no.

“Ugh.” I roll my eyes, checking the time quickly before picking up the phone on my desk. It’s almost five-thirty p.m., so here’s hoping Jeremy is still in his office.

It rings for a minute before, “Jeremy Arden,” comes through the other end.

“It’s Lennon.” I pause, exhaling deeply. “Can you please set up a meeting for me with Baxter James?”
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Three hours later, I’m still sitting in my office, all the lights around mine turned off while I continue to work on figuring out a plan in case Baxter says no.

I startle as a knock sounds from the other side of my office door, my heart beating faster. It’s well past working hours—there shouldn’t be anyone left on this floor.

I look up from my computer to see Baxter’s midnight eyes staring at me through the window.

My brows furrow. I stand and hurry over as fast as I can in four-inch heels.

“What are you doing here?” I ask as I open the door, confused. Jeremy had agreed on the phone and said he’d get back to me tomorrow, since I called him at the end of the day.

Baxter’s eyes scan down my body before looking at my face again. “Jeremy called. Said you had something to talk to me about,” he states with a knowing grin smeared over his face.

I curl my lips inward as my shoulders drop, moving to let him in the room. “I know. But he said he would get back to me tomorrow, during normal working hours.” A frown mars my face. “Shouldn’t you be out partying or something? What happened to the guy who refused to do anything according to anyone else’s schedule?”

He cocks a brow. “Is this meeting according to your schedule, Lennon?”

I narrow my eyes. “Touché.”

He chuckles, turning his back to me. “To answer your question, I was in the neighbourhood. Saw your office light on from the street and figured I may as well pop in now.”

“Well—wait,” I start. “How did you know it was my office?”

“Lucky guess. You mentioned you work in music publishing, and I figured you’d be the type to work late.”

My stomach turns at how well he knows me after only two encounters. He glances around the space, and I feel even more exposed, as if my office is giving away bits and pieces about me.

On the right, a few of my favourite albums hang on the wall above the red velvet couch I picked out. To the left is a massive window that looks out on the dusk-covered city below. In the middle of the room sits my glass-top desk, which faces the door, and two white leather chairs sit opposite mine.

I have some framed photos of my family and friends on my desk, and he picks one up, examining it.

“So, what did you want to talk about?” he asks as he looks down at the photo. I know from the frame that it’s the one of my parents onstage, taken well before us kids were born, where my dad is playing guitar while my mom holds her microphone between them. They both belt lyrics into it while staring into each other’s eyes.

It’s a photo that shows just how deep their love for each other ran, and all I think about when I look at it is how much they would want that kind of love for me, and how sad I am that they won’t be around to see me find it someday.

I clear my throat, making my way toward him. He sets the photo back down, looking up to meet my eyes, and a shiver runs up my spine at the intensity in them.

“Well, um,” I begin, trying to find the right words to ask this without sounding like a complete fool.

I really wish Jeremy would’ve told me he was coming.

I look down, fidgeting with my fingers. “First of all, I’m sorry for what I said a few weeks back. I didn’t mean any of it. I wasn’t thinking about the possibility that you might actually want to do it, given how your mom passed, and I was just caught off guard seeing you and I panicked and—” I cut myself off, realizing I’m rambling.

He places a knuckle under my chin, tilting it so my eyes find his. “Do I make you nervous, Trouble?”

I swallow roughly, nodding, and he grins. His smile alone is enough to make me weak in the knees.

He pulls his hand back and leans against my desk, mirroring me. “What am I doing here, Lennon?”

I exhale. “So, you know SON!C cancelled, and, um, well…I still haven’t been able to find anyone else to headline…” I trail off, hoping he’ll understand what I’m asking without me having to say the actual words.

But he just stares at me, a smirk on his face and his arms crossed over his chest, saying nothing.

For fuck’s sake.

“Are you really going to make me ask?” I frown, looking up at him.

He cocks a brow, the corner of his mouth tipping up as he crosses his arms over his chest. “Ask what?”

This motherfuc⁠—

“Oh, you mean am I going to make you ask for my help?” He takes a step toward me. “Damn right, I am.”

A humourless laugh escapes me as I wipe my hands down my face, shaking my head. This man is a pain in my ass, but I do need his help. So even if I’d rather die than admit it, I relent.

“Fine,” I groan, throwing my hands down. I turn my body toward his. “Baxter, will you please make time in your busy schedule to perform at my benefit concert in August?”

He takes another step toward me and my eyes track his movements. He leans in close, our gazes connecting, and my heart drops to my stomach.

“Anything for you, Trouble.”
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“HANDS” BY JJ WILDE

Lennon’s eyes stay locked on mine as the weight of my words settle around us.

Did I really just admit I’d do anything for her?

Yes.

Did I mean it?

Also yes.

Do I regret it?

That depends on what the next words out of her mouth are.

“Oh, well, um…thank you,” she says, uncertainty laced in her tone.

My brows furrow.

That’s it? Just a stuttered, uncertain thank you?

This whole scene played out much differently in my head.

I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. An awkward tension grows between us as we continue to stare at each other, neither of us willing to speak first.

My face is still inches from hers until, finally, she breaks our stare, turning to walk around her desk. But before she can, I grab her by the hand and spin her back around to face me. There’s no way I’m letting her get away with a pathetic thank you.

Not again.

“Bax—” she starts, caught off guard by my sudden movement, but I cut her off by pressing my lips to hers.

I’m immediately transported back to our first night together, the feel of her mouth against mine igniting a fire inside me. I’m reminded of how soft her skin was as I trailed my fingers over her nipples and how tight her pussy squeezed as she came around my cock.

All I fucking want is for it to happen again.

The room around us falls silent as we stand there, her body pressed firmly against mine. I bring my hand up to her neck, tilting her head back slightly, and she relaxes, her mouth opening for me.

I allow myself entry and sweep my tongue against hers, sucking it into my mouth. Her arms come up around my neck and I bend, lifting her by the legs. I turn us so she’s seated on her desk, but her legs stay wrapped around my hips. My cock grows hard in my jeans as she grips me tighter, pressing our centres against each other.

My hands roam her body, making their way under her shirt to tease her soft skin. I bring one hand up to cup her breast, and she moans, pulling her mouth from mine.

“We shouldn’t do this,” she pants, her cheeks flushed and her eyes half-lidded. It’s clear she wants this as badly as I do, but something is stopping her. I’m determined to find out what.

“Why not?” My teeth graze her ear, and she hums, shuddering as goosebumps break out over her skin.

“One night,” is all she says, her voice an octave deeper from the lust coursing through her. “We agreed.”

I press my hand to the side of her neck and capture her eyes in mine. “We did,” I rasp. “But we’re both consenting adults, which means we can also agree to more, if that’s what we want.” I trace my thumb over the pulse point on her neck, squeezing gently, her eyes not once wavering from mine. “I want this, Lennon. I want you.”

Her lips part slightly as my fingers find their way up her skirt, skimming over her core.

I let out a groan. “Based on how soaked your panties are right now, I’d say you want this, too.”

My eyes darken as she catches her bottom lip between her teeth, and my grip on her neck tightens.

“Do you, Lennon?” My voice is hoarse and full of hunger. Hunger for her. Only for her. “Do you want this?”

Do you want me?

My unspoken question dances in the tension between us. Her eyes find mine as she nods. It’s subtle at first, but the longer her eyes stay locked on mine, the more sure she becomes, pulling my face down again. My lips hover over hers as she presses her body against mine.

“Use your words, Lenny girl.”

“I want you,” she whispers, and that’s all it takes for my lips to meet hers.

She kisses me with such vigor, such passion, and I bask in this feeling. It’s not one I’m used to, not one I’ve felt with anyone other than her, but it’s one I’d do anything to feel over and over again.

I grasp the bottom of her shirt, breaking our kiss only for as long as it takes to peel it over her head. She moves to get mine off, too, her hands skimming my bare chest once it joins hers. She pulls me close again, her fingers working the button on my jeans and her movements hurried and impatient.

“You’re a greedy little slut, aren’t you?” I tease, my eyes drinking her in.

A frown mars her face as she realizes she’s rushing. “It’s not my fault you ruined sex for me.”

I can’t help the joy that courses through me at her admission. It’s nice to know that night affected her as much as it did me. “Well, Lenny girl. You just ruined me.”

A sharp release of breath escapes her, her lust-filled eyes finding mine.

“And I’m going to ruin you, too,” I promise. “But I’m going to take my time doing it.”

I bring my hand up her back, my fingers undoing her bra clasp. She lets it fall, revealing her perfect, pert breasts.

“God,” I murmur, gripping one in each hand, my fingers twirling around her nipples. I lean down to kiss her neck as her head falls back slightly. “I’ve thought about this every single day since that night.”

A blush rises in her cheeks as she pulls my lips to hers again. “Me, too,” she confesses as my finger pushes her panties aside, slipping deep inside. I curl it up, and she lets out a gasp as I hit her G-spot in perfect succession.

Her nails dig into my biceps as I hold her close, my hand resting on the small of her back while I repeatedly bury my finger in her warm heat.

Pressing my thumb to her clit, I add a second finger. She clenches her legs shut as she whimpers, making it clear that pressure is already building in her core.

“Let me hear you, Lennon,” I demand, keeping my eyes locked on hers as I continue working my fingers. With a few more thrusts, she lets out a cry and her body pulls taut, her nails leaving crescent moons on my arms while her pussy squeezes unbearably tight.

Eventually, she relaxes, her head falling forward against my chest. I pull my fingers out of her and bring them to my mouth, holding her by the chin to make her watch as I suck her release clean.

Pushing her skirt over her hips, I spread her legs wider. I grab a condom from my wallet and roll it on before lining my cock up with her entrance. “You sure about this, Trouble?” I drag my thumb over her lower lip. “I’m not just going to go away after this. Now that I’ve had another taste, I’m going to keep coming back for more.”

She nods gently as her eyes meet mine. “I’m sure.” Her throat works as she swallows, her voice breathy. “But just friends…” she trails off as I begin to push the tip in. I smirk as a sigh falls from her lips, her mouth forming a perfect O.

I don’t know where this girl came from or who sent her to me, but I thank my lucky stars that she’s here and that we’re on the same page. Repeat sex has never sounded better than it does with Lennon on the other end.

“With benefits,” I finish with a smirk. “Use me, Trouble. Let me make you feel good.” My lips ghost over hers as she stretches around me. “Let me help you forget.”

Her eyes gloss over as I fill her entirely. “Make me forget,” she breathes against my lips.

I grip her hips, pulling all the way out before pushing back in. “Fuck,” escapes me in a whisper, both of us watching me disappear inside her. I bring my lips down to meet hers, my pace quickening.

“Oh, my god,” she cries between kisses, wrapping her legs tighter around my hips as I continue to drive into her. Our tongues explore each other in a heated dance as her nails trail up and down my back, leaving scratches in their wake.

Each one marks me more as hers.

Hers to fuck, hers to use, hers to do whatever the hell she wants with so long as she continues making me feel like this.

I grit my teeth as my balls tighten. “Who fucks you best, Lennon?” I ask, bringing one of my hands down between us to skate a finger around her clit, teasing her just enough to make her squirm.

Her fingers grip the hair at my neck, her eyes meeting mine as she lets out a whimper. “Y-you do, Baxter.”

With that, I skim my finger over the bundle of nerves and revel in the way she gets even wetter without pushing her over the edge yet.

A shiver runs up her spine as she adds, “Nobody’s ever fucked me like you.”

Those words coming from her lips are all it takes for me to give in. My mouth finds hers in a hungry kiss, and I finally put pressure exactly where she needs it.

It’s all it takes to set her alight.

Her body tenses around me, but I keep my pace, swallowing her screams while her pussy grips me like a vice. I continue tracing circles over her sensitive skin until her body relaxes.

The feeling of her pulsating around me is enough to push me to my own climax, my thrusts becoming more frantic.

“You’re a fucking goddess, woman,” I rasp as I press myself to the hilt and freeze, spilling into her.

With her arms around my neck and me still buried deep inside of her, she pulls back. Her breathing is heavy as her eyes meet mine.

“Thank you,” she whispers as I pull out. “For agreeing to headline. And for…this.” She hops off her desk, righting her skirt as I dispose of the condom, tucking myself back into my jeans.

“Like I said, Trouble,” I start as I turn to face her. “Anything for you.”
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“SOMEBODY” BY DAUGHTRY

“Baxter’s headlining,” I blurt as soon as Isa approaches our usual table at Insomnia, the hottest brunch-slash-late-night-lounge spot on this side of the city. Lowering my voice to a whisper so only she can hear me, I add, “Oh, and we fucked. Again.”

I intentionally leave out the part about being friends with benefits—I wasn’t thinking clearly when I agreed to that, and now I’m questioning my decision.

“Damn, babe.” Isa lets out a laugh as she takes her seat across from me. “Let a girl get comfortable before spilling all the tea, would you?”

I sigh, letting my head fall against my arms on the table. I’m sure the people around us are watching me, but I really couldn’t care less right now.

“I don’t know what to do, Is. I can’t get him out of my head. This is bad.”

She takes a sip of the mimosa I ordered for her, raising her brows as if to say bullshit. “Is it, Lenny? If anything, I’d think it’d be good. You finally found someone to headline, though you could’ve saved yourself a lot of time and stress if you’d just asked him when I’d suggested him.” She smirks into her drink. “And you also said he was the best sex of your life, so what’s so bad about it?”

“I still stand by that. The man’s dick is like a fucking magic wand,” I groan, choosing to ignore her comment about asking him first, because she’s right—I should’ve.

Some older women at a table down from ours seem to overhear me, as suggested by the gasp that comes from one of them and the glare the other shoots my way. Isa huffs a laugh, and I turn my body toward the window, shielding my face from their view. It’s not that I’m embarrassed to talk about my sex life, but I definitely don’t need judgement from two old biddies who probably haven’t had a good lay since their wedding night.

Rolling my eyes, I continue. “It’s bad because he’s dangerous, Is. He’s so charming, it would be easy to fall for him. Something I’m sure many have done before me, which should say enough. He’s not the relationship type, and getting attached to someone is the last thing I need right now.” I pull my bottom lip between my teeth. “I can’t lose anyone else,” comes out as a whisper.

She smiles at me sadly. “You also can’t close your heart forever, Lenny. At some point, you need to let some of your walls down and begin living again.” I open my mouth to argue, but she continues before I can. “I know it’s only been five months since your parents died and even less since you and Nate broke up. But you checked out of your relationship with Nathan long before you guys called it quits, and I can tell you with absolute certainty that your parents wouldn’t want you to spend the rest of your life closed off just because you’re afraid of losing anyone else the way you lost them.”

She’s right. I know she is, because Isa Cordova is always fucking right. But as she speaks, I come to realize that, of everyone in my life, the only person who has managed to get past my incredibly high walls in these past few months has been Baxter.

Which only makes this whole mess that much scarier.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

“I’m not saying it has to happen at this moment or with this man, but so what if it did? Baxter may not be the relationship type, but he also isn’t known to fuck the same girl twice, so there’s obviously something special he sees in you. Which I already knew, of course, but I’m glad he sees that as well. I just wish you could see it, too, Lenny.”

A tear falls from my eye, and I quickly move to swipe it away, shooting Isa a sad smile. She really is the best best friend ever.

I reach across the table, grasping her hand in mine. “Thank you, Is. I love you.” I chug the remainder of my mimosa, needing the liquid courage if I’m going to fill her in on the rest. “He, um, did also kind of ask me to be friends with benefits with him.”

Her eyes widen to saucers as her jaw falls open. “And why didn’t you open with that?”

I shrug. “Because I’m having second thoughts.”

“Well, don’t,” Isa orders. “This is the perfect opportunity to get to know him, Lenny. People change, and headlines lie. He might not be the person we’ve all been made to believe he is.” She levels me with a look. “Besides, you can’t exactly be friends with benefits without the friends part.”

“I was kind of planning on focusing more on the benefits part.” I sigh. “I don’t fully trust him, Is. He’s not the relationship type, and we both know I am. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to keep my feelings out of it.”

“I still think you should try. Set some ground rules. Make sure you’re both on the same page before it goes any further. I know you’re not ready to let anyone in, and that’s okay. But that shouldn’t stop you from having some mind-blowing, no-strings-attached sex in the meantime. Besides, just because he’s never had a serious relationship doesn’t mean he doesn’t want one. I bet he would if he knew what he was missing. Maybe his whole playboy persona is just an act,” she remarks with a shrug.

I don’t tell her that he did share some things about his mom with me, because that’s not my story to tell. Though after what he told me, I do understand why he keeps everyone at an arm’s length. I’ve been doing the same.

I shake my head. “Maybe. But what if it’s not? I don’t want to risk opening myself up to him just for none of it to be real.”

“But what if it is? I know you’re scared, but you can’t live your life avoiding every chance at a real connection just because of that fear. And sure, you can try to keep it purely physical, but something tells me he already knows more about how you’ve been grieving than Dylan and Paige do. Maybe he’ll surprise you, and maybe you’ll surprise yourself.”

I exhale deeply. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re kind of wise?”

“Pfft,” she scoffs. “I don’t need others to tell me what I already know. But thank you. Now”—she crosses one leg over the other, finishing her mimosa—“tell me more about the sex part. Was it better than the first time?”

I nod, a chuckle falling from my lips, and spill the dirty details. I tell her about how I was working late and he showed up unexpectedly, his little comment about how he would do anything for me—at which point she gives me an I told you so look that I choose to ignore. I talk about the kiss that caught me totally off guard and how he made me feel more wanted than anyone ever has in my entire life.

As our food is brought out, I realize just how much I’ve already attached myself to Baxter after only a few interactions. He’s gotten under my skin, and no matter what I do, I can’t seem to get him out.

I think back to the look on his face when he asked me if I wanted it to happen again—the one of absolute desperation and need that broke through the mask he puts on, pleading with me to answer the question his lips refused to say.

Begging me to tell him I want him as much as he wants me.

Maybe he’ll surprise me.

I think maybe he already has.
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“SWEATER WEATHER” BY THE NEIGHBOURHOOD

“She changed her mind,” I say nonchalantly to Colt and Levi, strumming the guitar in my lap.

We’re sitting in my studio, fucking around with some songs and finishing up the demos before we head to the studio to start mixing it in a few days. I figure now is as good a time as any to fill them in on the new developments with Lennon from the other day.

Colt quirks a brow from across the room, holding a guitar of his own. “Is that so?”

Levi looks up from the drumset he keeps in my home recording studio. “Wait, what are we talking about?”

Colt shoots him a glance and simply says, “Lennon.”

Levi’s eyes widen as he looks to me, understanding dawning on him. “What happened?”

I explain that Jeremy called me a few days ago to let me know Lennon wanted to meet with me. He told me I could swing by the following day to talk to her, and I agreed. But after we hung up, I spent hours pacing my living room wondering what she could want.

When I finally had enough of the wondering, I decided to go for a drive to clear my head and ended up outside Revolution. I had no expectations that she’d still be there at eight o’clock at night, but something in my gut was telling me to at least go see. And damn, am I happy I did. Both because she finally caved on including me in the concert and because she agreed to keep sleeping with me for who knows how long.

It was a win-win situation. For me, anyway.

I’m not sure if she felt the same.

But all that matters now is that I’m in. Part of me had known what Jeremy was calling for, but I was still trying to not get my hopes up. I knew how badly Lennon didn’t want me involved in the concert, so I also know her asking had nothing to do with me and everything to do with her not being able to find anyone more suitable than me. Colt had joked a few weeks back about me wanting her to be forced into choosing me, and as much as knowing she was sucks, I can’t help but revel in the fact that I got my way.

Nevertheless, despite how little interest I’ve had in doing benefit concerts in the past, I do plan on helping her in any way I can over these next few months. I know how important this is to her, and I know how much she thinks I’m going to somehow screw it up, so I’m making it my mission to ensure that nothing goes wrong.

I want to convince her that, save for her parents themselves, I’m the best person she could’ve chosen to headline.

“Damn,” Levi huffs. “So, we’re performing at the concert then?”

“We are.” I nod. “And you can expect to be seeing a lot more of her around, because I also convinced her to be friends with benefits with me.”

Both my best friends freeze, their mouths hanging open. They definitely didn’t see that part coming.

“I’m sorry.” Levi frowns. “I must not have heard you right. What do you mean you’ve agreed to be friends with benefits with Lennon?”

I just shrug, a smirk playing on my face.

“Does that mean only one pussy from now on?”

I huff a laugh, shaking my head as Colt rolls his eyes. “Not always. But in my case, yes.”

“Dude. Who are you and what have you done with Baxter James?”

“Trust me. If you fucked her, you’d get it.”

Levi’s look of shock morphs into his signature stupid grin. “So…you’ll share, right?”

I whip my head up, anger twisting my features. “Fuck no.”

The guys and I have shared women in the past, but Lennon will not be one of them. That doesn’t seem like her style, and she’s definitely not the kind of girl you let go of once you have her.

She’s mine. At least for as long as we’re friends with benefits.

Though I haven’t even seen her since then. She refused to give me her number that night, and I’ve been too busy getting the album finalized to go down there and bother her. But our deadline to have the album ready for mixing is tomorrow, so as soon as we’re done here, I’ll be doing just that. If she won’t talk to me, showing up at her office will be my way of reminding her I exist.

Levi raises a brow. “Wow, this girl’s really got you whipped, eh?”

I roll my eyes. “Fuck that noise. I’m not whipped. I’m just helping out a great girl who’s going through a tough time and needs a hand.”

“A tough time because of you-know-who,” Colt chimes in. “I’m guessing whatever you said to convince her to include you didn’t include how you know Logan.”

I shake my head, grinding my teeth. “I have no plans to. That part of my life is in the past, and that’s where I want it to stay.”

“She should know.”

I glare at him, hoping my gaze conveys how serious I am when I demand, “Drop it.”

He shakes his head. “Just…why her?”

“Huh?”

“You’ve never shown an interest in even seeing a woman again, let alone agreeing to be friends with benefits with one. So, of all the women in the world, why Lennon?”

Brows pulled together, I ponder his question. The truth is, I have no idea what it is about Lennon that makes her so special—all I know is that she is. Maybe part of me sees myself in her. I mean, she did lose her parents the same way I lost my mom, so it would only make sense. And I do think it has to do with the fact that I feel somewhat responsible for what happened—that just isn’t something I’m ready to admit yet.

So I shrug. “There’s just something about her.”

Levi huffs a laugh, giving me a high five as Colt levels me with a stare. He’s always been the most observant of the three of us, and considering he’s one of the few who know about what happened after my mom’s death, I’m sure he can see right through me.

Clenching his jaw, he shakes his head, but thankfully, he lets it go.

I know I’m going to have to tell Lennon the truth eventually, especially if we actually want to be friends and not just benefits. But it’s not something I can just casually bring up, and I still don’t know if it’s even something I should.

It’s not like it really matters—it’s in the past; telling her now will only cause more pain. And though I’m sure it’ll happen someday, hurting Lennon is the last thing I ever want to do.
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“DO I WANNA KNOW?” BY ARCTIC MONKEYS

“Ugh, again?” Lennon whines as she walks into her office, finding me sprawled out on her couch. “What are you doing here, Baxter?”

I chuckle at her reaction. As promised, for the past week, I’ve been consistently showing up unannounced. We still haven’t benefitted since that day in her office, and I’m now certain she’s having second thoughts. I plan on doing whatever it takes to get her to change her mind back, and the more time she spends around me, the more tempted she’ll be.

A wicked smirk crosses my face. “I love it when you’re mean to me, Trouble,” I tell her as I stand. “Turns me on.”

She rolls her eyes, moving around her desk as I stand across from her, leaning down against it. Our faces are inches apart as she meets my eyes, the tension coursing between us so strong it could be cut with a butter knife. Her tongue darts out over her lips as she tears her gaze from mine, and a low rumble comes from my chest. She’s a damn walking temptation—she doesn’t even have to try.

She takes a seat at her desk so I do the same, crossing one leg over the other. I make myself comfortable as she gets to work on God knows what—probably something concert related. I keep my eyes trained on her, my smirk growing each time she glances up at me with both irritation and desire written on her face. She’s probably hoping if she pretends I’m not here, I’ll disappear, but she’s shit out of luck if she thinks I’m giving up that easily.

“Ignoring me isn’t going to make me go away, Lennon.”

I’m met with another eye roll in response, eliciting another laugh from me. Little does she know, her attitude is what keeps me coming back for more.

“Well, if we’re just going to sit here, you may as well put me to work.”

That grabs her attention, her gaze sliding from her computer to me. “You’re just sitting there. I’m working. But fine,” she says, resting her elbows on her desk. “You really want to help?”

I nod eagerly, desperate for anything from her at this point.

She smirks. “Why don’t you be a good boy and go get me a coffee?”

I grit my teeth, my cock growing hard from that sentence alone. She knows exactly what to say to get me riled up. She watches as I stand, her eyes tracking from my face down to my crotch. She bites her lip before meeting my eyes again.

I mirror her smirk, crossing my arms over my chest. “Anything for you, Trouble,” I say, turning toward the door. With one hand on the doorknob, I turn back to face her. “But when I get back, you’re going to be a good girl and let me remind you why you agreed to be friends with benefits in the first place.”

Her cheeks flush as her jaw falls open. With a light chuckle, I open the door, heading to the floor’s common room to get this damn woman a coffee.

I’m so fucked.
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Twenty minutes later, I return to Lennon’s office with two coffees—black with one sugar for me and an iced vanilla oat latte for her. I decided to head down the street to Underground Espresso to get us better coffee than what they keep here, and I know that’s her favourite just from watching her over the past week.

She doesn’t even look up when I come in, so I approach her desk, setting her coffee in front of her before taking my seat again.

“Thank you,” she says, picking it up to take a sip, and I do the same. Then she glances at her drink, her brows pulling together. “You know my coffee order?”

Our eyes meet, my tongue swiping over my lip as I pull the cup away from my face. “I do.”

She swallows, jerking her head in a nod before she shuts the lid to her laptop, her shoulders slumping. She glances around the room, refusing to let her eyes find mine as she says, “I think we made a mistake.”

I cock a brow but keep my mouth shut.

She sighs. “I think we”—she gestures between the two of us—“are a mistake.”

My smirk grows wider. I don’t believe her for a minute. She’s just scared of her feelings, and I don’t blame her.

I am, too.

“Keep telling yourself that, Lennon.”

She frowns. “What, you disagree?”

I lean forward, rubbing my hands together. “Yeah.”

“We’re a disaster waiting to happen, Bax,” she says, her eyes narrowed. “Friends with benefits never works. Someone always catches feelings. And neither of us are in a position for more.”

I just stare at her as she speaks. I mean, she’s not wrong—every friends with benefits arrangement always ends up with one or both people falling in love. But she’s already told me she’s in no place for a relationship, and I don’t believe in love, so that shouldn’t be an issue here.

I know it’s not that easy, though. I may not believe in love, but my feelings toward Lennon are unlike any I’ve felt for a woman before. And based on her clear hesitation, I’m willing to bet she’s already having some feelings of her own for me, too, which explains her current state of mind. If I’ve learned anything about Lennon through our few encounters, it’s that she’s an overthinker.

“Okay.” I nod. “So, what do you propose then?”

“I propose nothing. I propose we end this before it goes too far.”

I cock a brow. “Sorry, Lenny girl. You’re not getting off that easy. Unless you can look me in the eyes and tell me you genuinely don’t want to see me again, I’m not going anywhere. Can you do that?”

She stares into my eyes, rolling her lips between her teeth as she shakes her head.

“That’s what I thought. So…what do you propose?”

She contemplates for a minute, chewing on the inside of her cheek as she plays with the necklace she’s wearing—a dainty gold heart pendant.

Then she exhales deeply, her lips pursed. “What about a rider?”

I laugh. A rider is essentially a list of items musicians need for their pre- or post-show routines, so to speak. Most artists I know, myself included, have one. Typically, they include normal things, like what music they listen to or food they eat. But I also know some musicians with more absurd things on their rider, such as requesting an entirely separate dressing room for their collection of sunglasses.

“Alright, sure. We can make a friends with benefits rider.” I immediately lean forward and grab a notepad and a pen off her desk. “So, what’s first?”

Brows raised, she chuckles. “You sure are eager, aren’t you?”

I lick my lips. “I told you I’d keep coming back for more, Lenny girl. I meant it.”

Her cheeks flush pink at my words. “O-okay. Um, first—no more kissing. You said you don’t kiss the women you fuck because kissing makes things confusing. I agree, so no more of it.”

I tilt my head down. Fuck, that one’s going to be hard—kissing her is addicting. But if it means I can still fuck her, then whatever she wants.

I write it down. “Okay, no kissing. Next?”

She glances around the room, tapping her dark red nails on the desk.

“No more sleepovers.”

“Agreed.” I add it to the list, then scribble down my own rule before sharing it out loud. “And we only have sex with each other.”

“Really? I wouldn’t expect you to be into monogamy.” Her brows raise. “Have you never had a threesome?”

Now my brows raise. The last thing I need is to hear Lennon talk about threesomes. “I have,” I rasp. “Have you had a threesome, Trouble?”

A blush rises to her cheeks as she nods. “Once.”

I grunt. “And you want to have one with me and someone else?”

She shakes her head. “No, bu⁠—”

“Good,” I interrupt. Leaning forward, I add, “Because I don’t plan on sharing you with anyone.”

She nods, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, and moves onto the next item on the list. She names a few more, and I continue to write them down, just happy to be along for the ride.

“Okay,” I say when I finish, passing the notebook to her. I give her a moment to read the list before I ask, “Look good?”

“Almost.” She looks up at me. “We need to have a deadline. This can’t go on forever.”

I clench my jaw. The last thing I want to think of is this thing ending before it even begins, but if it’ll give her some peace of mind, I’ll roll with it. “Okay…so what’s the end date?”

She rolls her lips together pensively. “August twenty-fourth.”

My brows furrow. “Isn’t that the day of the concert?”

She jerks her head in a nod. “We’ll have no reason to see each other after that.”

She’s not wrong, but my brows pull together anyway. Because that means after the benefit concert is over…so are we. And I’m really not sure what to think about that.

Nonetheless, I write it down. Four months of this arrangement is better than ending it before it even starts like she wanted to when she walked in here today.

“Okay. We good then?”

She scans the list again, pulling it closer as she picks up the pen and adds her own item to the list. Then she flips the notebook around to face me again as she says, “There…I think that’s good.”

I scan the last item.

Promise not to fall in love with each other.

At first, I’m tempted to question why she would even think it needed to be added. I don’t do love—everyone knows that. But when I meet her eyes, noticing a mix of sadness and desperation filling her features, I realize she didn’t add it to be cocky; like she expects me to fall for her or even thinks that I will. It’s more like a warning—as if she wants to save me from the pain she believes comes with loving her before it even begins.

Like it’s a reminder to herself that love only leads to pain and she doesn’t want any part of it.

My eyes soften, a small smile inching on my face. “Don’t worry, Lenny girl. I don’t love anyone.”

I haven’t since my mom.

She tilts her head softly, rolling her lips together before leaning forward and holding out her hand to me. “So, do we have a deal?”

My eyes move to the list again, rereading the last two items. Then I wrap my hand around hers as I nod. “Deal.”

We both sign our names at the bottom of the list. Except as I write mine, a knot begins to form in my stomach. Because although love isn’t something I’ve ever imagined for myself, I can’t help but think that if I did love someone, if I could…

It would be her.
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ALL THE WAY DOWN
LENNON


“THIS IS ME TRYING” BY TAYLOR SWIFT

Today marks six months.

Six months since the worst day of my life.

Six months since some idiot decided to get behind the wheel after a night of drinking and ripped the two most important people in my life right out from under me.

Six months of agonizing over every aspect of that day, wondering if there was anything I could do to prevent it. Maybe if I’d been paying just a bit more attention or waited a split second longer at the light, everything could’ve been avoided. My parents would still be alive, and the dirtbag who hit us probably would’ve just been charged with a DUI (if he was caught at all) and continue to drive drunk another day.

Six months of wishing it was me who died that day instead.

How is it that it feels like time has flown by and yet moved so slowly all at once?

My alarm blares as six-thirty rolls around, signalling it’s time for me to get up. But I’ve already been awake for hours, tossing and turning all night, unable to stop my mind from torturing me with the memory of my parents.

With a sigh, I roll over to shut off my alarm. I scroll through my phone, sending quick responses to my siblings, both of whom texted already to tell me if I need them today, just call.

I won’t, though, and they both know that.

I send a text to Isa, letting her know I won’t be available today, then call Jeremy and let him know the same. The last thing I want today is to be bothered by anyone, but I also know if I don’t let people know I’m at least alive, I’ll have them knocking down my door to make sure I’m okay.

After I hang up with Jeremy, I scroll through my contacts to make sure there isn’t anyone else I should inform. I still don’t have Baxter’s info—I’ve refused every time he’s asked to avoid any attachments—so even if I wanted to, I can’t let him know. Which is probably for the best. Besides, it’s not like we had plans to see each other today anyway.

So I shut off my phone completely and place it on my bedside table. Then I roll onto my back and watch my ceiling fan spin in circles as I try to force myself back to sleep.
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It feels like an entire lifetime later when I wake up, startled by the pounding coming from my apartment door. It figures that even though I told everyone who needed to know I’d be out of reach today, one—or possibly all—of them still felt the need to come check on me.

It pays to have people who care about you and would notice if you went missing. But sometimes, it also really sucks.

I wrap a silk robe around myself as I pad my way to the entryway, the pounding intensifying with every step.

“Hold your fucking horses,” I mutter through a yawn as I swing the front door open. “I already told you, I’m fi⁠—”

My words are cut off when, instead of seeing Paige or Isa standing there like I expected, I find Baxter, dressed head-to-toe in dark clothing with a guitar case in his hand, his eyes perusing me like he’s a lion and I’m his prey. My jaw falls open as I meet his eyes, his brows furrowed.

“Hate to tell you this, Lenny girl, but you didn’t tell me shit.” He pushes past me, barging his way inside and taking in my apartment.

I let the door swing shut as I spin around, watching this big, dark man fill my small, light apartment.

“What the hell are you doing here, Baxter?” I cross my arms over my chest, pulling my robe tighter around me. I have sleep shorts and a tank under it, and Baxter’s definitely seen more of me than that, but him standing in my apartment is enough exposure for me for today.

“I went by your office, but clearly, no one was there.” He sets his guitar case on the floor, examining my living room and kitchen before turning back to face me. “So I checked in with Jeremy, and he told me you called in sick. Though, you don’t look sick. What gives?”

I scoff, shaking my head. “It’s none of your business⁠—”

“I’m making it my business, Lennon. I’m making everything about you my business now.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “And what if I won’t tell you?”

He brushes a loose piece of hair behind my ear, a smirk on his face. “I have ways of finding out. You and I both know that. So you may as well tell me yourself.”

I groan, rolling my eyes, and push past him further into my living room. This is the first time he’s been to my place, and having him here has me looking at my apartment with a new perspective.

From the entryway, a modern kitchen with white marble countertops and a two-seater island sits to my left. A small dining room sits across from it, and my living room is to my right. Just between the kitchen and dining room is a small hallway that leads to the four-piece bathroom and sole bedroom, which has a walk-in closet and is thankfully big enough for a king-size bed.

Overall it’s small, but it’s in a new, high-security building and is the perfect size for just me. It’s a gorgeous apartment, and part of what drew me here after leaving the place Nathan and I shared together was the view from my living room window—I’m wedged right between two skyscrapers and can see Lake Ontario from here—and the fact that it’s a two-block walk from Revolution.

Except as I take it in now, I flinch, because it’s currently a bit of a disaster. I don’t have company often, and when I do, it’s usually a man who’s too busy in bed with me to look around my place, or Isa, who doesn’t care about the state of my apartment.

I’m not typically a messy person; lately I just don’t care enough to clean regularly. But with Baxter here, I can’t help but judge myself for the state of it.

Takeout containers from this week litter my counter, and there are clothes strewn across the living room. It’s not necessarily dirty—I’m not that careless—but the mess in my apartment is a very accurate representation of the mess inside my head right now.

I let my shoulders sag as I turn to Baxter. “It’s been six months.” I hold my hands out to my side, a silent explanation as to why my apartment looks the way it does.

Why I look the way I do.

“Shit,” he whispers, understanding dawning on him. His shoulders and face fall as he runs a hand through his hair, averting his gaze. “I’m sorry. I should’ve known.”

“Yeah, well…” I trail off with a shrug. An awkward silence fills the space around us momentarily before I’ve had enough. “So, you can go now.”

I storm into the kitchen, grabbing a glass and something to drink. When I turn around, he’s leaning against the island, his leather combat boots discarded by the door. At least he has the decency to remove his shoes.

“I’m not going anywhere, Lenny girl,” is all he says as he watches me with rapt attention. “Figure you could still use a distraction.”

“Baxter, I’m not in the mood for sex⁠—”

He shakes his head. “I know. Doesn’t mean we can’t still hangout.” He looks toward his guitar case and the baby grand piano that sits behind my couch.

The one I haven’t touched since before the accident.

The idea of today being the day I finally do again makes me feel sick to my stomach.

“Actually, it does.” I take a sip, leaning back against the counter. “We’re not having sex, and I’m not working today, which means no concert talk. And as per the rules we set last week, no casual hanging out.”

He ignores me with a smirk and reaches forward, grasping the glass from my hand. As he holds it to his lips, he flinches, getting a taste of its contents. “Vodka? At eleven a.m. on a Friday?”

“Today? You bet,” I snark, grabbing the glass back from him before I make my way around the opposite side of the kitchen island to sit on the couch. Clearly not getting the hint, he takes the seat next to me. I flick on the TV, pressing play on a rerun of One Tree Hill, as we both sit in silence.

The weight of his eyes on me makes my skin itch, and eventually I turn to him. “Why are you here? How did you even get my address?”

“I was worried about you.” My brows furrow as a hint of something that looks like sadness flashes in his navy pools. “And I got your address from Jeremy.”

With an eye roll, I huff a laugh. “Remind me to kick his ass on Monday.”

Baxter smirks as I pull my bottom lip between my teeth, his eyes tracking the movement. His eyes darken, and I know with absolute certainty that he wants to kiss me.

I almost let him.

But since we’re clearly already breaking one of the rules we set barely a week ago, I’m not about to break another. It’s bad enough he’s even here right now, because breaking one rule is the first step to breaking them all. I refuse to go back on my promise to myself to keep feelings out of it.

Especially not on a day like today, when my emotions are already heightened.

I tilt my head toward his guitar case. “What’s that for?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

Baxter chuckles. “Oh, yeah. Jeremy also told me exactly what you do at Revolution.” He shoots me a knowing look.

I swallow, a blush filling my cheeks. I really am going to kick his ass on Monday.

He knows I haven’t been writing. He’s the only one other than Isa I’ve told, seeing as it’s my literal job.

But he clearly didn’t share that part with Baxter, because the next words out of his mouth are, “Thought maybe you could help me work on some songs.” He leans over, grabbing his guitar out of the case, as I begin to shake my head. “I’ve had this rhythm stuck in my head for weeks now, but I can’t seem to find the lyr⁠—”

“No,” I rush out, standing and rounding the couch to try to put some distance between myself and both Baxter and music. “No, I can’t help you.”

“C’mon, Lennon. It’ll be fun.”

I shake my head, tears beginning to well in my eyes. I’m on the verge of a panic attack, my second one of the day, and of course, the absolute last person I need witnessing it won’t leave my goddamn apartment. “N-no. I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t,” I stutter, my vision blurring as my heart rate picks up.

I don’t register Baxter moving to stand in front of me until his hands grip my biceps. With his forefinger, he tilts my chin up to make me look at him, but I can’t focus. My breathing accelerates, and I press a hand to my chest, trying to catch my breath. I vaguely see Baxter’s lips moving, but I don’t hear a word he says as the ringing in my ears gets louder. The edges of my vision darken until I can’t see straight, fully unaware of what’s happening around me.

That’s when I feel Baxter pick me up, carrying me bridal-style back over to the couch. I hear a muffled, “I’ve got you, Lennon. You’re okay,” as he retakes his seat with me on his lap, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Then he just holds me there, putting pressure in all the right places to ground me, forcing me to slow my breathing.

He rubs soft circles on my back, two fingers pressed against my pulse point on my wrist. “Just breathe,” he whispers into my hair.

My fingers grip his leather jacket while my tears stain his black Henley, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He just continues stroking my hair, whispering sweet nothings into my ear to calm me down. We stay like that until my heart rate finally steadies.

Once I feel like I can breathe again, I look up at him through tear-soaked lashes. “Thank y-you,” I whisper softly. “I’m…sorry you had to see that.”

“Shh, Lennon.” He presses a light kiss to my hair. “Don’t apologize. I’m sorry for whatever I said to trigger it.”

“It…it wasn’t you.” I shake my head against his chest. “It…um…” I sigh, trying to find the words I’ve been refusing to say out loud for months now. “I haven’t been able to write since that day. That’s why I didn’t tell you I’m a songwriter, too. Because I’m not so sure I am anymore.”

His eyes soften as he looks at me, pain streaked across his face, like he’s been here before. Like he’s the only person on the planet who knows how I feel.

And honestly, in this moment, it feels like he just might be.

“You will write again, Lennon.” He presses another soft kiss to my forehead, and this time, I let my eyes flutter shut. “That’s a promise.”
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TAKE A RIDE
LENNON


Four Months Until the Concert

“WORK” BY JIMMY EAT WORLD

Imake my way back to my office from the lounge, a fresh cup of coffee in hand, poking my head into Connor’s office as I go.

There are about fifty people who work in each publishing office, and we have one at each Revolution Records and Six-String Entertainment location. Connor is twenty and one of the newer music publishers here in Toronto. When he started about a year ago, I took him under my wing, and since then, he’s become like my surrogate little brother. I’m no expert at the job, but I’ve been doing it for years, and growing up with two rock stars for parents and writing my own songs for the label has given me an understanding of it that the other publishers don’t have.

The job of a music publisher is to be in control of the lyrics and written music on behalf of songwriters and composers. We hold the ownership rights for what songwriters and composers at Revolution produce, and we’re the ones who deal with licensing agreements and distribution of the songs. We’re the ones who reach out to record labels with new songs for their artists to record, so even though this publishing house is owned by the company, we don’t only work with Revolution artists.

Where Revolution Records’s job is to protect their recording artists, Revolution Records Publishing’s job is to find songs for those artists to record and protect the individual who wrote it. Once all is said and done, we’re also responsible for ensuring that the individuals we’re working on behalf of get paid.

Anytime you hear a song in a movie or on TV, it was a music publisher who created the licensing and worked with the music supervisor of the program so they could use it.

It’s a pretty gruelling job sometimes, seeing as we can represent just about anyone, and it requires a lot of backbone to be able to look out for the artists we represent. But I love it. Revolution has a handful of songwriters who work exclusively with our artists, and I’m one of them. Getting to be on both sides—the publishing side and the writing side—makes me extra knowledgeable about what goes into the making of music.

“Hey,” I say to Connor, who is sitting at his desk with a look of determination on his face. “Did you get everything sorted with Westwood?”

He nods. “Just finalized things this morning. We came to an agreement for them to use four of her songs, and we’ll be getting paid any day now.”

“Oh, you’re an angel.” My shoulders slump in relief. “Thank you so much for all your help lately. I haven’t said it enough, but I appreciate you.”

He smiles softly. “Just doing my job, Lennon. I’m happy to help out in any way I can. Just as long as you’re doing better.”

I return his smile. “Still, it means a lot. And I’m getting there,” I tell him, though I’m not entirely sure either of us believe it.

He nods anyway, not commenting on my little white lie.

My phone dings with a new notification, and I pull it out, checking to see what it’s about. “Let me know if you need anything else,” I say quickly as I read the text sitting on my lock screen.

“Yeah, you, too,” he returns as I take a step back out of his office.

I wave in his direction as I turn and head down the hall to mine.

Lover Boy


Are you doing okay?




I sigh, swallowing. He put his number in my phone the other day when he came by and sent himself a text. Now he’s been texting a few times a day to check in, and knowing he cares enough to worry only adds to my fear of how he makes me feel. I haven’t seen him since he left my apartment, and I’ve been doing my best to avoid texting him back. Something shifted in me having him there, while he held me as I cried, and it’s not something I’m ready to confront.

At some point after my panic attack, I fell asleep. When I opened my eyes again, I was in my bed. My blinds were closed, my phone still plugged in on my nightstand where I’d left it that morning, and next to it was a glass of water and two ibuprofens that I know I didn’t put there.

And when I looked to my right, Baxter was lying in bed next to me.

He was on top of the duvet while I was tucked under it, and the idea that he had carried me to bed and then stayed to make sure I was okay overwhelmed me as I stared at him.

Lying on his left side with one arm under the pillow while the other was sprawled out on the bed, he was still fully dressed in his black Henley paired with black jeans. His hair was mussed from being slept on, with a curl falling right in the middle of his forehead. He looked so peaceful lying there—not at all like the world’s most famous and notorious rock star.

Without thinking, I brought my hand up and gently brushed the curl back into place. Then I placed my hand softly against his cheek, letting my fingers play with his neatly trimmed facial hair as I watched him sleep.

I stared for what felt like hours before his eyes fluttered open, instantly catching on mine.

“Hi, Lenny girl,” he said, his voice raspy with sleep as a slight smirk dusted his face.

“You didn’t have to stay,” was my response, but I didn’t remove my hand from his face. Instead, I let my thumb trace his cheek as we continued staring at each other in the darkness of my bedroom.

It didn’t feel lustful, though. Rather, it felt more like for a brief moment, we were more than two almost-strangers who occasionally have great sex.

After he left, that was the only thought I had.

What if we could be more?

I’ve been blaming it on the emotions of the day, the delirium of being in the dark and knowing that despite our situation, he took care of me. And that’s what I’m going to continue telling myself it was, because if I let myself think about it any harder or ignore him any longer, nothing good will come of it.

Resigning myself to that fact, I send him a text back.

Me


I’m okay.




Are you free tonight?




For you? Always.
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FAR AWAY
BAXTER


“NON BELIEVER” BY LA ROCCA

Heading back to one of two of Revolution’s onsite studios, I adjust myself in my jeans and take a moment to appreciate the magic we’ve made with this new album. Today’s our last day in the studio with my producers to get the album recorded and mixed before it goes for mastering. Which is a huge relief, considering just a few months ago, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get the thing done.

We just took a quick break before we finish the last few songs, and then I’m meeting with Jeremy and my touring manager’s assistant Val this afternoon. Of course, I used my time wisely and snuck in a lunchtime quickie with Lennon, despite her protests.

For the past week, I’ve only had a chance to see her in her office during breaks in the studio. And though I’ve made the best of those visits, it would be really fucking awesome to fuck her somewhere other than this building and actually have a chance to talk for a change. It’s been almost three weeks since we began this arrangement, and aside from the night I spent comforting her on the six-month anniversary of the accident, so far it’s been all benefits (not that I’m complaining) and not a whole lot of friends.

Which is something I plan on dealing with once all is said and done today. But first, we need to finish this album.

I pull open the recording studio door only to find Levi and Brad scrolling on their phones as Colt paces in the recording booth, his phone pressed to his ear. I have no idea who’s on the other end, but he looks pissed.

“What’s up there?” I ask Levi, tipping my chin toward Colt as I take my seat at the soundboard.

Levi looks up and shrugs. “No clue. Started ringing right after you left. He grumbled something unintelligible before heading in there and hasn’t come out yet.”

“Huh.”

We clearly spoke too soon, because a moment later, the recording booth door swings open and a pissed off Colt stalks back over to us and takes his seat.

I cock a brow. Colt’s always been a grumpy bastard, but it’s unusual seeing him this pissed off.

“You good?”

“Fuck no,” he grunts, shooting Brad a look that says get out. Brad huffs a laugh before heading into the booth to give us some privacy. Colt hits the “talk back” button to ensure Brad can’t hear us, because we all know no matter how trustworthy people may seem, you really can’t trust anyone in this business.

Once he’s gone, Colt turns back to us. “That was Sadie.”

Levi lets out a low whistle as I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees, intrigued.

“What’d that smokeshow have to say?” Levi smirks.

I roll my eyes as Colt levels him with a look.

“That’s my sister, you idiot. Watch your fucking mouth.”

I let out a laugh, and Levi joins me, knowing exactly what he has to do to get Colt riled up.

Of the three of us, Colt is the most introverted. He’s broody and quiet, laid back to a point where it takes a lot to get a rise out of him. Unless you mention Sadie—then the protective big brother side comes out.

Which, in typical Levi fashion, he has mastered perfectly.

“Well?” I ask, still waiting for Colt to let us in on the supposed phone call from hell.

“She wants to move to Nashville.”

I raise my brows as Levi mutters, “Oh, fuck,” under his breath.

Now Colt’s reaction makes a whole lot more sense.

Sadie Armstrong is Colt’s half-sister—they share the same mom, Evelyn. After Colt’s dad died when he was five, his mom remarried Sadie’s dad, Keith, and they had her a few years later.

There’s a nine year age difference between the two of them, so they weren’t all that close growing up. But Colt has always been extremely protective over her because of some shit he refuses to talk about. We may be his best friends, but the guy holds more secrets than a teenage girl’s diary. We have our suspicions that something happened with Sadie’s father, but Colt has never confirmed nor denied our theories. Not that I blame him.

I understand better than most what it’s like to have a past you aren’t proud of.

All we know is that when Colt turned eighteen, he wanted to move the hell out of Butt-Fuck Nowhere, Tennessee, up here to Toronto but refused to leave his mom and Sadie behind. So he saved every dollar he made and brought them up here with him. I guess he knew Toronto has a decent music scene, which is what he wanted to pursue, and I know he wanted to get out of the country.

Sadie is now twenty-three and also pursuing music, which drives Colt up the wall. She’s talented as hell, but Colt knows what the music scene is like and worries about her. She just signed to Revolution a few months back. At least this way, Colt can keep a bit of an eye on her and knows the label will always have her back.

But if I’m being honest, I could’ve told you years ago that Sadie would eventually want to move home to Tennessee. Revolution is great, Toronto is great, but Sadie was made to be a country star, and she can’t do that here the same way she could down there.

I already know Colt has two issues with her moving back. The first is the fact that she’ll be far away from him, meaning he won’t be able to constantly watch over her. The second, and arguably the bigger reason, is that she wants to move back to the area she grew up in, which means she’ll be near Keith again. Though Colt has never said it, I know that’s something that worries him.

We may not know much for sure, but from what we’ve all seen over the years, she still struggles with the trauma of growing up in that environment. I can’t imagine her moving back will be easy on anybody.

“What’d you tell her?” Levi asks.

“That she can’t. She just signed to Rev, and though I know Jere would let her transfer to SSE, I’ll kick his ass if he does. She can’t go back there, and she’s not ready to move thirteen-hundred kilometres away.”

SSE, or Six-String Entertainment, is a division of Revolution Records. Where RR is majority rock, SSE focuses more on country music. They have locations out west in Canada as well as a few down in the States, too, with the head office being conveniently based in Nashville.

“She’s not ready, or you’re not?” It’s probably both, but my point still stands.

Colt narrows his eyes at me as a low growl rumbles out of him.

I hold up my hands in defense. “Listen man, I’m just saying. She’s not a kid anymore. Maybe it’s time to start letting her make her own decisions. Besides, it’s not like she’s moving back to Bluebell or whatever the fuck your hometown is called⁠—”

“Bell Buckle,” he interrupts.

“Yeah, that’s a hick-ass town if I ever did hear one. Anyway, Nashville’s what, a couple hours away?”

“One hour. That’s it.”

“Still. I think it’s time you let her grow up, Colt.”

“Bax is right,” Levi adds.

Colt grunts, turning toward the soundboard to let us know he’s done talking about this. “Let’s just finish up.”

I sigh, rolling my eyes as I wave to Brad, signalling for him to come back. “Alright. But you’re going to have to face this eventually.”
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“BE YOURSELF” BY AUDIOSLAVE

We spend the next few hours finishing the album so it’s ready for mastering, and now that my part of creating this album is complete, I’m finally meeting with Jeremy and Val to discuss finishing my No Promises tour.

Back in October, I had been nearing the end of my North American tour for my last album. But after the news of Audrey and Brennan’s deaths broke, the label put all tours on hold. I was pissed, both because the stage is my favourite place on Earth and because my two biggest musical inspirations were killed, but it made sense, seeing as they owned the label. I figured it’d be a short break—that I’d get back out there soon after their funeral. But then one month bled into two, which bled into three, and there was never any mention of getting me back out there.

By the time January rolled around, I was itching to perform. I typically do at least one show a month even when I’m not on tour, and it’s been almost seven since the last time I even looked at a stage. But it was decided that my new album needed to take priority over finishing my tour as a way to boost the label’s morale post–Thorned Roses, so it hasn’t really been brought up until now.

I march down the hall of the fourth floor, marketing and touring, and make my way to the conference room we agreed to meet in.

“Hey, James,” Val greets as I fill the doorway. “Thanks for meeting with us today.”

“About fucking time,” I grumble, taking the seat across from her.

She huffs a laugh and rolls her eyes, knowing me well enough by now to not let my attitude phase her. “How have things been going with the album?”

I tilt my chin. “Good. Mastering starts tomorrow.”

She smiles. “That’s great. Happy to hear that things have been going well.” She claps her hands together, leaning forward on the table. “So, about your tour. You have ten cities left across central and northeast US. I’ve spoken to the stadiums, and it’s looking like June through July will be the best time for you to finish up.”

My brows furrow. “That soon?”

As much as I’ve missed performing, I wasn’t expecting to get back out that quickly. I figured most of the stadiums would have been booked for other shows by now, seeing as June is only a month away, so I assumed I’d finish after the benefit concert.

Val nods, grinning. “The stadiums have agreed to move things around to accommodate you. You’re one of the biggest acts a lot of them host, after all. And we want to get this tour done before the benefit concert so we can begin promoting RND around then.”

I nod slowly, running a hand over my mouth. As much as I’ve been losing my mind over not performing, now is also the worst fucking time. Going out on tour now means losing time from the already short period that Lennon agreed to be friends with benefits for.

“How long?”

She opens the notebook in front of her, holding it out to show me the rough schedule she’s drawn up. “Looking like six to eight weeks. I’ve got you starting in⁠—”

“I can’t do a two-month tour right now,” I interrupt, gritting my teeth.

Jeremy’s brows pull together as Val’s jaw falls open. “Baxter—” Jeremy begins, but I shake my head. No fucking way am I leaving for that long when Lennon put a four-month timeline on us.

“No. I’ll do a month, tops. But I agreed to be around in case Lennon needs help with anything concert-related.”

The look on Jeremy’s face only grows more confused with that sentence, but I ignore it. It’s clear he knows something’s up with us, what with how we acted in his office and that comment just now. But Lennon said she doesn’t want people to know about us, and knowing how close Jeremy is to the Thorne family, I’m guessing he’s near the top of that list.

I look back to Val, brows raised in question.

She glances down at the notebook, writing a few things down, before turning back to me. “I’ll have to talk to Nick”—I roll my eyes as she says my touring manager’s name. I’ve never been a fan of the guy—“but I think the best we’ll be able to do is five weeks. And it’s going to be back-to-back. No breaks, no time to breathe.”

“Fine.” I nod. “The shorter the tour, the better. I don’t care if I’m exhausted—I put on a good show no matter what.”

Val looks to Jeremy with her brows raised, his still furrowed, a silent conversation passing between them. With a nod from him, she looks back to me. “Okay. I’ll get back to you on the exact dates, but expect around mid-June to mid-July.”

“Sure,” I say with a nod, though the idea of being gone even that long pisses me off. But they’re right—the sooner this tour is done, the better. And it will be good to be back on stage again.
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“BELIEF” BY GAVIN DEGRAW

“Hey, Lens,” Paige says with a grin as she enters my office with lunch. It’s a rare occasion for her to visit me at work, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen her, so it’s nice that she came. Isa’s already seated across from me as I hold up my finger to Paige, focusing on what The Lighthouse’s manager is saying on the other end of the phone.

“Yeah, thanks Erica… Okay, cool. Thank you so much… That’s great, talk soon,” I say before hanging up. Then I look to my best friend and sister with a smile on my face and nod. “They’re in.”

Smiles fill both their faces as they begin to cheer. I surprise myself when I cheer along with them, but I’m damn proud of how far this concert has come. We’re just under four months out, but considering I spent the first three months looking for a goddamn headliner, I’m impressed with what I’ve been able to pull together in the past one.

Because as of just now, I have officially confirmed all sixteen performers for the concert.

Finally.

“So, what’s next?” Isa asks as she takes a bite of the chicken souvlaki Paige brought.

I unwrap my pita and switch tabs back to the spreadsheet on my computer, examining the rough schedule I’ve outlined for the day. It currently has each performer in order of when they go on, their genre, and how long their set will be, and I plan to add in the exact times once I have a more concrete idea of how much time is needed between sets and how early the show will begin.

Now that they’ve confirmed for sure, I delete the question mark next to The Lighthouse in the slot I reserved for them. Then, with a smile on my face, I let my shoulders fall.

“Next, I need to begin advertising. Jeremy and I agreed to get tickets on sale at the end of June, so that gives me a month and a half to get the word out there. I didn’t want to start advertising until I had a solid lineup, but now that I do, I need to get people talking.”

“Just say the word and I’ll make a post.”

“Me, too,” Paige adds, the corner of her mouth turning up.

I smile at both of them. “Thanks, guys. I’m honestly not too worried about ticket sales. This lineup has a great mix of genres, and considering I have two of the most famous artists at the label, I have no doubt they’ll sell out.”

They glance at each other before looking back to me, their brows raised as if they’re calling me out.

“Okay, okay,” I surrender. “Maybe I’m a little doubtful, but that’s normal. Isn’t it?”

Paige nods. “It is. And it’s okay. Because we really don’t have any doubts.” She reaches forward, placing her hand over mine. “I believe in you, Lens. We all do. Mom and Dad would, too.”

I really am thankful for her constant reassurance. My sister and I may have our issues, but the truth is, I have no idea what I would do without her.

I’m glad she’s here, especially since Mom and Dad can’t be.

“It’s going to be great, Lenny.” Isa grins as she claps her hands, her dark curls bouncing. “Oooh, I’m so excited! Now I really need to get a move on finishing my album, so I have some new stuff to perform for you.” She winks at me, and I laugh.

“I’m excited, too. It feels surreal that it’s really starting to come together. But there’s also so much left to do.”

“Well, we’re here to help in any way we can,” Paige tells me.

“True.” Isa smirks. “And so is Baxter.”

My cheeks heat, Isa’s eyes widening as she realizes what she just said. I love her to death, but sometimes she really doesn’t know when to keep her damn mouth shut.

“Oops,” she mutters when she notices my sister’s expression.

Her eyes narrowed at me and suspicion clear in her tone, Paige asks, “Baxter James?”

I nod, pulling my lips between my teeth.

“I see.” She nods, the expression on her face unreadable. But thankfully, she doesn’t say anything else. I’m sure Isa’s comment was enough to let her know there’s something between us, but Paige is too poised to confront me about it now. She’ll let it simmer, put the pieces together in her own time, and then ream me out for it later.

Reminder to self: avoid her for the foreseeable future.

I finish my lunch and turn back to the computer, changing the subject away from the man consuming my every thought. “Do you want to help me decide on some merchandise options?”

Paige stands from her chair. “I really should be getting back to the office. Have a big trial on Friday that I need to prep for.”

My face falls, but I nod. Either the timing is just weird, or she’s leaving because of the mention of me and Baxter, and if I were a gambler, I’d bet it’s the latter. I love my sister dearly, but she’s also one of the most judgmental people I know, and Baxter James is damn near last on the list of men she would approve of me with.

“Okay,” I say, standing to walk her out. “Well, thank you for coming by and bringing lunch. I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch much lately. I’ve just been busy.”

My big sister meets my gaze, our heights matched. She looks me up and down, a worried crease forming between her brows. “Are you doing okay?” she asks, unable to hide her motherly side.

I take her hand in mine. “I’m okay, P. Really,” I return, and for once, it actually feels somewhat true.

Her head tilts slightly as a small smile fills her face. “Dinner soon, okay? We all miss you.”

I nod. “I miss you guys, too. Say hi to Trev for me.”

“Will do,” she says with a smile before turning and walking out the door.

I make my way back to my seat with my brows raised, watching Isa hide behind her hands.

She flinches when she notices my expression. “I’m sorry!” she shouts, and I can’t help but burst out laughing.

“Is, it’s okay. I mean, if it were up to me, I would’ve kept Baxter and me secret for the entire time we agreed on, but apparently, life had other plans.” I shoot her a teasing look. “Paige finding out isn’t the worst thing in the world. Dylan, on the other hand…” I trail off, letting her fill in the warning to be more careful around my brother. He’s always been extremely protective of me, and nothing good will come over him finding out I’m in a purely sexual relationship with the world’s most notorious playboy.

Nothing.

“Got it.” She stands from her chair. “I should really get down to the studio, but bring the merch options by later and I’ll help you go through them, ’kay?”

I grin. “Sounds good. Love you, Is.”

“Always, Lenny.”
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“ALIVE” BY DAUGHTRY (COVER)

“So, listen,” Baxter begins, pulling my attention from the task at hand.

We’re sitting in my office going over some of the scheduling for the concert now that I’ve booked enough performers.

It’s been over a month since our arrangement began, and when we aren’t busy benefitting, he’s been here a few times a week helping me plan.

“I know it’s last minute…but the guys and I are getting together for a writing session tonight. I know you haven’t been, but maybe being around us while we write, seeing our process, could help you get some inspiration back. Will you come?”

I sigh, my shoulders falling. “Bax…I don’t think so.”

“No pressure to pitch in or play or anything. I’d just really love it if you were there.”

A blush rises up my cheeks. Him saying things like that is exactly why I’m certain this is going to end poorly for me. But I’m already strapped in—I may as well enjoy the rest of the ride.

“I don’t know…” I say hesitantly. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea, Baxter.”

The truth is, I’d love to go, more than he knows. But we agreed to no casual hangouts, and aside from last month when he came by on the six-month anniversary of the accident, we’ve kept to that. I don’t want to start breaking the rules now—I’m already deeper into this than I intended to be.

I also worry that the second I step into that room, the anxiety that comes with writing will wash over me. The last thing I want is for my first time meeting Colt and Levi to be tainted by them witnessing a panic attack. Plus, I don’t know how I feel about officially meeting them. They’re more than just his guitarist and drummer, and meeting them makes me feel like we’re more than we are.

“Please, Lennon?”

My heart cracks. I never thought I’d see the day when Baxter James is begging me for…well, anything. Which makes it awfully hard to say no.

I contemplate momentarily before my shoulders slump. “Alright, fine,” I agree, watching as his face lights up like a Christmas tree, making my heart flutter. “But just to watch. I’m not helping.”

“Deal.” He smirks. “Thank you.”

I pull my bottom lip between my teeth as I smile up at him. “What time?”

“I’m meeting them at mine at four.” He pauses, glancing down at his watch quickly. “You almost finished up here?”

My eyes shift to the clock behind him to see that it reads it’s twenty after three already. “You can go on ahead without me. I have a few more things to finish up first.”

“I’ll wait. Tell them to head in without me. That way you won’t have to drive yourself.”

My brows pull together. “I’m fully capable of driving myself, thank you very much.”

“Oh, I know you are.” He laughs lightly as he pulls me closer, pressing his lips to my forehead. “But I also know you aren’t comfortable doing so. Come with me, Lenny girl. Then I’ll take you home after. Or you can just stay at mine.”

He winks, the smirk on his face panty-dropping as he says that last sentence, but I can’t focus on that when he just insinuated he’s been paying close enough attention to me to have noticed how much I dislike driving these days. I have avoided it at all costs since the accident. Aside from using Anderson when I’m with my siblings, I always Uber or walk. Baxter always picks me up for our benefitting, so I’m never the driver when I’m with him.

“I—” I begin, ready to argue. But he’s spot on, so I relent. “Fine. But I’m not staying over. You know the rules.”

I work for another twenty-five minutes before calling it quits for the day. He wraps his arm around me as we head out of Revolution to his cherry-red Porsche parked on the street.

It’s the same one I saw parked outside of Dylan’s the day of the funeral—the one I recognized but couldn’t figure out why. It’s because it’s Baxter’s, and he’s been in the headlines enough that I probably know more about him than I realize I do.

I still haven’t confronted him about being there that day. Or the fact that he definitely saw me lose it on the front steps while everyone else was inside. I know he knows I know, though. I’m certain it was written all over my face that first day after the bar when we approached his car.

I should probably say something about it, at least to figure out why he was there when it was for close friends and family only. But he obviously never came inside, and talking about it would also mean admitting I still feel as broken as I looked then.

Something in me snapped that day, and it’s something that no amount of talking or avoiding or ignoring will glue back together.

He opens my door—like he always does, being the gentleman he tries so hard to convince me he is, I’m starting to believe he might actually just be one—and I slide inside, buckling my seatbelt as he rounds the car.

The radio plays softly in the background as we drive the few blocks to his house, pulling into the long driveway to find Levi’s pickup and Colt’s bike already in the driveway.

We make our way inside, and my nerves spike as I hear their voices echo through the living room from the basement. Baxter takes me by the hand, holding on tight as if to ground me.

Even though we’re only friends with benefits, one thing I’ve noticed about Baxter is that whenever we’re together, he always has to be touching me in one way or another. It’s like he’s marking his territory, and I’m not sure how to feel about that. Part of me finds it endearing, but the other part is screaming at me to pull away, that this is breaking our no possessiveness rule—because it definitely is.

But I shove that thought down, because as much as that may be true, coming from him, it makes me feel safe. Physical touch has never been my love language, but I’ve come to rely on his.

We enter Baxter’s home recording studio where Colt and Levi are messing around with their instruments. I worry my lip between my teeth, unprepared for the conversation that’s about to occur.

Looking up from the drums, Levi smirks. “Well, well,” he begins, eliciting Colt’s attention too. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

Blood rushes to my cheeks as Baxter continues pulling me toward the guys. I feel frozen in time. I’m not shy when meeting new people—I think these nerves are more from the fact that meeting Baxter’s best friends makes this seem that much more real.

“Play nice,” Baxter growls at Levi, causing him to laugh. The corner of Colt’s mouth quirks up, but he remains stoic.

“Hi,” Levi greets me, holding a hand out to mine. “I’m Levi. Levi Tanner.”

I smile, though I’m screaming inside, and release Baxter’s hand to grasp his, shaking firmly. “Lennon Thorne.”

His eyes roam my body up and down, his tongue skating out over his lips. “Oh, I know who you are,” he teases.

My cheeks flush under his gaze, and I glance up at Baxter, who looks down at me with a smirk on his face, shaking his head. I chuckle and turn back to the two musicians.

Colt holds out his hand to me next, smacking Levi on the back of his head as he does. “Ignore him. He’s like this with every woman,” he says, wrapping his hand around mine. “I’m Colt.”

I laugh, nodding. “Lennon. Nice to meet you both.”

I know enough about Colt Waters and Levi Tanner just from working at Revolution. Couple that with being Baxter’s musicians—they’re extremely well-known in the industry. I can’t help but smile as I examine them, though, because they’re complete opposites in almost every way, it seems.

Levi is like a golden retriever puppy with his longer blond hair and hazel eyes, making him the embodiment of sunshine and mischief. He always looks like he’s up to something, smirking and smiling constantly. He’s a total class clown, and he likes it that way from what I’ve seen over the years. People tend not to take him very seriously, and I think he does it on purpose.

Then there’s Colt, who’s dark all around. Short hair trimmed closer on the sides, eyes so dark they’re almost black, tan skin, and a twenty-four-seven brooding expression. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the man truly smile.

It’s hard to believe these two are best friends, but they’ve been that way since before they met Baxter.

Colt is thirty-two, a year older than Baxter, and I believe he was signed to Revolution right around the time Baxter was—shortly after the label opened. Then Levi, who’s twenty-nine, followed after them a few years later. The two of them worked together for quite a few years before joining Baxter, if I’m not mistaken, though, I don’t believe they ever played with anyone consistently until him.

“So, you’re Baxter’s new groupie, huh?” Levi jokes, and I roll my eyes.

“She’s not a groupie,” Baxter scolds from beside me, his hand resting on the small of my back.

“Whatever you say, Lover Boy.” Levi winks at me as he uses my nickname for Baxter, clearly insinuating Baxter told them about it.

I can’t help but laugh at the fact that his friends find this whole arrangement nearly as comical as I do.

No one ever expected Baxter James to become a one-woman kind of guy. Even if it is just casual.

“Ready to write?” Colt asks, clearly bored of this interaction.

Baxter nods and leads me to the couch before picking up one of his many guitars. I curl up in the corner as he takes the seat next to me. He tosses me a smile before strumming a tune he mentioned has been stuck in his head for quite some time. Colt jumps in, playing the same notes completely by ear. Levi nods his head along, writing something down on the notepad in his lap before Baxter starts singing, making words up as he goes.

Watching them play like this feels surreal. I’ve never been to one of Baxter’s shows before, but I’ve seen videos on YouTube. I know how in sync the three musicians are with each other, but watching them work together like this is something else.

I smile to myself as Baxter pauses his playing, writing down some other lyrics. Colt and Levi jump in to add a few here and there all while I sit in silence, appreciating the way they work.

As hesitant as I was to join them, Baxter was right—watching them play together does spark something I haven’t felt since before the accident.

It isn’t long before I’m standing and rounding the couch, picking up one of the spare guitars in the small room. I take my seat next to Baxter again, and he flashes me a smile that nearly has me dropping to my knees.

Except I’ve never played guitar before—I’m a pianist. Which is why, when they pause again, I meet Baxter’s gaze and ask, “Will you teach me?”

With a smile, he nods. “Anything for you, Trouble.”
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Three Months Until the Concert

“LOOK AFTER YOU” BY THE FRAY

Lennon leans back against my bare chest, pulling the blanket over her naked body. My fingers play with her hair as I wrap an arm around her, pressing my mouth to her head and holding it there. She tangles her fingers in mine, tracing the tattoos covering my hand.

“How many do you have?” she asks, pressing a gentle kiss to the one between my thumb and forefinger. In the same spot I’ve caught her pinching when she gets anxious.

“Forty-nine, last time I counted,” I return, a small smile forming on my lips. “What about you?”

“Wow,” she chuckles. “That’s a lot of money. I have eleven.”

I smirk, my eyes scanning the parts of her not covered by the blanket. I already knew it was eleven—I’ve memorized every single one.

“Do yours mean anything?”

I shrug. “Some do, most don’t. I have a few music-related ones, and I have the one for my mom.” I point to the tattoo over my heart—it’s a simple one, just my mom’s birth year to the year she died with a rose under it, since that was her favourite flower. Hence why they’re mine, too.

A small smile ghosts across her lips as she traces her finger over it. “I haven’t gotten one for my parents yet. I’m not sure what would do them justice.”

Pressing my lips to the top of her head, I say, “Don’t rush it. You want it to be something meaningful. I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

“Yeah,” is all she adds, fidgeting with the necklace she’s wearing.

“Who gave you this?” I ask, tapping the gold heart charm. I’ve wondered for a while what the significance of it is, since she never takes it off.

“It was my mom’s.” She swallows then burrows her head closer.

Getting the sense she doesn’t want to talk about it, I take a minute to let myself bask in the feel of her like this.

Our touches are primarily sexual, so I relish in any moment I get a glimpse of affectionate Lennon—which is rare, despite my constant need to have my hands on her. It should terrify me, and usually, it would. But right now, in the post-sex haze with her pressed against me, I can’t find it in me to care.

“Tell me something about yourself,” I whisper, pressing my cheek against her head.

She glances up slightly, smiling. “Like what?”

“Don’t know. Anything.” I shrug. “What gave you the idea to host a benefit concert?” I already know it’s for her parents, but I’ve been wondering why she chose a benefit concert to honour them.

She smiles up at me. “Truth?”

I nod. “Always.”

“You did.”

My brows pull together, confusion no doubt present on my face. That was the last thing I was expecting her to say.

Lennon chuckles. “That night back in January, you joked about being friends with benefits. Remember?”

I think back to our first night together, remembering the comment I made. “I wasn’t joking.”

She giggles. “Clearly I know that now. But at the time I thought you were. Either way, your suggestion for being friends with benefits fuelled my idea for the concert. I’d been wanting to do something to remember my parents, but I wasn’t sure what. Then you said that and everything fell into place.”

“Damn. Guess it’s kismet that I’m headlining then, hmm?” I tease.

She scoffs, smacking me lightly on the chest. “Whatever. I only chose you because I had no other options left.”

“Ouch, Trouble. You really know how to hit me where it hurts.”

“What can I say?” She smirks. “Putting grown men in their place is my specialty.”

I chuckle, pressing a kiss to her forehead. She’s slowly opening up to me, and that trust is everything. “What about your siblings—were they on board with the concert? Are you close to them?”

“They’ve been incredibly supportive, but our relationship has always been kind of…complicated, for lack of a better term.” She sighs, leaning into me further. “Paige is seven years older than me, and Dylan is eleven, so they were always more like a second set of parents to me. Especially with how often my parents were gone. When they took their years-long break, I was able to bond with my siblings a little bit more, but never to the extent I wanted.

“I’m closer with Dylan than I am with Paige. Dylan’s always understood me better, and Paige is really good at pushing my boundaries. But they’ve both been super supportive of the concert from the beginning, thank God. And as much as they drive me crazy sometimes, I don’t know what I’d do without either of them.”

She pauses, shifting so she’s looking at me. “I’ve always been the one of my siblings who doesn’t fit in. You’d think because I’m the one who grew up most like our parents were, it’d be the opposite, but instead it always made me feel so different from the two of them. So I’ve always just tried to stay out of everybody’s way and do my best to please. It’s hard, though, knowing that they both resent me for so much regarding our parents—even if they’ll never admit it, I know they do. And I can’t blame them for it. I would, too.”

My brows furrow, my heart splitting in two. I don’t know who or what made this incredible woman so down on herself, but I’ll stop at nothing to convince her otherwise. “What would they have to resent you for?”

She lifts her shoulders, avoiding my gaze. “The accident. And…other things.”

My throat works as I tilt her chin up to look at me again. “The accident wasn’t your fault,” I rasp, considering whether or not to push further. Her brother’s mention of their parents’ break at the funeral and the way his eyes shifted to Lennon has been on my mind for weeks now, and I’m desperate to know what other things she’s referring to. So I ask just that.

“Do these ‘other things’ have to do with why your parents took a ten-year break?”

She nods, rolling her lips together.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I ask hesitantly.

Her face falls. She’s silent for a moment, like she’s contemplating whether or not to tell me the truth. She pinches the skin between her thumb and forefinger, so I place my hand softly over hers, drawing her attention back to me.

“Um,” she finally says. “I…I had cancer.”

I rear back slightly as my brows pull together, completely shocked by the words that just came out of her. I’m really not sure what I was expecting her to say, but it definitely wasn’t that.

She holds my gaze as she continues. “Acute myeloid leukemia. It was already stage three by the time I was diagnosed. It’s a rare cancer in children, but I guess I was one of the lucky ones.”

Sarcasm fills her voice as tears begin to well in her eyes. She smiles sadly when I intertwine my fingers with hers, sending her a barely noticeable nod to urge her to keep going.

I could listen to her talk all day, and I want to know everything there is to know about this woman.

“I was six when it happened. I hadn’t been feeling well for a few months prior, but everyone just thought I was anemic. Until I got hit in the face with a dodgeball at school—which should be every kid’s right of passage. Instead, it was the moment that changed mine forever.

“My nose and gums started bleeding and wouldn’t stop no matter what we tried. So my parents picked me up and took me to the hospital. They sent me for a variety of tests, because I was having other symptoms, too—fever, pale skin, random bruises covering my body. I was there for nearly twenty-four hours before they were able to get my bleeding under control, and they finally did a bone marrow biopsy before sending me home. Two days later we got the call.”

Her voice cracks on the last sentence, and so does my heart. I can’t imagine how brutal that wait for answers must have been for them.

“I spent eight years in and out of the hospital. I underwent so many treatments—chemo, experimental procedures, surgeries, you name it. For eight years. And then just a few weeks before my fourteenth birthday, I went into remission. I still go back once a year for an annual checkup, just to make sure everything is okay, but I haven’t had any scares since.”

She pauses, chewing on her bottom lip. I place my hand against her cheek, using my thumb to pull her lip free, and she leans into my touch.

“That’s…that’s actually why we were out that night. It was the tenth anniversary of my remission. But now that day—the day that for so long was the best day of my life—is tainted with the memory of the accident.”

I rear back, shocked by that revelation. It’s bad enough that her parents died, but for it to happen on what was such a good day for her?

It makes me feel sick.

It makes me hate that bastard in prison even more than I already do.

“I stole my parents’ attention for nearly a decade, and I don’t think my siblings will ever get past that. I’ve never gotten past it. It’s why up until the accident, I played things so safe. I didn’t want to burden them all any more than I already had.”

“I told you back in January that you aren’t a burden. That still rings true. If your siblings had a problem with your parents taking care of you while you were sick, then that’s on them. Not you.” I tilt her chin up so our gazes connect. “The accident isn’t on you either. It’s on that bastard who drove drunk and hit you guys. Just because you were driving doesn’t make it your fault. It could’ve happened regardless of who was driving. There was nothing you could’ve done to prevent it.” My features harden as I speak, a hint of anger present in my tone from the thought of Logan.

A tear slips past her waterline. “Thank you,” she whispers, smiling sadly before swinging the question back on me. “Your turn. What’s your family like?”

My face shifts as I hesitate. Now would be a perfect time to tell her the truth about my mom’s accident, but I can’t find the words. That history is one I’ve tried so hard to forget, and sharing it now won’t do either of us any good.

So instead, I grit my teeth and swallow. “I don’t have any family left,” I tell her, and though it’s not the full story, it’s still the truth. “I lost all my family when I was twenty-one years old. Colt and Levi are the closest thing I have to a family now. It’s been like that since I met them, and it’ll be that way until I die. I’m okay with that.”

I’m not. But she doesn’t need to know that.

She studies my expression, her hazel eyes swirling with emotion. But thankfully, she doesn’t push.

“What’s going to happen after this ends?” she asks, a raspiness in her voice.

The question catches me off guard, but I know she’s referring to our arrangement.

The truth is, I don’t know what will happen after we end. When I agreed to the timeline, I barely knew the girl tangled in my arms right now. Now that I do, I can’t imagine ever going back to a time when she wasn’t front and centre in my world.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there. Let’s just enjoy each other’s company for now,” I tell her, unwilling to admit that the last thing I want is to walk away from her in a few months.

She nods. “I like the sound of that.”

She simply presses a kiss to my cheek before leaning back against me, letting the sound of my heartbeat and the steady feel of my breathing lull her to sleep.

I rub circles on her back, letting myself imagine just for a second what it would be like if when August twenty-fourth hits, we didn’t go our separate ways. If she agreed to be mine for real. For more than just sex and for longer than the timeline we agreed on.

I’ve always been so aversive toward falling in love and being in a relationship, and that still hasn’t changed. But it’s nice to picture myself loving her, even if it’s never going to happen.

Until my phone rings, and reality comes crashing back.
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EVERYTHING
BAXTER


“SHE IS” BY THE FRAY

Sitting in my home recording booth, Lennon holds my black Yamaha FG-TA acoustic guitar while I sit next to her, holding my Takamine GD-30 in dark red. She glances at my finger placement before looking back down at her own, strumming the chord. The desired sound leaves the instrument, and her eyes light up, a massive smile covering her face.

“There you go, Lenny girl. You’ve got it.” I smile back at her before moving my fingers to the next position. “Now try this.”

My fingers pull at the strings as she watches intently. My blood burns under her gaze, but I keep my focus on the task in front of us. Lennon mimics me, once again content when her movements create music.

When I got the call a few weeks back telling me that I leave for tour tomorrow, something shifted between us. Until then, the rules we set for this arrangement were pretty firm. But now, Lennon’s persistence in only hanging out to plan the concert or for sex has dwindled, and with each day that passes, she’s opened herself to me a little bit more. And with each new thing I learn about her, the hole I’ve dug for myself gets a little bit deeper.

I had the perfect opening to tell her more about my mom and everything that happened when I was twenty-one years old, but that would mean also sharing how I know Logan. No matter how many times I tell myself I will, I can’t bring myself to do it. Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

It’s something I’ve never dealt with myself—which also makes it something I don’t know how to deal with when it comes to her.

And I don’t want to give her any reason to end our arrangement early.

I won’t lie and say it hasn’t been nice getting to know her better. And being here with her now, teaching her how to play guitar, lets me get to know her even more.

I get the sense that when her parents died, her love for music did, too. Losing the people who taught her all about it was her breaking point, and aside from singing at the funeral, she hasn’t let herself do anything musical since the accident.

From all she’s told me over the past few weeks, I know losing music was almost as hard for her as losing her parents. Because to her, they were one and the same; her parents gave her music, and music became her saving grace. It was the one thing that gave her reprieve from life’s chaos—an outlet, somewhere to dump all her feelings in a way that can be used for good. It was the biggest thing that tied her to her parents, the thing she believes made her special to them.

But since they died, she hadn’t allowed herself to play. Whether out of fear or sadness, I’m not sure, but every time she’s been around a piano in the past few months, I’ve seen her itching to reach out and touch the keys. She’s been dying to let her fingers take control and guide her through the motion she’s known her whole life. But something has kept stopping her. At least until now.

I don’t even think she’s noticed just how much it’s affected her—I most certainly didn’t until I saw how much she lights up with an instrument in hand.

It’s been slowly killing her to not be able to play, and even more so to not be able to write.

So when she asked me to give her guitar lessons, I couldn’t say no. I felt a need to help her find her way back to the one thing that’s always been a constant for her.

Watching her now, completely at peace with a guitar in her arms, I know I was right to do so.

“Good. Look at you go.”

A look of concentration fills her features as she puts the chords together. I’m teaching her how to play “Do You Know?”—one of the easier guitar songs off my new album. She’s sounding great so far, especially considering we’ve only been playing for a couple of hours.

We continue back and forth like this for a while longer, Lennon copying me in perfect rhythm. I should’ve known she’d be a natural—the fact that she already plays piano and sings helps her memorize the notes. It takes no time at all before she gets the hang of the full song and is able to play through it independently.

I sit there silently, watching as she finishes the song, and she looks up at me in admiration. Her cinnamon-coloured eyes are glassy, but from the smile filling her face, I’m guessing they’re happy tears. I get the sense it’s been a long time since she played like this—so natural, so real, so free.

My heart aches at the thought that I’m the one who brought it out of her.

“You’re incredible, Lenny girl.”

A blush fills her cheeks. “Thank you, Lover Boy,” she returns, glancing down at the notepad sitting on the table. “Pass me that, would you?” She gestures to the pen next to me as she picks the notepad up.

I hand it to her, smirking as she flips to a new page.

My mouth stays shut as I watch her. I’m overjoyed knowing this was all it took for her to begin writing again, but I also don’t want to say anything to scare her off. I know what it’s like to be unable to write; finding inspiration again is hard, and it’s easy to lose it all just as fast as you got it back.

She scribbles down a few lines before passing the notepad to me. Without meeting my gaze, she asks, “Will you help me with the music for it?”

I feel a pang in my chest as I read the words scrawled on the page. It’s just a few lines right now, but even through those I can tell it’s about her parents.

I swallow roughly before glancing up at her again. “Of course, Lennon,” I tell her sincerely. I read through her words again. “This is really good.”

She smiles softly at me before setting the guitar beside her. “It’s nothing. I’ve had some words floating around in my head for a while now. Figured it was time to get them down.”

“It’s not nothing, Lennon. It’s good. And together, we’ll make it great. Okay?”

She rolls her lips together and nods. “Okay.” Then she stands, making her way over to me. Once she’s directly in front of me, she takes me by the hand as she says, “Thank you for today.”

She places one knee on either side of my lap so she’s straddling me, and I instantly grow hard beneath her. I grit my teeth to fight it as I repeat the same thing I’ve told her since the day this began, the thing that grows truer with each day that passes.

“Anything for you, Trouble.” I tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “But I really didn’t do much.”

She nods, smiling. “You did everything. I wasn’t sure I’d ever find music again. And it may not be much, but today I did. I owe that to you. So thank you.”

I grin as my hand moves under her shirt, rubbing small circles on her back. “I promised you would write again. I always keep my promises.”
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MESS OF ME
LENNON


“LOSE CONTROL” BY TEDDY SWIMS

Ialways keep my promises.

The line flashes through my mind as he grows harder beneath me. So far, it’s been true, but part of me can’t help but wish there was one promise he would break.

The promise I made him make.

The promise I think I’m already breaking.

Promise not to fall in love with each other.

“Where’d you go just now?” he asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

Steeling my expression, I lie. “Nowhere.” Shifting on his lap so my core brushes against his increasingly hardened cock, I add, “You know what else you promised me?”

His brows pull together before his frown morphs into a wicked grin, understanding dawning on him. “To make you see stars before I leave tomorrow.”

I fight to keep my face from falling again at the thought of him leaving and pull my bottom lip between my teeth, nodding.

His hand under my shirt slowly makes its way lower until his fingers are tucked into the waistband of my jeans. Leaning in close, his lips graze the shell of my ear as he whispers, “Then get ready to be starstruck, Trouble.”

I roll my lips together as a smile forms on my face. It takes one look into his navy pools before I burst out laughing. “Did you really just say that?”

His expression falters, and he begins laughing, too. “I did.”

Before I can say anything further, he lies back on the couch, taking me down with him.

“You laughing at me, Lenny girl?” he teases as he stares up at me, my hair cascading in waves around us.

I nod, a massive grin filling my face. “Of course, I am.”

He grins back at me, shaking his head. “You’re in for it now.”

“Prove it,” I taunt, my voice breathy.

His teasing expression shifts into one of pure determination. Leaning forward, he tugs my shirt up over my head, tossing it to the floor beside us. His lips meet my neck, and I tangle my fingers in his hair as he makes his way down my chest. He plants wet kisses across the tops of my breasts before my bra joins my top. It doesn’t even hit the floor before his mouth is against me, licking and sucking on one while he palms the other.

“Oh, my god,” I cry out as his teeth graze against me, heightening every nerve in my body.

My back arches as he smirks up at me, unbuttoning my jeans at an agonizingly slow pace. He lifts me slightly, pulling my jeans and panties down in one go and tossing them aside without tearing his eyes from me. Then he lies back on the couch again, pulling my bare body on top of his fully clothed one.

My eyes widen as he shuffles down, one of my knees resting on either side of his head, completely bared to him. I stare down at him, watching as his eyes darken, and he licks his lips.

“This view should be illegal,” he growls before pressing a soft kiss against my clit. The sensation of his lips against my most sensitive spot is almost too much to bear.

“Baxter,” I moan, begging him for more.

A quick chuckle falls from him. “Sit, Lenny girl. Suffocate me.” Before I have a chance to respond, he grips me by the hips and pulls me down, his tongue immediately pressing against me.

“Holy sh-shit,” I stutter, falling forward. With my hands pressed against the arm of the couch, my whole body shakes as Baxter licks and kisses all over. Moans fall from my lips as his tongue flicks over me in rapid succession, each motion adding to the tension building at the base of my spine.

He pulls his mouth away to blow a breath on my sensitive clit. I whimper as he says, “That’s right, Lenny girl. Sing for me. Your cries will make the prettiest background vocals.”

My brows pull together, a smirk crossing my face as I look down at him. “Are you recording?”

His expression mimics mine. “Had it on while you were playing. Never turned it off. Is that okay?”

I ponder the question momentarily before I nod. Something about the idea of him listening to us back lights a fire inside of me.

“Good,” is all he says before getting right back to it. His hands stay wrapped around my thighs, holding me in place while he eats me like I’m his last damn meal. And when he wraps his lips around my clit and begins sucking, I swear the world comes crashing down around me.

“Baxter!” I scream, my toes curling and my fingers digging into the leather of the couch. “I-I’m gonna come.”

Those words only spur him on. The vibration of his rough chuckle mixed with the suction of his lips against me is all it takes for the first wave to rush through me. I squeeze my eyes shut as my body pulls taut and my ears begin to ring, feeling my climax in every single bone in my body.

When the orgasm subsides, I shift my body to look down at him and he grins up at me, his eyes black as night and a shine around his lips from remnants of me. “Atta girl, Trouble.”

He makes his way up the couch before grabbing me by the hips and flipping me so I’m pinned between him and the couch. He places one jean-clad leg between mine and tears his shirt off before he leans back down, his lips meeting my neck. He kisses his way up and down my body, my nails digging into his back.

“More,” I purr against his ear. He pulls back to look at me, our eyes meeting briefly before his flash to my lips.

“I want to kiss you,” he murmurs.

The honest vulnerability catches me off guard, and I hesitate momentarily, my mouth agape. I want him to, too, but I don’t tell him that.

Instead, I shake my head. “Don’t,” I whisper, not breaking eye contact. “The rules.”

His jaw flexes, but he dips his head in a reluctant nod. “The rules,” is all he says before he stands, pulling his jeans down.

I pull my bottom lip between my teeth as I watch him undress, admiring the ripple of his tanned, tattooed skin and how it connects to where his cock juts out from his body.

This man truly is a work of art. He belongs in a goddamn museum.

“More?” he asks as he pulls a condom out of his pocket, ripping it open and rolling it on. He hovers over me again, positioning himself between my legs, and presses a soft kiss just below the lobe of my ear.

“Uh-huh.” I nod, my eyes falling shut in a slow blink.

His cock grazes against my opening, our faces inches apart, before he slowly pushes inside. My mouth falls open as he reaches the hilt and pulls all the way out, our eyes staying locked together with each thrust.

“Baxter,” I whimper, my fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck.

His arms wrap tightly around me so our chests are pressed flush against each other, his ocean-blue gaze swirling with lust as he finds a slow but steady pace. It’s so different from the quick, rough sex we usually have.

“I’ve got you, Trouble.” He breaks our stare momentarily to press a kiss to my forehead. “I know what you need.”

My moans and his groans fill the space around us, our lips so close our breaths become one. Neither of us say a word as the passion between us grows, each thrust strengthening our connection that much more.

“Bax—” comes out barely audible as his cock repeatedly brushes against my G-spot. When my eyes roll back, he begins trailing kisses over my collarbone and a second orgasm crashes into me.

Every muscle in my body tightens as Baxter stills, too. At the same time my walls begin pulsing around him, he begins throbbing inside of me. My nails dig into his biceps as his fingers squeeze the back of my neck. The room stays silent, save for our heavy breaths fusing together as one, as we both come down from what was the most intense orgasm I’ve ever experienced.

His eyes stay locked on mine, his navy-blue gaze seeing deep into my soul, and it’s right here, right now, when it becomes crystal clear that I am absolutely, positively, one hundred percent falling in love with Baxter James.

We redress silently, both of us trying to delay what comes next for as long as possible. When I spin around to face Baxter, he has his eyes locked on me, an unreadable look filling his face.

He catches me watching and holds out his hand, pulling me close to wrap his arms around me.

“I’ll see you in a few weeks, Lenny girl.” He holds me tight, as if he’s trying to glue all the broken pieces of me back together before he leaves. It causes tears to well in my eyes, even though I know I’ll see him again soon. “Don’t miss me too much while I’m gone.”

With my arms wrapped around his waist, I look up to meet his eyes, forcing a small, sad smirk on my face. “I won’t.”

He chuckles before pressing his lips against my forehead. I let my eyes flutter shut as he holds his lips there momentarily, the silence between us saying what neither of us will.

We are going to miss each other.

We already do.
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WHEN I’M GONE
BAXTER


“LIGHT ON” BY DAVID COOK

The dark night haunts me as I stare out the window of my tour bus, a pen in one hand and a glass of whisky in the other. Colt sits across from me, strumming his guitar, while Levi is crashed in the back. It’s just after two in the morning, and we’ve been driving for about four hours, meaning we’re set to get to Foxborough around seven a.m.

I haven’t slept, and at this point I’m probably not going to. I never sleep well on the bus, so I’ll sleep at the hotel when we check in. Right now, I’m too busy running on pure adrenaline, knowing that tomorrow, I’ll be back on stage for the first time in nearly eight months.

This is the longest I’ve gone without performing in a stadium since my first big tour when I was twenty-two. It’s unusual for me—typically I try to do at least one show a month, because performing is the one thing that makes me feel safe.

The stage has always been my favourite place, and it’s been weird without it. Hearing the crowd scream my name, performing for people who love and appreciate music as much as I do—it’s always been a dream come true for me. After the accident, I was desperate to get back out as soon as possible, but then between working on my album and meeting Lennon, I stopped craving it as much.

Probably because I started craving her instead. I found myself tangled in bedsheets with the leggy brunette, and now instead feeling the urge to find a microphone, I feel the urge to drown myself in her.

I never thought saying goodbye to Lennon would be so difficult, but damn. It’s only been two months of our arrangement, and I’m fucking hooked. I can’t get her out of my head, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to go these next five weeks without seeing her.

Talking to her.

Fucking her.

Shit. I’ve never gone on tour and not found myself with a different woman on my dick each night, so that’s new for me, too. But I told Lennon I don’t share, and even if we are just friends with benefits, if she’s not hooking up with anyone else, then neither am I.

Besides, no one makes me feel the way she does. So even if I wanted to, I know it wouldn’t be the same as when I’m with her. And that’s half the enjoyment.

I turn back to the notebook in front of me, examining the page filled with Lennon’s words.

Before she left yesterday, we managed to get some more lyrics down. She gave me her ideas for how it should sound and told me the rest is up to me.

I’ve never felt the need to impress someone so much.

I scribble down some notes then pull a pack of Marlboro Blacks out of my pocket. I flick the top open and look across the table at Colt, holding them up.

He reaches out to grab one, and I hold the lighter to the end of his before doing the same with mine.

Inhaling deeply, I meet Colt’s sombre gaze. “What’s on your mind?” I ask, my brows furrowed.

He shrugs, a puff of smoke leaving his mouth. “Sadie, mostly.”

I nod in understanding. She’s set on leaving town after the benefit concert in August, and I know Colt’s beating himself up over it. All the guy wants is to protect her, and all she wants is to spread her wings and fly—hopefully without upsetting her brother, which is proving to be difficult.

It’s a lose-lose situation for both of them, though at least Sadie gets something good out of it.

“Wanna talk about it?”

Colt shakes his head, taking another hit from his cigarette. “I’m good, but thanks.”

I tilt my head in response before turning back to the window.

Colt and I have always had the kind of relationship where we can talk to each other about anything. He and I have way more in common than Levi does with either of us—he’s a breed of his own—and as a result, Colt’s opened up to me more, just like I have him. But unlike me, it takes a lot to get Colt to talk.

I have my demons, but Colt’s on a whole other level. He keeps to himself and never lets anyone see past the walls he’s built. His whole life is practically a secret—and we’ve learned the hard way that the harder you push him, the more he shuts down.

He’s shared a lot with Levi and me over the years, I think mostly because he’s come to trust us and has no one else to share his feelings with. But there’s still a lot we don’t know about Colt, and I’m not expecting that to change anytime soon.

I’ll be damned if he ever finds someone to open up to the way I’ve begun to do with Lennon.

As if he can read my mind, the next words from Colt’s mouth are, “How are things with Groupie?”

I put out my cigarette in the ashtray as a chuckle falls past my lips. The funniest part about that nickname is that Lennon is the furthest thing from a groupie anyone could be. In fact, if it were up to her, I think she’d rather never come to one of my shows. But as long as this is going on, I’ll make sure she does.

“Good. We’re good.”

He gives me a knowing look. “Mhm.”

I furrow my brows, a look of confusion passing over my face. “What?”

He shakes his head, shrugging. “Oh, nothing. Just never seen you like this over a woman before.”

“Like what?”

He quirks a brow. “You know. Friends with benefits. Actually letting her in…” He pauses, and when I don’t say anything, his shoulders drop. “Like you’re falling in love.”

My eyes widen.

As fucking if. Just because Lennon and I have an indescribable connection and I feel more like myself around her than I ever have around anyone doesn’t mean I’m falling in love with her.

Love is not a word in my vocabulary, unless it’s being used in a song.

I don’t do love.

Right?

“No way,” I scoff. “Just because we have good sex doesn’t mean I’m in love with her.”

A husky laugh falls from the back of the bus as Levi exits the bunk room. “Yeah fucking right,” he says over a yawn. “Next time I have sex so good it makes me lose interest in fucking or even talking to anyone else, hit me over the head with a brick or something. Dude, you’ve been obsessed since you met her.”

I roll my eyes. “Eavesdropping? Really, Tanner?”

He shrugs, falling onto the bench next to Colt and putting a cigarette to his lips.

Colt huffs a laugh, pulling my attention back to him. “Half your goddamn album is about her, and we wrote that back in February. If it wasn’t obvious then, it sure as hell is now. You’re teaching her how to play guitar. You can’t go a day without talking to her. Your eyes light up like a puppy when you see her. You smile more. Your songs are better. You’re less of a douche. You didn’t even want to go on this tour because of her, for fuck’s sake, even though performing is your favourite thing on the planet.”

I groan, letting his words sink in.

It’s not that I’m against falling in love, per se. Because if I were to fall for anyone, it would be Lennon.

The truth is I don’t really know what love looks like. I had a horrible example of it growing up, with parents who fought all the time. Based on what’s displayed in the media, I know my parents didn’t write the rulebook for what people look like when they’re in love, but I also don’t know who did. I’ve never truly seen a healthy example of love with my own two eyes, aside from what was displayed of Brennan and Audrey’s relationship over the years, and even their family had demons, as I’ve come to learn.

So it’s hard for me to believe that’s what this is. Because if love is anything like my parents’ version, I want no part of it. And even if it’s not, I still don’t want any part of it, because even those in happy relationships have lives full of pain.

I don’t need any more pain, and I know Lennon doesn’t either. But that’s exactly what she’d get with me, considering she still has no idea how—or even that—I know the man who killed her parents.

“I still haven’t told her about Logan,” I say finally, reminding them of how messy this situation could get if she finds out about my connection to him.

Colt lets out a low whistle as Levi’s eyes widen.

“Well, you’re going to have to come clean with her,” Colt grumbles. “And I’d do it sooner rather than later, because as much as you’d be content to just ignore your feelings, you’re falling in love with her, man. If you haven’t already.” He shoots a look my way. “And I’d be willing to bet that she’s falling, too.”

Levi chuckles over the smoke in his mouth. “I’ll take that bet. Lemon’s in deep.”

I grit my teeth, not acknowledging the stupid nickname Levi has for her, and sink back in my seat, letting their words settle around me.

As if this whole thing wasn’t already messy with me knowing what I do, if I am in love with Lennon, then this arrangement just got a lot more fucking complicated.
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NOTHING LEFT TO LOSE
“BETWEEN THE RAINDROPS” BY LIFEHOUSE FT. NATASHA BEDINGFIELD


JUNE 14 7:26 AM

Lover Boy


Made it to Foxborough.




Trouble


How was the drive?




Long. Lonely. I’m exhausted.




Did you sleep?




Not a wink.




Get some rest. First show back tonight. You’re going to need it.




JUNE 15 1:39 AM

Lover Boy


Just got back to the hotel.




Trouble


How was it?




Felt good to be back out there. What are you still doing up?




Working. I’m glad it went well.




Goodnight, Lover Boy.




Sweet dreams, Trouble.




JUNE 17 11:29 AM

Lover Boy


How’s planning going?




Trouble


Good :) I’ve finalized the schedule, booked 3 vendors, approved some merch, and now I’m working on advertising. There’s been great buzz so far. It’s starting to feel real.




It is real, Lenny girl. You’re remarkable. I’m proud of you.




You’re sweet. I’m beginning to think this whole gentleman thing isn’t an act after all.




It’s never an act with you.




JUNE 18 12:46 PM

Trouble


How is it being back out on stage?




Lover Boy


Been great. I finally feel like myself again.




I’m happy for you.




First of a 6 show stretch tonight.




They’ll be amazing.




You’re amazing.




JUNE 19 4:15 PM

Lover Boy


Have you been writing?




Trouble


I’ve been trying.




That’s all you can do.




JUNE 21 3:02 AM

Lover Boy


Send nudes




JUNE 21 8:23 AM

Trouble


Grow up




JUNE 21 12:49 PM

Lover Boy


Make me.




Oh wait, you already do ;)




Trouble


I find it hard to believe you’re in your thirties sometimes.




I’ve been spending too much time around Levi




Yeah. That’s it.




What can I say? I haven’t had sex in a week




And whose fault is that?




I may have made the rule, but it’s still your fault. No one would compare to you, Trouble.




Something tells me you’ll survive.




JUNE 23 2:18 PM

Trouble


Lilia Love cancelled. Family emergency.




Lover Boy


Well with a name like that, what did you expect?




Not funny. I don’t have time to find someone new. So now I have to see if there’s someone who can make their set longer. I could extend one of the new signs but then I don’t want the others to feel left out. But doing that will be easier than extending two forty-five-minute sets. I’m stuck.




First, take a deep breath. You’re spiralling, my little people-pleaser.




Second, none of the new signs will care if they aren’t chosen—I guarantee they’re all just happy to be performing at all. So pick the person who’s been at the label the longest. Or pick whoever the hell you feel like picking. It’s your show, Lennon. You can do whatever you want.




Also, it was a little funny.




Shut up.




But thank you.




JUNE 24 9:27 AM

Trouble


Two months.




Lover Boy


Counting down the days until you’re free of me, Lenny girl?




Yeah. Something like that.




JUNE 25 2:44 AM

Lover Boy


I miss you.




JUNE 25 8:53 AM

Trouble


Was that a drunk text?




Lover Boy


No.




Okay. Yes. But I meant it.




Oh.




I miss you.




You shouldn’t.




You saying you don’t miss me, Trouble?




Yes.




Liar.




JUNE 26 11:14 AM

Lover Boy


Hi, Trouble.




Trouble


Hi, Lover Boy.




Do you miss me now?




Still no.




JUNE 28 10:03 AM

Lover Boy


On the bus to Pittsburgh.




How’s concert planning going?




Trouble


Really good. Tickets go on sale at noon today.




I’m nervous.




It’s going to sell out, Lenny girl. You’ve got me headlining ;)




Still second-guessing that decision. You better make it worth the headache.




Ouch, Trouble.




I love it when you’re mean to me.




Shut up.




JUNE 28 9:14 PM

Trouble


We hit 3 million.




Lover Boy


I told you so.




Shut up.




But thank you.




What for?




For being worth it.




Anything for you, Trouble.




JUNE 29 1:19 AM

Lover Boy


Three weeks till I’m done.




Trouble


I know.




Excited to see me, Trouble?




In your dreams, Lover Boy.




JULY 1 12:01 PM

Lover Boy


Say happy birthday to Canada for me [image: regional indicator symbol letter c, regional indicator symbol letter a]




Trouble


Canada says tell it yourself




Wish I could. Any plans today?




Working. No days off in the music business. But you know that.




Do I ever.




JULY 3 2:28 AM

Trouble


Are you awake?




Lover Boy


Yes.




Are you okay?




I’m fine. Just thinking.




What are you thinking about?




My parents. The concert.




You.




It’ll be great. They would be proud of you. I know I am.




And I’m thinking about you too.




I never stop.




JULY 5 11:35 AM

Lover Boy


What’s your favourite flower?




Wait, let me guess. Roses? You seem like a roses girl.




Trouble


I don’t really have one. Roses are nice. Why?




Wouldn’t you like to know?




That’s…ominous.




You’ll see soon enough, Lenny girl.
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JUST TONIGHT
LENNON


“SEX ON FIRE” BY KINGS OF LEON

Baxter comes home in sixteen days.

I never thought I’d say it, but fuck, I’ve missed him. I lied when I told him I wouldn’t and when I told him I didn’t. It’s been hard to be apart—this distance has only shone a brighter light on my feelings for him, and it worries me because the concert is now just under two months away.

Which means so is the end of our arrangement.

But even though I’ve been missing him desperately, being apart has forced me to find other things to distract myself with. So now that the setlist has been finalized, I’ve been spending every waking moment focusing on the other aspects of planning the concert: vendors, volunteers, merchandising, marketing, fundraising, and all the other things necessary for a successful show. Though, if ticket sales were any indication, I’m sure it will be.

Getting Baxter as a headliner was truly the best thing I could have done for this show, even if I didn’t want to admit it at the time.

In the past few weeks, I’ve also managed to secure a handful of vendors and created a social media page to advertise, which I’ve been running myself. I’ve had some interest in a donation page for those who want to contribute but didn’t get a ticket, so I got that set up a few days ago. It’s been blowing up, and once I get merchandise created to sell online and at the show, I have no doubt I’ll hit my goal.

I’m in the midst of going through some merchandise options when my office phone rings. I hit save on the Excel spreadsheet and pick it up.

“Lennon Thorne,” I say to whoever is on the other end.

“Hey, Lens,” Addie’s voice comes through the phone. “A delivery came for you. Just letting you know it’s on its way up.”

My brows furrow. I don’t usually get packages sent to me at work, and I haven’t ordered anything for the concert yet, so I have absolutely no idea what it could be. “Huh, okay. Thanks, Ad,” I tell her, confusion laced in my tone. “Wanna tell me what it is?”

She lets out a soft laugh. “You’ll see,” is all she says before hanging up.

A few moments later, a knock sounds on my door. I open it to find a teenager—maybe seventeen—holding a gorgeous bouquet of red roses.

What the hell?

“Lennon Thorne?” he asks, looking at my name plaque on the door then back to me.

“That’d be me.”

“These are for you.” He holds them out to me. They’re already in a vase and everything.

I just stare at them. “From who?”

“I’m not sure, miss. I’m just the delivery guy.” He holds them out farther, signalling for me to take them. I do, letting out an awkward chuckle as he passes them to me.

“Thank you.”

He nods and turns to leave.

I move back into my office, kicking the door shut behind me, and set the roses on my desk. There’s an envelope resting on the top with my name on it.

I pick it up and round my desk, falling back into my chair to read it.

[image: letter]


I chuckle, rolling my eyes. Of course, Baxter would have a rider, and of course, he would send it to me in a bouquet of roses. Because why wouldn’t he?

I shake my head, pulling my lips between my teeth as I look inside the envelope. Finding a page with Lover Boy’s Rider written across the top, I begin to read.

[image: rider]


I roll my eyes at number five, though an unwelcome feeling strikes me. I know these will be for use with me, but I can’t help but think about the fact that after the concert, he’ll be using them with others again.

The thought makes me feel sick, and I find myself angry that I set an end date for us to begin with. I know it’s for the best, but I still hate myself for it.

I scan the list over again. It’s a pretty typical rider for the most part—excluding the part about puppies and kittens, because why would he make anything easy on me?—but number ten catches my eyes.

My whisky-coloured eyes.

And even though I know better, my stomach flutters at the reference to him needing me.

I smile and shake my head as I pull out my phone to text him.

Me


Puppies and kittens? Really, Baxter?




Lover Boy


Sorry, who is this?




My eyes roll so far back, I swear I can see my brain. It’s not like we’ve been texting daily for three weeks now or anything. He’s so fucking annoying.

But I decide to play along, referring to myself the way he did in the letter.

The one who makes your dreams come true.




Ah, Trouble. I had a feeling I’d be hearing from you.




I chuckle. This man both infuriates and invigorates me, and he knows it.

Number 10 is interesting too.




Number 10 is the most important one on the list.




My heart skips a beat as I read those words.

If it wasn’t already obvious, we’re skating into dangerous territory. No lines have been crossed yet, but I know with nearly absolute certainty that if I let our arrangement go on past the end date I regret setting, I’m going to get hurt. Which is why no matter how much I want to, I can’t change my mind about the timeline.

What are you doing right now?




Sitting at my desk staring at a massive bouquet of red roses. They’re beautiful, by the way. Thank you.




So are you.




My cheeks flush. How is it that this man can jump from being annoying as hell to so damn sweet in the blink of an eye?

Next thing I know, my phone is ringing, the photo of Baxter that he set as his contact picture filling my screen. I startle, nearly dropping my phone before quickly hitting the green button to answer.

“H-hello?” I stutter, caught off guard by the call. We’ve done a lot of texting in the past few weeks, but we’ve never spoken on the phone.

Ever.

“Hi, Lenny girl,” comes through the other end, and heat rushes to my core.

“Hi, Bax.” I pull my bottom lip between my teeth. “Why…why are you calling?”

I hear him swallow before he says, “I have about an hour before I need to go to soundcheck.” He pauses. “Wanted to hear your voice.”

I can’t help the smile that forms on my face. “How are things going?”

“Fine,” he states without much conviction. “How are things there?”

I nod even though he can’t see me. “They’re good. Things with the concert are coming along nicely.”

“Good,” he says gruffly. It’s silent for a moment before, “What are you wearing right now, Trouble?” comes out of him.

I burst out laughing. “Oh, so that’s why you called, eh?”

“What can I say?” he grunts, his voice raspy. “You have me addicted. I can’t get enough of you. Three weeks is too long without making you come.”

My cheeks heat as my eyes widen to saucers, his words shocking me to my core. It’s no wonder this man writes his own songs—his words alone are enough to make me fall for him. “Bax, I can’t right now. I’m at work.”

He chuckles. “Like that’s ever stopped us. Don’t you remember where this whole thing between us started?”

I scoff. “That was after hours. There was no one around.”

“Then how do you explain the other two times we fucked in your office? Those were both in the middle of the day.”

I chew on the inside of my cheek. He’s got me there. I guess you could say I have a new appreciation for public sex. There’s something thrilling about it.

I look through the window into the hallway. No one’s around right now either, so I get up, closing the blinds and locking the door before shutting off the light.

They can just think I took a late lunch.

“Fine.” I make my way back to my chair, glancing down at my outfit. “I’m wearing a flowy, cream-coloured dress that ends just above my knees with a pair of black, lace-up heels.”

He groans, causing me to smirk. It doesn’t take much to drive him crazy. “Really, Trouble? A sundress when I can’t see you? You’re mean.”

I swear I can hear him pout, which elicits another giggle from me. “It’s not a sundress. But you did tell me that it turns you on when I’m mean to you.” I pull my bottom lip between my teeth. “So, how am I doing so far?”

“Why don’t you come find out for yourself?”

I really, really wish that I could. But I don’t tell him that. “Sorry, Lover Boy. You’re gonna have to wait until you finish touring to remind me just how hard I make you.”

But damn, I do wish I could see him sooner. These next two weeks are going to suck.

Another groan falls from his lips. “Are you touching yourself, Trouble?”

I reach down, pulling the skirt of my dress up and pushing my panties to the side. My middle finger skates over my clit and I gasp, my eyes fluttering shut. “I am now.”

“That’s my girl,” Baxter praises.

My stomach flips at his words. He really is making it so damn hard not to fall in love with him.

“What about you, Lover Boy? Are you touching yourself?”

“Oh, baby. I’ve been jerking off since you answered the phone.”

My eyes widen, and I smirk, pressing my finger harder against my bundle of nerves. “Bax…” I moan as I pick up speed, moving my finger in circular motions.

He hums. “That’s it, Lenny girl. Pretend it’s me. Pretend it’s my fingers between your legs.”

I do as he says, picturing his finger swiping over my clit while he kisses his way up my thighs, and I whimper.

“Are you close, baby?”

I nod even though he can’t see me, pulling my bottom lip between my teeth. My movements get shaky as I push myself closer to the edge, a moan falling from my lips.

“Mmm, yeah you are, Lennon. So am I. Keep going, we’ll get there together.” His voice is slightly unsteady as he speaks, but the gruffness in his tone has blood rushing to my core. Hearing how turned on I make him is so goddamn sexy. “Let me hear you.”

“Bax, I—” My words get caught in my throat as I continue my movements. Before I know it, a wave crashes into me. I cry out as I fall over the edge, Baxter’s groans filling my ear as he reaches his climax, too.

My chest rises and falls as I catch my breath, the sound of Baxter’s heavy breathing mixing with mine. I pull my skirt back down, and after a beat, a raspy chuckle falls from his lips.

“You’re a bad influence on me, Trouble.”

A smirk crosses my face. “You wish, Lover Boy. If anyone here is a bad influence, it would be you.”

“I don’t know, Lenny girl. You almost made me late for soundcheck.”

I roll my eyes. It’s definitely him and I know he knows that—he’s just being his typical annoying self. “Whatever you say, Bax.” I bite my lip, my face falling as I glance down at my gold watch. “But speaking of…you probably should get going.”

I hear some shuffling on his end. “Yeah,” he says sadly. Clearing his throat, he adds, “I’ll, um…talk to you soon.”

His hesitation makes me giggle. “Okay, Bax,” I tell him. “Have a good show. Talk to you soon.”

…I love you.
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BACK TO YOU
BAXTER


“WHEREVER YOU WILL GO” BY THE CALLING

“Encore! Encore! Encore!” the sold-out crowd at Lucas Oil Stadium shouts.

I smile to myself from where I sit on an amplifier backstage, listening to the crowd. As resistant as I’ve been throughout this tour, I will never get tired of hearing people scream for me. I may not always look forward to hitting the stage, but every night when the time comes, I’m on. That’s never going to change, even if everything else in my life does.

I take a sip of water as Colt pats me on the shoulder. “You gonna give them what they want?”

I chuckle. “’Course I am, man. Just gotta make ʼem beg for it first,” I tease, shooting him a wink.

He shakes his head, smiling, and readies to head back out, too.

I take a deep breath and run back onstage. The crowd chants my name, and I soak in the way it makes me feel. The stage is my safe space, and I’ll never get sick of the feeling I get when I’m performing.

“Alright, Indy, one more for my favourite crowd,” I say into the mic, repeating the mantra I spew to every audience, making them all feel special, and they cheer in response. I signal to the guys to play, and then the intro for one of my most popular songs, “With You,” begins. It’s the song I always close with, and the only one I’ve ever written with my mom in mind.

I grab the microphone and say, “This one’s for my mom.” I point up at the sky as the crowd goes wild again, and then I let the lyrics pour out of me.

In the gentle cadence of the lullaby you used to sing

A melody that once promised forever, now a broken wing.

Through the faded scent of your perfume in the air

I'm reaching for your presence, but you’re not there.

The room is getting colder, the walls are closing in

In the emptiness of this place, where do I begin?

I can still see your face in the dark night’s blue,

With a longing ache, I wish to be with you.

I get lost in the lyrics and the vibration of my vocal cords. I bask in the warmth of the lights beating down on me, appreciating the sound of the audience singing along.

This is my moment, and no one can steal it from me.

As the song comes to an end, applause erupts around me. I wave and shout, “Thank you, Indy! I’ll be back!” before running offstage, followed by Colt and Levi.

We hand our instruments off to crew members to be put back into storage before making our way to the crowd of backstage-passholders. I sign a few autographs and take a few pictures before calling it quits and heading to the green room. Falling onto the couch, I pull out a smoke as Levi tosses us each a beer from the mini fridge.

“Well, that’s another show for the books. How’re you feeling?” Colt asks, taking the seat across from me.

I shrug, a puff of smoke falling from my lips. “Pretty good. Felt like the old me out there.”

“Acted like it, too,” Levi jokes as he lights his own cigarette.

Sixteen out of twenty-six shows are officially over. Nearly two-thirds of the way through the tour.

And honestly, the last ten shows can’t come soon enough.

I used to live for performing. I never cared much about the making of music as much as I did performing it. I’ve always loved what I do, I love my fans, and I love how my fans love me. I wasn’t lying when I said I felt like myself again tonight, and I think hearing Lennon come for me over the phone earlier had something to do with it.

But for the past few shows, I’ve been desperate for this tour to be over. Since the tour began, my head has been a mess. Every show has gone off without a hitch and the crowds are none the wiser, but I know. I’ve been off my game since the tour started back up. And now that tonight’s show is said and done, I’m back to wishing for it to end.

It’s an unwelcome feeling. I’ve never been one to turn down a chance to put on a show. It’s what I was made to do, and I’m one of the lucky bastards who gets to do it for a living. So there’s absolutely no reason why I’m so over this leg of the tour. Except for the fact that I was supposed to have completed this tour by early December last year—over six months ago—and now I’m back to doing two or three shows per night in random cities across central and northeast US for a bunch of songs I’m no longer focused on.

My mind is elsewhere. My new album has been my priority these last several months, along with a certain brunette who consumes my every thought.

The truth is, I’d rather be back in Toronto helping Lennon plan the benefit concert.

Because that’s a show that means something. These ones…they don’t.

And it feels stupid to be wasting what little time Lennon and I agreed to be friends with benefits for by being on tour, but I didn’t have much of a choice. My fans have been counting on me—waiting for these shows since they were postponed last October.

I’ll push through it. There are only two weeks left. Then I’ll be home and preparing for the benefit concert and spending as much time as possible drowning myself in Lennon before she inevitably calls us quits.

Though with each day that passes, I’m praying more and more that she won’t.

Maybe Colt was right.

Maybe I am falling in love with her.

“Dude,” Levi kicks my boot with his, pulling my attention back to the conversation.

“Yeah,” I huff.

“We partying tonight?”

“Nah.” I swig back the rest of my beer, tossing it into the recycling bin across the room. “I’m gonna head back to the hotel. You guys go ahead, though.”

Levi smirks. “Late night phone sex with Lemon?”

I roll my eyes and shake my head, both at his nickname for her and the question. Though if I get my way, he’s definitely not wrong.

“Fuck off,” is all I say in response as we head out back to where the cars are waiting. I say my goodbyes to the two of them as they hop into one while I make my way to the other.

I pull out my phone as the driver shifts into drive.

Me


Heading back to the hotel.




You still up?




We pull up in front of the hotel before she responds, so I make my way through the lobby to the bar. It’s quiet down here tonight, giving me plenty of space to brood in peace.

“Whisky on the rocks. Top shelf,” I demand from the bartender, who nods in my direction before turning to grab the most expensive bottle. I glance at my phone again to find no response still, and my shoulders fall. It’s late, but Lennon is a night owl—she’s usually still up at this time.

“Excuse me,” a soft, feminine voice says from beside me as the bartender returns with my drink.

I glance up to find a petite blonde woman with puppy-dog eyes staring back at me, her eyes scanning my body.

“Are you Baxter James?”

“No,” I grumble, turning away from her. Except she clearly knows I’m lying, because instead of leaving me alone like I was hoping she would, she takes the seat next to me.

“I was at your show tonight,” she purrs, resting her hand on my arm.

“And you followed me back here? That’s not creepy,” I mumble, my words dripping in sarcasm, and pull my arm away. I have security that escorts me to and from the stadiums, but every night when I get back to the hotel, they’re relieved. Hence why no one was around to stop this woman from approaching me.

She huffs a laugh, still not taking the hint. “Figured you might want some company.”

“Nah. I’m good.”

“C’mon, Baxter. I’ll let you do whatever you want to me.” She trails her finger down my arm, but my attention is stuck on my lit-up phone screen.

Trouble


I’m still up. You okay?




I open the message to respond, and the woman scoffs. “You’re checking your phone? What, did something better come up?”

I turn and glance at her again, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. Sure, she’s a beautiful woman, and the old me would’ve jumped at the chance to have her in my bed. But now, the idea of her getting anywhere near me is repulsive.

She’s not Lennon. And I only want Lennon.

“Actually, yes,” I grit out, more sternly this time. “And even if it didn’t, I said I’m good. So get lost before I have security escort you out.”

Her face falls, a world-class pout filling her face. This girl is not used to being told no. It gives me great pleasure to do just that.

My lips curl. “Get. Out.”

“Wow,” she huffs, collecting her purse from the bartop. “You really are a dick.”

“Good riddance,” I mumble to myself as I turn my attention back to Lennon’s text.

Better now.
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ONLY HUMAN
LENNON


“HALO” BY HALEY JAMES SCOTT

“Concert is coming up fast, eh?” my brother asks from where he stands at the barbeque.

I’m seated next to Emma at the patio set on their back deck, watching my niece and nephew in the pool while he grills us dinner.

“Sure is,” I respond over a wine cooler. “Six weeks to go. It’s crazy how fast time has flown by.”

It’s even crazier that there are only six weeks left of this arrangement with Baxter. An arrangement that, other than Paige hearing Isa’s slip in my office a few months back, my siblings still know nothing about. She never brought it up, and I’m hoping that, with any luck, it’ll end before she does.

“How are things coming along?” Emma asks.

I nod, a smile filling my face. “Good. Really good. Most of the vendors have been booked, and I approved most of the merch, so things are really coming together nicely.”

“That’s fantastic, Lens,” she replies, taking a sip of sparkling water. They just found out they’re pregnant with their third child, and I couldn’t be happier for the two of them.

“No more drama with the artists?” Dylan takes the seat across from me.

I shake my head. “Not since Lilia Love cancelled, but at least she had a valid reason—her father is having surgery that weekend. SON!C is the only one who screwed me over, and I haven’t heard a peep from them since.”

“And Baxter James?” Dylan inquires, a knowing look on his face. Paige must have said something to him. “From everything I’ve seen about the guy in the media, I would’ve thought there’d be some drama with him.”

My shoulders fall as he finishes, relieved that his comment wasn’t referring to me and Baxter. “He’s been great, actually.”

“Who’s been great?” Paige pipes up, walking through the sliding glass door carrying a salad bowl, Trevor in tow with their drinks.

“Baxter James.” Emma shoots Paige a smirk, as if they all know something I don’t.

Paige’s eyes widen. “Oh, are we finally talking about that?”

“Talking about what?” I ask, acting like I have no idea what’s going on. I have a strong feeling they know about us, but I don’t want to put my foot in my mouth on the off chance that they’re referring to something else.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know, Lens. It’s unbecoming.”

My brows furrow. “Well, hello to you too, sis. But what the hell are you talking about?”

“Auntie Wenny said a bad wod!” comes screeching from the pool before my four-year-old nephew Isaac runs over to me, soaking everything in his path.

I can’t help the laugh that falls from my lips as he plants his wet hands on my cheeks, his bright-green eyes that match his mom’s meeting mine. “Dat’s a bad wod, Wenny.”

“I’m sorry, bug,” I reply, rolling my lips together to fight a smile. “I’ll put a quarter in the jar. Promise.” I boop him on the nose as a smile fills his face again. With a nod, he runs and jumps back into the pool.

I shake my head with a smile before looking back to my siblings and in-laws, who all stare at me with concern written on their faces. My brows pull together as I say, “Elaborate, please.”

Paige sighs. “That comment Isa made in your office back in May. I know there’s something going on between you two.”

“Wait…what?” Dylan asks, his brows furrowed. “You and Baxter James?”

“Nora, Isaac, time to wash up for dinner!” Emma interrupts, clearly wanting to get my niece and nephew away from where she knows the conversation is going. She dries them off quickly before ushering them inside.

Trevor excuses himself as well, understanding this conversation should be between the three of us.

Once they’re gone, Dylan turns back to me with anger written clear on his face and whisper-yells, “What the fuck, Lennon?”

I flinch slightly. My brother rarely swears.

“I’ve been waiting for you to say something to bring it up again.” Paige crosses one leg over the other. “So, are you finally going to tell us the truth?”

I roll my eyes. “You guys don’t need to know everything about me.”

Paige’s brows pull together. “We’re your siblings, Lennon. We just want what’s best for you.”

“Yeah, and Baxter’s not it, right?”

“He’s not a good guy, Lens. We’ve all seen the news. He’s the world’s most notorious rock star for a reason.”

My jaw falls open, anger coursing through my bloodstream. “You don’t even know him.”

“How long has this been going on?” Dylan asks, a bite in his tone.

I shrug. “A while.”

“What’s a while?” Paige returns.

I roll my lips together. They’ve already figured it out, so there’s really no point in lying anymore. “The first time was the day of the trial. Back in January.”

Paige’s jaw falls open while Dylan’s tenses.

“Nearly seven months? And we’re just finding this out now?!”

I shake my head. “The first time was in January. I didn’t see him again until March, and then after SON!C bailed, he was the only suitable person available at the label to headline the concert. We’ve grown…closer…since he agreed to that.”

Dylan scoffs. “So, you’ve been fucking Baxter James since April, and we had no idea.”

I nod slightly. “You could say that.”

“God, Lennon.” Paige shakes her head. “I hope you’ve been to the doctor.”

My brows pull together. “He’s clean, and we use condoms. Besides, we’re exclusive.”

My brother barks a laugh. “Baxter James exclusive? I find that hard to believe. I swear to God, I’ll kill him.”

With a head shake, Paige adds, “What would Mom and Dad say?”

That question boils my blood. “First thing’s first—all Mom and Dad have ever wanted for any of us is happiness. Right now, I am happy, which is something I wasn’t sure I’d ever be again after they died. And that’s the second thing—it doesn’t really matter what they’d say because they aren’t here. Which really fucking sucks, and I’ll never fully move on from that. But they don’t get an opinion on my life anymore, and frankly, neither do either of you. We’re just having fun, and he’s actually been really good for me.”

Their jaws drop.

“How could an infamous asshole be good for you? And why the hell haven’t you told us about him before now if he is?” Paige shouts.

“Because I knew you’d react like this!” I wave my arms out in front of me. “I love you both, but I knew you wouldn’t approve. You’ve already been worried about me for months, and I knew if I told you I was friends with benefits with Baxter James, you’d only worry more. You’d think I was spiralling. And I’m tired of feeling like I can’t live my own life. I’m tired of feeling suffocated and judged for everything I do.”

Their faces fall, but I continue. “Baxter has been good for me. He broke down my walls and forced me to let someone in. He’s let me in, too. I know more about him than the majority of the world, including the two of you. He’s made me realize I’m not alone in all that I’ve been feeling. He’s been incredibly helpful and supportive with the concert. And he helped me fall in love with music again.”

I sigh, preparing to tell them the other secret I’ve been keeping from them for months. “Up until a month ago, I hadn’t written since the accident. I hadn’t even touched an instrument. Bax helped me get it back.”

Dylan looks at me confused. “You haven’t been writing?”

I shake my head, fidgeting with my hands.

“Lennon…I’m sorry.” Paige glances at Dylan before looking back to me. “We didn’t know you felt this way.”

I lift my shoulders. “I didn’t want you to.”

“You have changed these past few months. I thought it was just time healing.”

“Maybe time has helped some, but so has Baxter. And I’m sorry if you guys don’t approve, but I’m capable of making my own decisions.”

“We know you are, Lens.” Paige sighs in resignation. “I guess this was just the last thing we saw coming.”

“Trust me when I say that I didn’t see it coming either,” I mutter just loud enough for them to hear.

And it’s the truth. I didn’t see any of it coming.

Falling in love with him included.

“Anyway…can we eat now?”
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REQUIEM
LENNON


“LIKE A MAN POSSESSED” BY THE GET UP KIDS

Akaleidoscope of red and blue flashing lights. The sound of sirens wailing in the distance. The distinct smell of gasoline wafting through the air.

My senses are in overdrive as I open my eyes, and my head is throbbing. Taking in my surroundings, I see a fire engine blocking an intersection on my left, while some police officers corral the crowd gathered to watch the show. People have their phones out recording the scene, looks of shock crossing everyone’s face.

What the hell happened?

I glance around, trying to clear the fog filling my mind.

That’s when I look to my right—finding my mother with a piece of glass sticking out of her chest and my father in the back, blood streaming down his head, unconscious.

My breath catches.

Car accident.

“Oh, my god,” I sob. I quickly move to grab something, anything, that I can use to hold pressure on my mom’s chest with one hand while scrambling to unbuckle my seatbelt with the other, wincing as I do. “No, no, no. Come on!”

There’s nothing in reach, my seatbelt is stuck, and based on the sharp pain that shoots up to my shoulder when I move, I’m guessing my arm is broken.

“Mom, wake up!” I shake her firmly, careful not to bother the glass.

She stirs slightly but doesn’t wake.

“Dad. Daddy, please,” I cry as I reach over my seat as far as I can to tap him, too, but nothing.

We’re going to die in here.

“Someone, please help me!” I scream, watching through tear-filled eyes as first responders begin to arrive on scene. I rush to open my door to get someone’s attention, but it won’t budge.

“Someone, please!” I bang on the door as hard as I can, hoping, praying, waiting for someone to hear me. “I need help!”

The sound of glass shattering from behind me causes me to startle, and then someone says, “Ma’am, stay calm. We’re going to get you out of here.”

I look back to see one of the firefighters through the window beside my dad.

“Please, h-help,” I beg.

“We are, ma’am. Are you injured?”

“M-my arm. I think it’s br-broken. My seatbelt is stuck. It h-hurts to breathe. But my parents—” The words rush out of me as if he can’t see them.

“I know, ma’am. What’s your name? Is it just you three in the car?”

“Lennon, y-yes. Please h-help them.”

“Lennon, I’m going to come around to get you out first while the rest of my team works on prying these doors open to help your parents, okay?”

I nod, more tears welling in my eyes. He leaves, and I turn to look back out the shattered front windshield. I watch as more firefighters pull the other driver out of their window just as the car begins to catch fire. They set the man on his feet while paramedics rush over to check him out. The fact that he’s standing, alert, and talking seems like a good sign to me.

Or at least better than my parents.

“Okay, Lennon,” the firefighter yells. “I’m going to use this tool to pry open your door so I can get to you, alright?”

I nod, pulling my body away from the door to protect myself.

A minute later, the door is open and the firefighter is cutting through my seatbelt. It loosens, and although it hurts, I feel like I can breathe again.

“Hi, Lennon. I’m Jacob,” he says once I’m free.

Smiling softly, he moves to the side to make room as a paramedic rushes over to me, giving me a quick once-over and wrapping a C-collar around my neck.

“Do you think you can walk?” she asks.

“Yes, I-I think so.” I steadily move to get out of the vehicle, the EMT on one side of me and Jacob on the other. Once I’m out, Jacob holds me up as I turn back to see firefighters prying open the doors on the other side to get to my parents. “Are they going to be o-okay?”

It’s a stupid question, I know. He doesn’t know. But I need someone to give me some hope because all I have right now is worry.

“I’m not sure, but I hope so. Come this way and we’ll get you set up in an ambulance. Your parents will each be put in one, too, and they’ll take you all to Mount Sinai Hospital. The doctors will be able to answer your questions better than I can, okay?”

I nod, looking back at him. He looks to be about my age, maybe a few years older. He’s tall, maybe six-foot-one, and he has bright-blue eyes. He looks kind. “Thank you, Jacob,” I tell him as he leads me to the nearest ambulance.

“Just doing my job, Lennon.” He smiles sadly back at me.

Jacob leaves me with the paramedics, and I watch from the back of the ambulance as my parents are removed from my smashed up car, each of them loaded onto a stretcher. Another tear falls, and I bite the inside of my cheek, eyes scanning the scene, trying to remember what happened.

I catch sight of the other driver near another ambulance across the intersection as a cop approaches him. Next thing I know, the cop is holding something up and the driver is blowing into what I’m sure can only be a breathalyzer.

Oh. My. God.

“Are you okay, miss?” one of the paramedics asks, noticing my rise in heart rate on the cardiac monitor I’m hooked up to.

“No. I don’t think I am.”
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“BROKEN” BY LIFEHOUSE

I startle awake, shooting up in bed. Tears stream down my face as my chest rises and falls. My breathing picks up, the image of my mom bleeding out next to me and my dad unconscious in the backseat stuck in my mind. I press my palms into my eyes, hoping to force the memory away, but it doesn’t budge.

Gripping the sheets on either side of me, I squeeze my eyes shut and bite the inside of my cheek, trying to focus on the pain.

Just breathe, Lennon. You’re okay. You’re alive.

I shakily breathe in, keeping my eyes glued shut. I may be alive, but my parents aren’t.

I exhale slowly, trying to calm my breathing as I press two fingers to the pulse point on my wrist. My heart rate is erratic, and I can’t quite catch my breath as my tears fall faster than I can keep up with them.

I reach for my phone on my bedside table. Through blurred vision, I search for the contact I’m looking for—the only person I want to talk to right now—and press call, holding the phone up to my ear.

My leg shakes as I listen to the ringing. It continues a few times before I hear a click, getting the voicemail. I shouldn’t be surprised—it is nearing four in the morning.

I leave a brief message, stuttering through my tears. Then I hang up and drop my phone on the bed beside me as a sob racks my chest.

I scramble out of bed toward my bathroom. I turn on the tap and splash cold water on my face in an attempt to force my temperature back to normal. Tears continue streaming down my face, my breathing staggered as I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

After the accident, I was having nightmares almost every night. Usually some variation of the accident, sometimes my parents were there and alive, other times it was just me in the car. But I haven’t had one in months, and none of them were ever as vivid or real as this one.

Because this one wasn’t just a nightmare—it was a memory.

It was the memory.

I thought at that moment that we were all going to die. If only I’d known then that I’d be forced to grieve the loss of both my parents instead.

Dying would’ve been less painful than losing them has been.

I thought I was doing better. I still miss them, of course—I will for the rest of my life, and I do still feel like I’m to blame for the role I played in the accident. But it hasn’t been a constant thought in my mind. I haven’t been thinking about the fact that they’re gone, instead trying to focus on all the ways they’re still with me.

But I guess God or the universe or whoever the hell is controlling my life doesn’t want me to forget. Not that I ever could. That day changed my life, and it will stay with me until the day I die. I will forever wish it had been me who died instead of them, but I’ve also come to realize beating myself up over something that was out of my control doesn’t do anybody any good.

Except here I am, being tortured with the memory of the accident as I’ve finally started to move on.

I should’ve known it wouldn’t be that simple.

Once my breathing slows slightly, I make my way back to my room, climbing into bed. I curl up on my side, folding into myself as my tears stain my pillowcase, my mind running wild with images of my parents.

Talking with Dylan and Paige yesterday must have triggered something in my mind. Something that caused the memory of the accident to replay over and over.

Haunting me.

Tormenting me.

Reminding me of just how much I’ve lost.

Convincing me once again that I’m the reason they’re dead.

No matter how much I distract myself, or how many times people tell me otherwise, that feeling has never really gone away. I can numb it, I can pretend like it isn’t there, but no matter what I do, nothing will ever fully make me stop blaming myself.

I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut, trying to force myself to sleep in hopes it will shut my mind off for at least a little while.

But sleep never comes.
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MOMENT OF TRUTH
BAXTER


“SOLDIER” BY GAVIN DEGRAW

“Bax.” Lennon’s voice is strangled as she says my name, followed by a stuttered apology for leaving me a message in the middle of the night.

My heart crawls further up my throat with each croak of her voice. She’s crying. Why though, she doesn’t say, and that worries me even more.

There’s a brief pause, my knee bouncing as I listen to the message she left me. I knew her calling at quarter-to-four in the morning wasn’t for a good reason, but hearing the nerves in her voice as she cries splits my heart in two. I hate myself even more for leaving my phone on silent overnight as the words, “I-I need y-you,” come out in one breath.

It’s with that phrase that I’m on my feet and moving before I can even think twice. Everything I should be thinking about disappears from my mind, Lennon becoming my one and only focus.

I call her back as I pull on my black combat boots, but she doesn’t pick up. My mind runs rampant about everything that could be wrong as I try her again.

Still nothing.

So I rush out the door of my hotel room in Cleveland, shrugging on my leather jacket as I do. The door slams shut, and I dial Kevin’s number as I head toward the elevator.

“Whoa, Bax, where’s the fire?” Levi calls from behind me, but I don’t look back.

The elevator doors open, and I turn around, pushing the button for the lobby before looking up at my two best friends, who watch me with confused looks on their faces.

“Lennon,” is all I say as the elevator doors close.

It takes its sweet-ass time going down, but I finally make it to the lobby. I rush outside, phone pressed to my ear as I push my way through the paparazzi, approaching the car that stays waiting for me.

I get inside, the driver looking at me, silently asking where I’m headed. “The airport,” I bark at the same time that Kevin answers the phone.

“Why are you going to the airport?” Kevin asks. “It’s not even ten a.m. Why are you up? What’s going on? ” His tone is worried, clearly catching the bite in mine and sensing that something’s wrong.

“It’s Lennon.”

A sigh falls from Kevin’s lips. “Baxter, you have a show tonight.”

“I need to see her,” I grit out, my frustration growing. “Is my plane ready?”

He’s silent for a moment. “It will be by the time you arrive.” I can almost hear his brows furrow on the other end. “But make it quick. Bring her back with you if you must. You only have seven hours before you need to be at the stadium. It’s your first show here—you need to be back for it.”

A growl works its way up my throat. “Fine.”

I hang up the phone.
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The flight from Cleveland to Toronto is barely an hour, so it’s not even noon by the time I make it to Lennon’s apartment building. That gives me just over three hours before I have to be back at the airport to make it to Cleveland Browns Stadium for soundcheck at five.

I don’t even know if she’s here, since I still haven’t heard back from her, but I figured it’s the first place I should check. I approach the front door where her doorman, Kenny, awaits. He smirks when he sees me coming, pulling the door open for me.

“Good morning, Mr. James,” he says with a kind smile.

“Morning, Kenny,” I rasp, walking through the door. “Is she in?”

With his nod, my shoulders fall. At least she’s safe, even if she’s hurting. He buzzes me through the next set of doors, and I continue up to Lennon’s apartment on the eighth floor.

The elevator dings, letting me know I’ve reached her floor. I hurry down the hall until I come to a stop outside her door—number eight-zero-eight. I grit my teeth and bring my knuckles up, knocking firmly.

“One sec,” I hear from the other side. I grit my teeth as I listen for her footsteps.

A moment later, the door swings open, a sharp intake of breath escaping her. “Baxter?”

I take a step forward, wrapping my arms around her. She does the same to me, gripping my jacket like it’s her lifeline. We stay like that for a moment, just holding onto each other like we’ve spent four years apart rather than four weeks.

When she pulls away slightly, she looks me up and down as if to make sure I’m really here before she meets my eyes. “Y-you’re here. You came?”

I swallow roughly, my eyes holding on hers. “You called.”

Her eyes widen slightly before she tears her gaze from mine, a pink tinge working its way to her cheeks. “I’m sorr⁠—”

“Don’t,” I grit out, interrupting her. “Don’t apologize, Lennon. Not to me. Not for anything.”

A sad smile fills her face as I press my lips to her forehead. Pulling back, I let my eyes roam her body, taking a moment to examine the woman I haven’t seen in nearly a month—the woman who has filled every space in my mind in that time.

She’s dressed in a light-blue silk pajama top and matching shorts that leave very little to the imagination, the same ones she was wearing when I came by on the anniversary of the accident, and I feel myself growing hard as I take her in. Her eyes are slightly red and her face is puffy from crying, but she’s even more beautiful than my mind remembered.

“Are you okay? Why didn’t you answer when I called you back?”

“You called me back?” Her brows pull together.

My expression mirrors hers as I say, “Of course, I did. I was worried about you.”

She shakes her head, her face falling. “My phone must’ve died…I’m sorry. But I’m fine,” she stammers, tears beginning to well in her eyes again. “It was just a bad dream. I shouldn’t have called in the first place.”

“Lennon,” I rasp, my voice pulling her attention back to me. “I’m glad you called.”

“But…the show.”

I press my forehead against hers, her hands coming up to grip my wrists. “Fuck the show, Lenny girl. You’re more important.”

A blush rises in her cheeks as my eyes stray to her lips. It takes everything in me to restrain from pressing my mouth against hers.

“Bax…” Her tongue darts out over her lips as she glances down at mine. She clears her throat before she continues, her voice scratchy. “You should kiss me now.”

A low growl falls from me at her words. My hands roam her body, pulling her flush against me as my mouth hovers inches from hers.

“What about the rules?” I rasp.

She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. “Fuck the rules,” she whispers, her words mimicking mine from seconds ago.

“About fucking time,” I growl, slamming my mouth to hers.

She whimpers as I sweep my tongue over her lip, begging for entry. Tilting her head back slightly, she opens her mouth for me. Her arms come up around my neck, her fingers tangling in my hair.

“Get a room,” someone murmurs in the hall behind us.

I’d forgotten we were still standing in her doorway, too wrapped up in her to care. She giggles against my lips as I wrap an arm around her, pushing her back into her apartment, not breaking the kiss. I kick the door shut behind me before grabbing Lennon by the legs and lifting her.

I’ve been here enough times now to know my way around, even with my eyes shut. Keeping my mouth glued to hers, I head toward the kitchen island, setting her atop it. Her legs wrap around me as I wedge myself between them, my fingers gripping her hips.

Our tongues tangle together, our breaths becoming frantic and choppy and one.

I don’t know how I’ve managed to go this long without kissing her again.

“Lennon,” I groan, sucking her bottom lip between my teeth before pulling back to meet her eyes. The hazel pools swirling with lust consume me entirely. “Come back with me.”

“Bax…” she pants, her chest rising and falling as she tries to catch her breath. “I can’t.”

My face falls. I knew she wouldn’t agree, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask.

Her fingers play with the hair at my nape as she continues. “I would if I could, but I have to work this week. It’s too close to the concert, and I still have a lot to do.”

I nod. “I know. I understand.” I press my lips to her forehead. “You’re coming next weekend, though. For my last show.”

“Is that a good idea? We agreed not to be seen together in public. People are going to talk.”

“So let them. I want you there.” I tuck a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Please come, Lenny girl. Come to one show of mine before the benefit concert in a few weeks. I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

Her face falls slightly, and I instantly want to punch myself for even bringing it up. Because the mention of the concert is just another reminder that our arrangement is coming to an end soon.

She steels her expression, looking up at me with a smile that doesn’t quite meet her eyes. “Okay. Yes. I’ll come.”

I grin at her, pressing another gentle kiss against her lips, as a realization stabs me in the chest.

Colt was right. I’m in love with Lennon. And if I don’t figure out a way to tell her soon, I’m going to lose her.

For good.
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SINKING LIKE A STONE
LENNON


“MIND OVER MATTER” BY YOUNG THE GIANT

It’s the final show of Baxter’s No Promises tour, and as I promised last week, I’m sitting in his dressing room listening to the hum of Colt’s guitar and the echo of Baxter’s voice onstage.

I got here just as the show was beginning. Baxter knew I’d be late because I had to wait on a merchandise delivery for the concert, so I ended up having to take a later flight. Baxter’s driver picked me up from the airport and took me to the hotel so I could drop my things off and change before bringing me here. Kevin was waiting for me when I arrived backstage and led me to the dressing room, where I’ve been sitting for the past fifteen minutes.

I really should get out there—watch him from the side of the stage. But my head has been a mess since I landed. For whatever reason, I’ve been a ball of anxiety since last weekend when Baxter invited me to the show, and I can’t quite pinpoint why.

Maybe because this is the first show of his I’ve ever been to.

Maybe because I haven’t been able to get my mind off the way he kissed me last weekend, and I’m worried he won’t do it again tonight.

Maybe because this is starting to feel less and less like a friends with benefits arrangement and more and more real with every moment we spend together.

Something about this last week has changed things for us. The lines are becoming more blurred. After that kiss, I can’t tell which way is up and which way is down. My heart and my head can’t tell what’s real anymore, and it’s terrifying.

Because Baxter James is not the type of man to settle down. There’s no reason why that would change for me. And what’s worse is that I knew this would happen, so the only person I can blame is myself.

I take a few more minutes, giving myself time to breathe before I see him in his element and inevitably fall even deeper into this whole thing.

Allowing my eyes to wander around his dressing room, I catch sight of the bowl of assorted sour candies Baxter can’t go onstage without, as well as two packs of Marlboro Blacks and a red lighter lying on the table by the door.

I make my way to the table and pop a candy in my mouth as I pull out a cigarette. Placing the filtered end between my lips, I hold the lighter to the tip and inhale, letting the smoke that burns my throat billow around me as I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

My eyes are shaded dark with black liner framing them. My hair is styled in messy waves that I fluff with my fingers. After I put out the cigarette in the ashtray on the vanity, I touch up my dark-red lipstick. Then with a sharp exhale, I turn and head toward the door.

The decibel level increases tenfold as I swing it open. I smile to myself as I make my way to the side of the stage where I can see the guys, taking in everything happening backstage as I walk. This is nowhere near my first time being backstage at a concert, but the energy of the crew and watching the groupies fawn over the performers never gets old.

The crowd is electric when I catch sight of Baxter under a spotlight, a dark-red guitar in hand and his lips pressed to the microphone. Colt is to his right holding his own purple guitar, playing in perfect rhythm while Levi sits at the drums at the back of the stage, completely lost in the music.

Baxter scans the crowd until, like a moth to a flame, his eyes land on me. A small look of shock crosses his face before it morphs into pure joy. I hold his gaze as I smile at him, completely blown away by the talent of the man in front of me. He holds my eyes for a moment as he sings, his focus on me not once pulling him from the song.

I wasn’t lying to him all those months ago when I said I’d never gone out of my way to listen to his music. But after he practically begged me to start that night, I did. If I didn’t know it already, it’s clear Baxter is talented as hell. His singles are still my least favourite songs of his, and for good reason. He has so much range, and the songs that become singles all sound somewhat the same—which makes sense, I suppose. But it really showed me how much I was missing out on.

One song morphs into the next, the crowd cheering for each one. He puts on a fantastic show—like he was made to be onstage. I’ve never seen anyone look so at ease while performing. He’s the embodiment of someone who loves what he does, and watching him now tells me just how right I was in getting him to headline the benefit, no matter how much I hated the idea at first.

His eyes find me every so often, and the butterflies in my stomach flutter every time. Somehow, even in a crowd full of people, he’s drawn to me the way I am him.

It’s exhilarating. And terrifying. Because we’re temporary, and with each day that passes, I get more hung up on him, even knowing he could never truly feel the same.

I’m pulled from my thoughts when I feel eyes on me that aren’t coming from the stage. Glancing around, I catch sight of a woman who looks about my age standing a few people away, her eyes glued to me. She’s got short, curly, blonde hair and mesmerizing eyes, though I can’t tell what colour they are in the darkness of the stadium.

She looks familiar, but I can’t quite place her.

I smile and make my way over to where she’s standing. As she notices me walking in her direction, she tears her gaze from me, embarrassed that she’s been caught.

“Hi,” I yell over the music, holding out my hand. “I’m Lennon.”

She shakes her head, blinking at my hand before looking at me. “I-I know,” she stutters. “I’m a huge fan.” Her hand connects with mine, shaking it nervously. I’m almost certain I’ve met her before, but I can’t for the life of me figure out where.

“Thank you.” I laugh. “What’s your name?”

She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. “Sadie…” she states. “Sadie Armstrong.”

And then it clicks.

My eyes widen, and I lean forward, resting a hand on her arm. “Oh, my god!” I exclaim, realizing exactly who she is. “You’re Sadie? I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you! God, you’re performing at my concert next month—I should’ve known who you are.”

“That’s okay.” She chuckles, her eyes lighting up. “I’m just a baby artist, and I’m sure you’ve had a lot on your mind with planning that. It’s a super fun idea, by the way. Thanks for including me. I’m excited for it.”

I smile. “Thank you for agreeing to it. Though I’m sure you weren’t given much of a choice by the label, I’m glad you’re looking forward to it.”

She laughs softly.

“What are you doing here?”

She glances toward the stage before looking back to me. “Colt is my older brother. He invited me.”

My eyes widen again. I guess I don’t know as much about Colt as I thought, because I had no idea he had a sister, and especially not that it’s Sadie. “Oh, wow. Goes to show what I know.”

“What about you?” she returns my question.

I tear my eyes from her, an awkward chuckle falling from my lips. “I’m, um…kind of seeing Baxter?”

Now it’s her turn to be shocked. Something tells me if Sadie is close to Colt, she’s close to Levi and Baxter, too, and she would find out soon enough.

“Shit,” is all she says.

I pull my lips between my teeth, desperately trying, and failing, not to laugh. “My thoughts exactly.”
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“BRIDGES BURN” BY NEEDTOBREATHE

I stand with Sadie until the last song of the night starts up, then I turn to her and ask, “I’m going to head to the bathroom before they’re done. Wanna come?”

She nods and follows me, heading toward the bathrooms near the green room.

When we finish, I grasp Sadie by the hand, both of us pushing our way through the crowd of backstage-passholders so we can be the first to greet the guys as they make their way offstage. I’m staring at the floor, trying to watch my step, when I bump directly into someone. Hands wrap around my biceps to keep me from falling over as I glance up, startled.

“Shit, sor—” I begin, losing my train of thought as my eyes find Nathan’s.

Oh, fuck. What are the chances I’d run into my ex-boyfriend at the show of the man currently rocking my world both on and off the stage?

It’s been eight months since I last saw Nate at my parents’ funeral. We stayed in touch a bit over Christmas, but we haven’t spoken since then.

If I’m being honest, I haven’t even really thought about him since then. Which sounds bad, considering we were together for six years, but breaking up with him right after my parents died kind of numbed it for me. The accident changed me for the worse, and it got to the point where I couldn’t stand to be around him.

Our romantic relationship had died long before that day, but I held on simply because even though we weren’t in love anymore, I still loved him dearly. Even now, I hold love in my heart for him. He was comfortable for me—we’d been together since we were seventeen and eighteen and had been friends for even longer than that.

But then the accident happened and my parents died, flipping my whole world upside down. I stopped loving myself entirely, constantly feeling like I was to blame.

I still feel that way from time to time, just a little bit less so now.

Everything changed with my parents gone. I didn’t know who I was anymore. They’d been my biggest constants since the age of six, and I didn’t know how to cope with losing them.

All I wanted—all I still want—was for them to come back, even if just so I could tell them I love you and thank you and goodbye, which I never got to say.

But they couldn’t, and nothing felt right anymore. I didn’t recognize myself. I didn’t recognize my life.

So I did what I do best—I pushed him away. I made the tough decision to end things between us permanently.

I needed to learn to love myself again. I needed to stand on my own two feet for once in my life, because I’d never really done it before. And I couldn’t do that and be with him at the same time.

I missed him at first, but it helped knowing he was at least still alive and well, whereas my parents were not. I still stand by my reasons for ending things. I may be doing better than I was then, but I’m still not fully healed.

I’m not sure that I ever will be.

“Lennon?” Nathan’s eyes go wide as he takes me in. “Oh, my god, how are you?”

He releases my arms as we shuffle off to the side and out of the way of the other concert goers and crew members, my hand still wrapped around Sadie’s. I glance at her sheepishly before looking back to him.

He looks the same—his dirty-blond hair still buzzed short, donned in a black T-shirt and jeans like he always was.

“I’m okay,” I tell him, because it’s the truth. Things have been going better for me as of late, but I still wouldn’t qualify myself as good.

“What are you doing here?” His brows pull together. “You’ve never been a fan of Baxter James.”

I bite my bottom lip as I huff a laugh, scanning the room while I try to think of an excuse. The last thing I need is for Nathan to find out I actually might be his biggest fan now.

Sadie seems to notice my hesitation, replacing her concerned look with a bright smile, and jumps in. “My brother is Baxter’s guitarist, and I invited Lennon to come with me.”

She holds her right hand—the one not grasped in mine—out to Nathan. He takes it with no hesitation, though confusion is clear in his face.

“I’m Sadie. I was signed to Revolution earlier this year, and Lennon and I have become good friends,” she lies easily, and I breathe a sigh of relief, squeezing her hand in a silent thank you.

Nate nods in understanding. “Ah, okay. I’m Nathan—Lennon’s ex-boyfriend.”

Sadie’s eyes widen slightly before she regains her composure. She’s clearly realizing how fucked up a situation this is.

Turning back to me, he smiles. His eyes scan my body before finding my face again. “You look good, Lennon. Happy.”

I smile softly, glancing at the floor before looking back up at him. “Thanks, Nate. So do you. How are you?”

He smiles, looking over my shoulder. I glance behind me, finding a beautiful woman with golden-blonde hair standing behind me, watching us.

My shoulders slump, relief coursing through me. Not that I thought he’d be pining after me—he’s a total catch, just not the one meant for me. But part of me did worry our breakup would hit him harder.

I look back to Nathan with a smirk on my face and my brows raised.

He meets my eyes, a blush rising in his cheeks, and smiles. “I’m good.” He glances at the woman again. “That’s Macy. She and I… We just… I mean⁠—”

“Nate, it’s okay.” I laugh. “It’s been almost eight months—you’re allowed to move on. In fact, I’m glad you have. I’m happy you’re happy.”

“Thanks, Lens.” He smiles again. “What’s new with you? Anyone special?” He gives me a knowing look, which causes me to blush.

As awkward as this would be for most people, it really isn’t for us. We were friends for way longer than we dated, and though I’ve been distant as of late, I’m glad we can still talk openly with each other, even after everything.

That doesn’t keep me from denying his question, though. Partly because my reasons for breaking up with him are still relevant, and also because I don’t want to admit that the person I’ve moved on with is the one he just watched perform.

So I shake my head. “No one relevant,” I lie. The truth is too scary. “But I am planning a benefit concert for my parents. I’m sure you’ve heard of it… No Strings Attached?”

His face lights up. “I have! I tried to get tickets, but they sold out so quickly. I didn’t know you were in charge, but I should’ve. It’s exactly what your parents would want. I’m proud of you. They would be, too.”

“Thanks, Nate.” I smile up at him. “I have some backstage passes left, and I can set two aside for you, if you want…” I offer, tossing a thumb behind me toward Macy.

He glances in that direction momentarily as he exclaims, “That would be amazing, Lens. Thank you. It really is good to see you.” He leans down, wrapping his arms around me.

I release Sadie’s hand from mine as I reach up to return the hug. “It’s good to see you, too, Nate.”

He squeezes me closer, and I let him, all our years of friendship flashing through my mind. I’m just about to pull away when the words, “Get your hands off her and walk away before I fucking make you,” come roaring from someone behind me.

My eyes flash open.

Oh, shit.
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“COME UNDONE” BY JACKSON WATERS

The show goes off without a hitch, and before I know it, we’re heading offstage. The crowd was electric throughout the entire set, and knowing Lennon was here watching made me feel that much more alive.

This past week has been different between us. Our texts have been fewer and more far between, but much more…intimate, when they do happen. I think that kiss last weekend awakened something in both of us. Something neither of us have wanted to acknowledge before now.

Something I know I’d be content to ignore if it were that easy. But now that I know her and I’ve had her…I can’t imagine ever letting her go.

As we make our way through the curtains, I pass my guitar to one of the crew members. Security blocks all the backstage-passholders who scream and shout for our attention, but my eyes are too focused searching for Lennon to worry about them. I didn’t see her when I looked over during that last song, and I’m hoping she decided to wait for me in my dressing room—which is where I intend to look next.

Right after I sign a few autographs, that is.

I paste a smile on my face and look toward the crowd. It takes no more than five minutes of taking selfies with fans for my eyes to find her like a magnet. And as soon as I do, my brows pull together.

She’s standing near the bathroom with Sadie, talking to some guy. He looks about her age, with short, blond hair. He’s tall, probably about six-foot. Based on his expression, they seem to know each other.

But that doesn’t keep a pit from growing in my stomach.

“Uh oh.” Levi whistles from beside me. “Looks like Groupie has a groupie.”

I let out a low growl at his comment. I don’t get jealous. I don’t do feelings, so jealousy has never been an emotion I’ve felt. But as I watch him lean down and wrap his arms around her, I see fucking red.

Or maybe I should say green.

“Bax, don—” Colt starts as I storm toward them. He tries to hold me back, reaching for my shoulder, but I evade him, marching right up to them.

I don’t even think before the words come out of my mouth.

“Get your hands off of her and walk away before I fucking make you,” I roar, loud enough for practically the entirety of backstage to hear.

If people didn’t know about Lennon and me before, they’re sure as hell about to.

Lennon pulls away from the hug and the guy cowers slightly before realizing who’s talking to him—then his face lights up, making me frown even more.

“Holy sh-shit,” the guy stutters. “You—You’re Baxter James.”

“I am.” I take a step toward him, blocking Lennon from his view. “And who the fuck might you be?”

The guy opens his mouth to speak, but Lennon moves between us before he can. “Baxter, don’t,” she demands, the look on her face mirroring my anger.

“Lennon?” the guy asks from behind her. “You know Baxter James?”

She rolls her eyes, her frustration not dissipating. “Unfortunately, yes.” She holds my eye contact as she says it, and my face falls.

“Ooooh, Lover Boy’s in trooouuuble,” Levi teases from behind us. A grunt follows, likely from Colt elbowing him, but I refuse to turn away from Lennon. She may be fierce as hell, but she doesn’t scare me.

Losing her does. But she doesn’t.

“Lennon—” I start, but she holds up a hand, cutting me off. She spins around to face the other guy, her tone completely changing as she speaks to him.

“It was good to see you, Nate. I’ll be in touch about the passes, okay?” She smiles at him, and my jaw clenches. I want to say something else, but I keep my mouth shut.

He nods, glancing from her to me. I keep my gaze trained on him, and if looks could kill, he would be dead right now. “Sounds good.” He walks past us, waving to Sadie along the way. “Nice meeting you, Sadie.”

“Nice meeting you, too, Nathan.” She smiles kindly as he passes. He wraps his arm around a petite blonde woman waiting a few feet away and they leave.

Shit. I’m fucked.

Turning back to Lennon, I back down slightly. She still has a pissed off look on her face as she moves past me toward my dressing room, and I spin quickly on my heels to follow her.

“Lennon, wait.” I grab her arm, spinning her around just as her hand reaches the doorknob. I don’t even care that my friends and a bunch of random strangers are witnessing me chase after a girl right now, which tells me everything I need to know about how deep into this I am—because the old me definitely would’ve.

Matter of fact, the old me never would’ve chased the girl in the first place.

“What the fuck was that, Baxter?”

“He was touching you. No one should be touching you without your consent.”

Her eyes narrow to slits. “It was a hug, Baxter. And in case you didn’t notice, which your dumbass clearly didn’t, I was hugging him back. He had my consent.” She rips her arm from my grasp. “You, on the other hand, currently do not.”

I grit my teeth. “Who was he?”

She scoffs, crossing her arms over her chest. “My ex. You know, the one I was with for six years? We were also friends for fourteen fucking years before that. It was an amicable breakup, and he’s moved on. I haven’t seen or really even heard from him since my parents’ funeral. It was just a hug.”

Her words stab me in the chest.

Well, shit.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.” I swallow roughly, unable to pull my focus from the fact that she only said he’s moved on, not we’ve. “Have…um…you moved on?” I ask hesitantly, readying myself for more anger and also preparing for her answer, worried she’s going to say no.

Instead, she softens. “Isn’t it obvious that I have?” Her golden irises find mine. “I moved on before we even broke up. Not physically, but I’d been mentally checked out of that relationship for a long time. We both had. My parents dying just made me admit it. So yes, I’ve moved on, Baxter. With you. You acted like a caveman for nothing.”

My lip quirks up at her words, and she rolls her eyes again, but I can tell she’s fighting a smile too.

“I got jealous,” I admit, shocking the hell out of all five of us.

She just watches me for a moment before shaking her head, a smile appearing on her face. “You got jealous.”

I huff a laugh, nodding. “You see what you do to me, Lenny girl?”

Her eyes roll as she lets out an exasperated sigh, but I don’t miss the way her cheeks flush pink. “Let’s go, Lover Boy. Now you really need to make tonight worth my while.”
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“DRESS” BY TAYLOR SWIFT

Ignoring the stares from everyone backstage, I swing open the dressing room door and drag Baxter inside. It takes less than two seconds for him to spin me around and slam it shut, pushing me up against it.

“You sure do have a knack for trapping me against walls, don’t you?” I tease, my voice breathy.

“Mhm,” he hums as he leans down, placing a soft kiss right on my collarbone before meeting my eyes. “Hi, Lenny girl.”

“Hi, Bax,” I say with a smile. “Great show tonight.”

He groans. “You talking about the music, or the jealousy act?”

I chuckle as I lift my shoulders. “Both.”

Truth be told, seeing Baxter get jealous over Nathan had the blood rushing straight to my core. It may be against our rules, but at this point, we’ve broken so many I can’t find it in me to care.

He shakes his head, smiling before leaning down to kiss the spot again, this time licking a trail up my neck. My eyes flutter shut, and I lean my head back against the door as a whimper falls from my lips.

“You are undeniably perfect, Lennon,” he rasps, tucking a piece of stray hair behind my ear and then resting his palm against my cheek.

I take advantage of the intimate gesture and lean into it slightly.

“You’re going to break my heart, aren’t you?”

My voice gets caught in my throat at those words. Maybe I’m not insane for feeling the way I do. How could I be when he says things like that?

But I still can’t find it in me to believe it’s true. Because Baxter James isn’t meant to settle down, and I don’t know why he would change his ways for someone like me. No matter how badly I may want him to.

“Only if you don’t break mine first,” I respond without much conviction—because I’m pretty sure it’s already too late.

“As long as you’re with me, nothing will ever hurt you again,” he whispers, pulling me flush against him. “I’ve missed you so much,” he adds before I have a chance to acknowledge his comment, his lips grazing mine. Then he places a hand at the base of my skull and presses them firmly against mine.

He kisses me like it’s our last day on Earth. It feels like it could move mountains, restart someone’s heart, and stop climate change all at once. As if he’s running out of air to breathe and I’m his only lifeline.

It’s a kiss that, if I died right now, I’d be completely okay—happy, even—with this being the last kiss I ever have.

He swipes his tongue across my bottom lip, and I grant him entry. I wrap my arms around his neck as he lifts me, carrying me across the room and setting me on the vanity. I open my legs, and he steps between them, holding me as close as possible. I feel him get harder as his tongue dances with mine.

He pulls away, moving to kiss his way up my neck again, and I pull at his hair as his fingers tangle in my dress.

As he reaches my ear, he whispers, “Did you buy this for me?” He traces one finger down the thin strap of my brand-new, dark-red, satin dress. It’s skin-tight, has a sweetheart neckline, and ends about mid-thigh. The back has a piece of satin that criss-crosses before tying in a bow at the small of my back. It’s gorgeous and was expensive as hell.

And I definitely bought it for him.

My hair falls in waves down my back. My makeup is dramatic, and I’ve paired the dress with strappy black stilettos and gold jewellery, including my mom’s locket. The dress is something the old me would’ve loved but never would’ve bought, so when I saw it, I knew I had to get it.

His reaction is worth every penny.

A blush creeps up to my cheeks, and I bite my lip, looking up at him. “I guess you could say that.” I pause, tangling my fingers in his shirt as I lean forward so my lips meet his ear. “So, what are you waiting for?” I ask, my voice sultry.

His grip tightens on my waist as I feel his cock harden even more against my centre.

I pull back to meet his eyes, a devilish smirk forming across my face. “Take it off me.”

He groans, swiping his tongue over his lips before pressing them against mine again. His fingers make quick work of undoing the bow at the back of the dress, and the straps slide down my shoulders easily.

This isn’t the kind of dress you wear a bra with, so my breasts are fully exposed as the dress pools at my waist. His eyes darken as he leans down, sucking one of my nipples into his mouth while he catches the other between his fingers, pinching it into a tight, sensitive peak. He moves his mouth to the other side, and I cry out as his teeth graze the sensitive skin. Aside from the kiss we shared, nothing else happened when he visited last weekend. It’s been a long five weeks of not having his mouth on me.

Baxter smirks up at me, a fire burning in his gaze. “You are the most enchanting woman I have ever met, Lennon Thorne,” he whispers against my lips. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

My voice catches in my throat at his words, but I reach my hand between us and palm him through his black jeans. “I think I have some idea.” I smirk, my fingers fumbling with his belt buckle as he continues to palm my breasts. I get it undone and tug his pants down as he strips off his shirt. I slide off the vanity, letting my dress fall the rest of the way. He bends down, helping me step out of it, and it quickly joins his clothes in the pile on the floor.

On his knees, he glances at my centre, and an animalistic moan comes out of him as he realizes I’m not wearing any panties, either. All I’m left in is my heels—which, by the look in his eye, will be staying on.

He lets out a growl, a smirk playing on his face. The tension in my stomach curls tight as he watches me. His stare alone could make me come. I mean, he hasn’t even touched me yet and I already feel close.

Wrapping his firm hands around my legs, he kisses his way up my inner thigh. I let out a gasp as he reaches the crease where my leg connects to my core, and he grins. I lean back against the vanity as he repeats the act on the other side before bringing a hand to my centre, spreading it. His tongue swipes across his lips before he places a soft kiss against my clit. My legs nearly buckle at the sensation, but he holds me steady.

He chuckles. “Don’t worry, Lenny girl. I’ll take good care of you.” He turns toward my dress lying on the floor, unlacing the satin ribbon from the back. “But first…” A delicious smirk crosses his face as he holds it up to me, his brows raised in question.

I roll my lips between my teeth, nodding as understanding hits me. He stands, pushing my arms behind my back to tie my wrists together. I wince slightly as he pulls on the knot.

“Too tight?” he asks, concern laced in his tone.

I shake my head, meeting his eyes.

“Good girl.” He grins before lifting me back onto the vanity, my hands trapped behind my back.

He opens one of the vanity drawers and pulls out a bullet vibrator. My jaw falls open as he rolls it between his hands, teasing me with it.

“How long have you had that?”

“I bought it especially for tonight.”

I swallow, pulling my bottom lip between my teeth. If it wasn’t already obvious, this man knows how to please a woman.

“Not that I need it to get you off…but I thought it might be fun, no?” The look on his face is wicked. “I can put it away, if you don’t want⁠—”

“No,” I blurt, shaking my head. “I want to.”

“Good.” He smirks, lowering himself to the floor again.

Looking down at him, I tease, “You look good on your knees, Lover Boy.”

He stares at me with a hunger in his eyes as he says, “Then you better spread your legs for me, Trouble.”
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“TROUBLE” BY CAMYLIO

Lennon does as I ask and spreads her legs wide. I lick my lips when she bares herself to me, a groan escaping me as her legs already begin to shake in anticipation.

Walking offstage to find her arms wrapped around another man was the same moment I realized I really don’t want this thing between us to end.

This is all still new to me, but I have never wanted anyone the way I want her. Physically, emotionally—I want it all. I never thought the day would come when I willingly give up my bachelor lifestyle, but I would do anything this woman wanted me to.

Fucking anything.

I just don’t know how to convince her to let me. Because she continues to remind me that once the concert is over, whatever we are is, too. And convincing her otherwise would also mean having to come clean about what I found out at that bastard’s trial all those months ago—something I’m still not quite sure I’m ready to do. I don’t want to give her any reason to walk away early.

So for now, I’ll take what I can get.

I glance up at her through hooded eyes, my finger teasing her entrance. I slide it slowly inside then curl it to meet her G-spot, grinning as she whimpers softly.

“Mmm, you have the prettiest pussy, Lennon.” I watch as my finger disappears inside of her, her wet heat clenching the digit. “And you’re always so wet for me, aren’t you?”

She nods as her mouth falls open with a moan, making me grin even wider. I pull out my finger and pick up the vibrator, sliding it into her. Her body tenses as the toy fills her, and when I turn it on to the lowest setting, the cry she lets out is like music to my ears.

“I think we can go higher,” I tell her with a smirk, knocking the speed up a notch. My cock strains against the zipper on my jeans as I slide the toy in and out, her breaths quickening as her bound hands scrape against the mirror, trying to find something to grasp.

This was such a good idea.

Holding the vibrator steady inside of her, I bring my mouth to her clit, letting my teeth graze the sensitive bundle of nerves.

“Oh, my god,” falls from her lips as her eyes roll back. The way her body responds to mine fuels my movements, my tongue flicking against her clit repeatedly as she clenches the vibrator tighter.

She writhes against my mouth, her arms trapped behind her, fully at my mercy. This woman who loves to be in control giving it all up to me? It’s a beautiful sight.

It means she trusts me entirely. And that thrills me to no end.

“God, Lennon,” I rasp. “I’ll never get sick of your taste.” With those words, I slam my mouth against her again, sucking her clit into my mouth. Her entire body starts shaking as I devour her like I’m on death row and she’s my last meal.

Her legs wrap around me tight, her thighs fighting against where my arms hold them open.

“That’s it, Lenny girl.” I kick the vibrator up another level, and that’s all it takes. Before I know it, the first wave shoots through her, crashing into her like a goddamn tsunami. She screams, and I let my arms fall, her legs tightening around my head. I continue working her until the orgasm subsides, her body falling back against the mirror. I turn the vibrator off and slide it out then stand so we’re eye-level again.

“You’re so goddamn pretty when you come,” I tell her as I slip the toy into my mouth, sucking every last drop of her off of it before putting it away. “Good thing we’re just getting started.”

I meet her eyes, which are glassy from the lust coursing through her right now. I set my hands on either side of her against the vanity and bring my face close to her, swiping my tongue over my lips.

Fuck if I’m not so fucking gone for her.

“These lips”—I grip her by the chin, tilting her head up to face me—“are mine.” I lean down and firmly press my mouth to hers, our tongues tangling together slowly for a moment before I pull away.

She lets out a whimper as I lift her off the vanity and spin her around so we’re both facing the mirror. I let one hand explore her body, twirling over her nipples and running up and down her stomach, while I roll a condom on with the other. “This pussy”—I groan, pulling her flush against me so my cock nudges her opening—“is mine.”

I drag my lips down her neck, my teeth grazing against the spot I know drives her crazy as I slowly push inside. She sighs as her eyes flutter shut, her head falling back against my shoulder.

I bury myself right to the root before pulling all the way back out. She moans, my hands gripping her hips as I repeatedly hit that spot inside of her.

“And your moans”—I curl one hand around to her front, skimming my calloused fingers down to her bundle of nerves and pressing firmly against it. She gasps from the contact, still sensitive from her last orgasm, and her pussy tenses around me as I begin to circle it in perfect rhythm with my thrusts—“are mine.”

She shudders, and I can tell each thrust pushes her closer and closer to the edge, so I halt my movements, freezing deep inside her. I know what she wants, and I’m desperate to get both of us there, but first I need her to tell me the one thing I’ve been dying to hear her say.

Her eyebrows pull together, our eyes connecting in the mirror.

“Say it, Trouble,” I demand.

She tears her eyes from me, trying to pull forward to get that friction back, but her hands are still tied behind her back and my arms are wrapped around her—she has nowhere to go. I hold her firm in place, one hand pressing on her clit while I wrap the other around her neck.

“Baxter, please,” she begs, desperate for release.

“Say it, and I’ll let you come again.”

She whimpers, her legs shaking from the pressure of me stretching her. I meet her gaze in the mirror, my eyes swimming with hunger.

Finally, she relents, giving me what I’ve been waiting for.

“Yours,” she whispers. “I’m yours.”

I grin, pulling out slowly. Her legs buckle, and if not for me holding her upright, she would’ve toppled over.

“That’s right, Lenny girl,” I rasp, my lips ghosting the shell of her ear. “You are mine.” I thrust in deep while rubbing circles on her clit, and she screams. “Now come.”

And she does.

Her walls begin to pulse around me as my balls tighten, pressure building at the base of my spine. Her fingers grasp at my lower stomach as her head falls forward.

“Eyes on us,” I demand, my voice low. As I continue my pace, she looks up, watching the reflection of herself finishing all over my cock. She cries out, and I hold her close as every part of her pulls taut. My movements become jerky as my release hits me, and she falls against me, her pussy throbbing as I spill into her.

We stand there like that momentarily, our chests rising and falling in sync. Her hair’s a mess, her cheeks flushed, and sweat drips from my forehead. Both of us look freshly fucked, and as I stare at our reflection in the mirror, I have one single thought.

How the hell am I supposed to walk away from her in five weeks?
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One Month Until the Concert

“COLLIDE” BY HOWIE DAY

“So…I think I’m in love with Baxter,” I announce quietly across the shelf holding various vinyl albums at Underground Espresso, the combined record store and coffee shop down the street from Revolution.

It’s been three days since Baxter and I returned from New York State, where his final show was. Three days spent drowning in each other, knowing in a few short weeks, this will all be over. Three days of me trying to push my feelings away before finally resigning myself to the fact that I am in love with him.

And I have no idea what to do about that little discovery.

“About damn time.” Isa huffs a laugh, rounding the shelf to come stand beside me. “What made you finally realize?”

“I, uh…” I roll my lips together. “I had a nightmare a few weeks back, before his tour ended. First one in a while. I think hashing things out with Dyl and Paige brought up too much and…anyway, I left him a voicemail at four in the morning, and a few hours later, he was knocking on my apartment door.”

“Hold the fucking phone,” Isa hisses as she leans forward, her eyes wide. “He showed up at your door?”

I nod.

She shakes her head in disbelief. “Mid-tour. He just…left, and came to see you?”

I nod again.

“Oh, my god.” Isa’s jaw falls open.

“I know.”

“He’s in love with you, too.”

My brows furrow. “No…no he’s not. There’s no way. Baxter doesn’t do love. He told me so himself.”

Isa rolls her eyes. “Lenny, think about it. Actions speak louder than words, and everything that man has done in the past few months suggests serious feelings have developed.”

I ponder her words, thinking about everything that’s happened.

How Baxter opened up to me about his mom the first night we met, even though I was nothing more than a stranger in a bar. How he broke his own rules for me that same night. How he chased me when I left Jeremy’s office the first day we saw each other again. The way he practically jumped at the chance to be a part of the benefit, despite it being something he wouldn’t usually do. The way he was the one who brought up the idea of being friends with benefits, and how he admitted he doesn’t want to stay away from me.

How every day since then, he’s done nothing to make me believe he isn’t interested in me and everything to show me he is. He drives me places because he knows I don’t like to. He remembered my coffee order without me having to tell him. He came to check on me on the six-month anniversary of the accident simply because he was worried about me. He’s teaching me to play guitar. He had roses delivered to my office.

He flew from Cleveland to Toronto on the day of a show simply because I’d called him.

He was ready to knock Nathan out simply because he was touching me.

He worshipped my body and told me I’m his, over and over and over again.

Holy shit.

“Told you,” she remarks with a smirk.

I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but the fact of the matter is, she’s right.

I’ve been so dead set on believing Baxter would never fall for anyone, least of all someone like me, simply because in all his thirty-one years, he’s never been seen with a woman more than once.

But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible for him to change…does it?

He already has in so many ways. He changed his rules for me the night we met when I was a total stranger. He changed his rules by agreeing to be friends with benefits. Who’s to say he hasn’t changed his mind about falling in love?

“Lenny…are you okay? You look a little pale.” Isa grasps my arm, pulling my attention back to her.

I nod slowly. “I—Yes. I’m fine. I just… What do I do now?”

“You tell him.”

She says the words as if it’s the easiest thing in the world.

I shake my head. “I can’t do that. What if you’re wrong about his feelings for me?”

Isa rears back as if I’ve insulted her. “Lennon Amelia Thorne. When have I ever been wrong?!”

I huff a laugh and roll my eyes. “There’s a first time for everything,” I say with a shrug, taking a sip of the iced vanilla oat latte in my hand.

Isa lightly smacks me on the arm, her jaw falling open in betrayal. “Take that back right now.”

I chuckle as we continue making our way through the aisles. Neither of us says anything for a moment as we browse, but when I come across an old vinyl of my parents’ I Dare You album, my mind flashes to the rider Baxter gave me. The whole reason I’m here is to find this album for him, but a watery smile fills my face as I stare at the cover art—the same photo I have framed in my office of the two of them onstage, staring into each other’s eyes while singing into the same mic.

Isa comes up behind me, rubbing a hand down my back. “You’ve gotta tell him, Lenny. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

“Not yet, okay?” I sigh, swiping a tear away quickly. “After the concert I will. I don’t want to risk cutting our time together short if, by chance, you are mistaken.”

I’ve told myself we could never be more than what we are now because anything else forces me to admit how I feel about him to him. And that’s terrifying. He could reject me, or tell me he doesn’t feel the same way, so I’ve been avoiding my feelings at every corner. But it’s become glaringly obvious that no matter how many times I try to convince myself otherwise, I’ve fallen in love with Baxter. The best I can do now is tell him such and hope to God he tells me he loves me back.

I look at her with a sadness in my eyes and she sends me a small smile.

“Okay, Lenny.” Her head tilts toward the album in my hand. “Find what you were looking for?”

The smile on my face grows. “Yeah. I did.”

We browse for a while longer before I catch sight of bleach-blonde curls near the back of the store. Recognizing them immediately, I head in that direction, Isa following behind me.

“Sadie?” I ask as I approach.

She spins around to face me with a smile, and so does the guy she’s with, who just so happens to be Colt.

“Oh, hey Colt,” I greet.

“Lennon.” He nods slightly, his signature brooding look changing as he glances at Isa. His eyes darken, and his jaw works as he scans her body, though I can’t tell if it’s out of attraction or hatred.

“Hi, Lennon,” Sadie says with a smile, her bright-blue eyes shining even in the dimly-lit store.

I grin back at her. “This is my best friend, Isabella Cordova,” I say as if they both don’t already know who she is.

Sadie’s eyes light up as she looks to Isa, clearly starstruck by the fact that she’s in the same room as her.

I smile to myself. I plan to ask Sadie if she’ll fill the extra time at the concert now that Lilia’s cancelled, and she’ll be performing right before Isa if she agrees.

Colt grinds his teeth as he grits out, “We’ve met.”

Isa rolls her eyes. Sadie and I stand there, confused looks crossing our faces as the tension between my best friend and her brother grows.

“You have?” I ask. I’d remember her telling me about that.

“Unfortunately, yes.” Turning to Sadie, Isa smiles and holds her hand out. “It’s nice to meet you, Sadie. I’ve heard great things.”

Sadie takes it cautiously, a blush working its way into her cheeks. “Nice to meet you, too, Isabella. I’m a huge fan.”

“Oh, please. Call me Isa.”

Sadie’s lips quirk as she pulls her hand away. “What are you guys doing here?”

I hold the album up. “Had to get this for Baxter. What about you?”

She looks up at her brother, whose eyes still haven’t left Isa. There’s definitely something going on between them, but I can’t tell what. I make a mental note to ask her about it when we leave.

“Just browsing,” Sadie states, looking back at me with a confused look. Clearly, she’s sensing the same thing as me. Steeling her expression, she adds, “I know I told you a few days ago, but I’m really excited for the concert.”

“I’m really happy to hear that. I am, too.” I smile. “Actually, speaking of the concert, I have something I want to talk to you about.”

That phrase finally pulls Colt’s attention from Isa. I’m sure Baxter’s already told him about my plan to ask Sadie to extend her set.

“It’s nothing bad, promise. But would you mind coming by my office on Friday around nine thirty so we can talk about it there?”

“Oh, um…” Sadie’s cheeks flush pink again as she looks to Colt. With a slight tilt of his head, she turns back to me and says, “Sure. I’d be happy to.”

I get the sense she’s not used to trusting people, hence why she looks to Colt for approval. And maybe it’s because of his unnaturally cold exterior and walls even higher than mine, but it fills me with warmth to know he seems to believe I’m trustworthy.

I grin. “Great. Well, I need to be getting back, but it was great running into you both. I’ll see you Friday.”

Sadie nods. “Okay, bye. See you then.”

Colt grunts his response as I grab Isa by the arm and drag her toward the cash register.

After I pay for the album, we make our way out of the store and into the hot July sun. Isa’s pace as we begin our walk back to Revolution is faster than usual, so I grasp her hand to slow her down.

“Isa, wait.” Now that we’re out of earshot, I hiss, “What the fuck was that?!”
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“IF TODAY WAS YOUR LAST DAY” BY NICKELBACK

A few days later, I head into my office with Baxter, Colt, and Levi trailing closely behind. Baxter immediately takes the seat across from me at my desk while the other two make themselves comfortable on my couch, Colt with his arms crossed over his chest and Levi with his signature goofy grin spread across his face.

After Lilia Love cancelled, I thought long and hard about which new sign’s set to extend. The concert is only a month out now, so I knew I needed to make a decision soon. After getting to spend some time with Sadie last week at Baxter’s concert, I decided I wanted to offer the extra time to her. That’s what today is about—I’m meeting with her to see if she’s comfortable going on right before Isa.

After I met her at Baxter’s show, I told him I decided on her, and he was super supportive of it. I get the sense that Sadie basically has three big brothers, not just one. He insisted I let them all join in, and at first I was hesitant because I don’t want to overwhelm her, but I finally agreed when he told me that Colt would want to be here for Sadie much like he wants to be here for me.

Levi…well, we agreed he’d want to come because he goes everywhere they do. Plus he’d hate to miss out on a chance to flirt with Sadie and me.

I don’t know why I’ve been so nervous about this meeting since we set it up earlier this week, but despite the confidence I felt while asking her, I’ve been constantly worried that she won’t say yes. Baxter keeps reminding me that a) she will, and b) if she doesn’t, I have six other new signs I can ask instead, and I know he’s right. But that hasn’t really done anything to calm my nerves.

Seeing as I’ve only met Sadie twice, I worry she may think it’s weird I’m asking her first. But something tells me that Sadie and I could be good friends. She’s pretty much the exact opposite of me in every way, with her bright features and shy but bubbly personality—a stark contrast to my dark hair and eyes and my outgoing yet moody self. But I think that’s what draws me to her. She helped me out when I needed it the night of Baxter’s concert, and that was enough for me.

Something tells me Sadie could use a friend, too, even if just for a little while. I know from the guys that she’s planning on moving back to Nashville after the benefit—much to Colt’s chagrin—but that’s not going to stop me from making her feel welcome around here until she goes.

At exactly half past nine, there’s a slight knock on the door, so I stand and round my desk to open it for her.

“Sadie!” I exclaim, pulling her in for a hug. I figure killing her with kindness is the best way to go about this.

“H-hi, Lennon,” she stutters as she makes her way into the room, glancing at the guys. Her shoulders visibly drop in relief when she sees Colt, which in turn makes me feel relieved, too.

“Hi, Sadie Bear,” Colt says as he stands to pull Sadie in for a hug, too.

Her cheeks tinge with pink as she replies, “Hi, Colty,” with an eye roll. “Hey, guys,” she adds, greeting Baxter and Levi.

“Sadie.” Baxter nods from his seat in front of my desk, keeping his face neutral in typical Baxter fashion. Levi flashes her his classic boyish grin paired with a wink that would make every other girl’s panties wet, but Sadie just shakes her head and laughs.

“Hey, little Wat—shit, I mean Armstrong. Never gonna get used to you two having different last names,” he teases.

“My last name has been Armstrong the entire time you’ve known me, dumbass,” she chuckles. “But hey, Levi.”

Colt takes his seat next to Levi again, and I shoot Baxter a look that tells him to move. He pouts momentarily before getting up and joining his friends at the side of the room, and Sadie takes his seat.

“So…what’s up?” she asks, a nervous lilt in her tone.

I lean forward, placing my arms on the glass top of my desk. “Well, I wanted to ask you how you would feel about me extending your set by thirty minutes so you can go on later in the day…right before Isa. We have some time to fill, and I know this is your first big show, so I can totally ask one of the other new signs instead, but I wanted to ask you first.”

Her eyes widen slightly. “W-why me?”

I smile. “Well, all the established performers are already slotted for forty-five to sixty minutes, so I’d rather use the extra time to boost some of the newer signs—and Jeremy would rather I do that, too. I’m asking you first, because a) I’m trying to make sure I have a good mix of genres spread throughout the day, and you’re one of only two country artists I have, and b) you’re good, Sadie. Like, really good. Your EP has been doing great since its release a month ago, and your next album is going to blow up. Having you go on right before the two biggest performers of the night will make sure of that. Plus, this is my show and Jeremy gave me free reign to do what I want, and you’re my friend, so I want to help you shine.”

She shoots me a watery smile as her shoulders fall. I can tell she’s terrified, and I don’t blame her at all. Performing at the end of the day would be a big deal for any of the new signs, because it makes them one of the last acts people see and usually results in a bigger crowd. And it’s a big shift from the lunchtime slot I originally scheduled her for.

But I know she can do this. So I reach across the desk, placing my hand on hers, and tell her just that.

“I know you’re scared, and that’s okay. I would be, too. It’s normal, I’m almost certain everyone is scared for their first big show⁠—”

Baxter clears his throat from across the room, interrupting me. We glance over, finding his arms crossed over his chest and his eyebrow raised, as if to say really? Everyone?

I shake my head, looking back to Sadie, and a laugh bubbles out of her. “Okay, almost everyone, present company excluded, clearly. But still. If you really don’t want to, just say the word, but you can do this, Sade. It will be good for you, and you’ll be amazing.”

She takes a moment to mull it over, probably trying to find a way to believe the words I’m saying to her—just like I would be. But then she looks at me with a small smile and nods. “Okay. Yes. I’ll do it.”
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WAIT FOR YOU THERE
BAXTER


“LIKE A STONE” BY AUDIOSLAVE

Itake my seat in the conference room on the seventh floor, just like I did all those months ago when we first started working on my album. Except today, it’s to discuss putting the finishing touches on it and get everything finalized and ready to go for release in November.

Matthew worked his usual magic with mastering, and with each listen-through I do, I’m convinced even more that this album might just be my best one yet. Though I haven’t let Lennon listen to it all the way through yet—there’s one song in particular I’m not ready for her to hear—and until she does, I won’t know for sure whether it truly is or not.

She is my biggest critic next to myself, after all.

She’s here with me now to talk with my publishing team. I’ve always had the same people take care of publishing, but now that I have Lennon on my side, I wanted her input, too. I’ve already told everyone we don’t need to do another listen-through of the album, though, partially because I’m not ready for her to hear it all and also because if I listen to it anymore, I’m going to start finding things I want to change—like I always do. Right now, I think it’s perfect. I want it to stay that way for as long as possible.

I’ve also already decided on potential album art—something else I’m not ready for Lennon to see. I’m not sure how she’ll feel about it when I show her, so I plan on waiting as long as possible. In the meantime, we’re using a filler image for marketing and promotion purposes.

So far, people have been going crazy over the news of my upcoming album. As much as delaying the dates for the remainder of my No Promises tour was necessary and being away for those five weeks sucked, I do think it was a great way to get people talking about me again. It left people wanting more, so the buzz around my new album has been incredible.

We discuss plans for the singles’ releases, and Jeremy gives me the great idea to surprise people by performing two of the songs off Rockstars Never Die at the benefit concert in a few weeks. After finalizing plans for that, we also discuss the plans for a music video for one of them. Lennon takes the lead on my publishing plans, and Maria sets me up with a few interviews to help spread the word. Before I know it, we’re wrapping up the meeting.

At least until my touring manager enters the room, as late and as douchey as usual.

I grind my teeth. I know he’s here to start discussing plans for my RND tour, but seeing as I haven’t even been back for two weeks from my last one, talking about going out again is the last thing I want to do right now.

“Hey, Bax.” Nick grins in my direction, though he’s not looking at me. His eyes catch on Lennon. And she’s shooting her classic fuck me eyes right back at him.

I already don’t like the guy, but seeing the way Lennon is looking at him right now…that makes me hate him even more.

“Sorry, I don’t think we’ve met…” He holds his hand out to her, and she takes it, shaking his hand. “I’m Nick, Baxter’s touring manager.”

Lennon clears her throat. “Lennon. I work in publishing.”

“Ah, that explains it.” He smirks at her, holding her hand for much longer than necessary. I grit my teeth, balling my fists on the table as I fight the urge to punch the stupid grin he’s shooting at Lennon off his stupid face.

My Lennon.

She finally pulls her hand away, and out of the corner of my eye, I see her glance at me. She must notice my expression, because her smile falters.

Nick takes the seat across from me, still looking at Lennon as he says, “No Promises is finally done. How does it feel?”

“Good,” I grit out, which finally pulls his attention back to me.

“Good.” He leans back in the chair. “Well, now that your next album is nearly finished, we’ve got to start discussing your next tour. I’m thinking international this time. What do you say?”

“Whatever,” I huff, disinterested.

Nick rolls his eyes with a sigh. “Just a simple yes or no will suffice.”

“Fine. Sure.” I push my chair away from the desk. “We can finish this discussion later. You can all go now.”

“Bax—” Nick begins, but I interrupt him.

“No. You were late, and now I’m done. Get. Out.”

There are a few more murmurs of objection before everyone finally relents and heads out of the room.

Lennon moves to do the same, but I grab her hand and pull her back in, the door slamming shut as I do. “Not you.”

I release her hand and lean back against the table, my jaw working as I feel her eyes drill into me.

“What was that about?” she asks, placing a hand on my shoulder.

I shrug it off almost immediately and her face falls. I force myself to swallow down the words I want to say before I turn to her with white-hot jealousy coursing through my veins.

Yet again.

This is a new feeling for me, and I’m not sure I like it.

“You agreed to this arrangement until the concert. You’re only stuck with me for a few more weeks, so I’d appreciate if you could refrain from blatantly flirting with other men right in front of me at least until we’re through.”

The words are uncalled for and taste sour coming out of my mouth, but I’m blinded by the rage I feel after watching Nick and Lennon make eyes at each other.

“Flirting with other men?” Lennon’s brows pull together. She looks genuinely confused. “Bax, wha⁠—”

“I saw the way Nick was looking at you. The smiles you gave him right back. You think I don’t know what flirting looks like, Lennon?”

“Baxter, no,” she says frantically, shaking her head. “I was most definitely not flirting with Nick. I know what he’s like. Jeremy’s gay and practically family to me, and I’d still pick him over Nick.” She places a soft hand on my forearm. “Besides, I only have eyes for one guy. You.”

My eyes narrow as I try to read her. There’s no reason for me to not believe her, but like I’ve said a million times before, this whole relationship thing is new to me. I’m not used to letting people in and trusting them. I’m not used to opening my heart to anyone, least of all a woman. Yet I’ve done all that and more with Lennon. I’ve fallen head over heels in love with her in a matter of a few short months.

Which means feeling jealous has basically become my new default.

Despite how long this has already gone on for and everything she’s done up until now, I continue to worry that when I tell her how I feel after the concert, she’ll tell me she doesn’t feel the same way.

“What can I do to prove it to you?” She takes a step closer to me.

My eyes darken as I glance from where her hand rests on my arm to her lip pulled between her teeth.

“I think you already know, Trouble.”

Her grin turns wicked. “This what you were talking about?” she purrs, her fingers coming up to unbuckle my belt.

“Lennon…” I grab her hands to stop her, caught between wanting nothing more than to fuck her mouth in this conference room and also not wanting her to think I’m just using her.

“C’mon, Lover Boy.” She continues fidgeting with the buckle, the clank of it undoing echoing in the otherwise silent room. “I want you.”

The words fall from her mouth effortlessly. After all the times I’ve had to beg her to say them in the last few months, hearing her say them by her own volition means more than I ever could’ve asked.

I hold her gaze, my jaw clenched, as she frees my button and zipper, her hand slipping in the waistband of my boxers. Her fingers brush against my tip, and a groan slips past my lips. Her smirk grows, my response to her hands on me fuelling her.

Before I can even blink, Lennon gets on her knees before me. Just watching her down there has me growing harder.

She tugs my pants down, her eyes darkening with lust as my cock is freed from the confines of my jeans. She licks her lips, running her thumb over the seam before stroking the shaft, and that alone has me close to bursting.

I hiss at the sensation and brush her hair out of her face as she looks up at me with the same fuck me eyes she was shooting at Nick ten minutes ago, which reminds me of why we’re in this situation.

“You gonna put your mouth on it, or am I gonna have to choke you with my cock, Trouble?”

She smirks before sticking her tongue out and dragging it along the underside of my cock. When she reaches the tip, she wraps her plump, pink lips around it and sucks.

“Lennon,” I moan, my head falling back.

She hums in appreciation, and the vibration urges me forward, forcing her mouth open wider. She grins with her mouth wrapped around me until I’m hitting the back of her throat. She makes a gurgling sound as she tries to force me in deeper, and I swear I’ve never seen or heard anything sexier than Lennon Thorne with her lips around my cock.

“Fuck, Lennon. You’ve never looked better than you do right now.”

My fingers grip her hair as I fight taking control and just fucking her face. She flutters her lashes at me as if my praise is exactly what she needs. She brings a free hand to the root, running it up and down the part of me she can’t quite fit in her mouth.

She bobs her head, licking and sucking and working every inch of it—I feel myself getting closer and closer to boiling over with each thrust of her mouth around me. My eyes fall shut, so I almost don’t notice when her spare hand disappears beneath her skirt—until I feel her whimper around my cock.

My eyes flash open, and I smirk. Gripping her by the back of the head, I thrust fully inside of her.

“Nuh-uh, Lenny girl, let me see your hands.” She brings her hand out from under her skirt, and I take it in mine, trapping her in place. “Today, you don’t get to come until after I do.”

I push in a bit deeper and hold still, her golden irises becoming glassy. “Flirting with Nick right in front of me? It’s like you were asking me to punish you.” A tear spills out as my cock hits the back of her throat. “Is this what you wanted, baby? For me to fuck your face?”

Her watery smile grows around me again as she nods. So I tangle my fingers in her hair to hold her still and begin to do just that. And I don’t go easy on her.

“That’s right, baby. Choke.”

She does. But Lennon, my perfect girl, takes it like the champ she is, moaning and sucking as my cock goes deeper. Her nails dig into my upper thighs where both her hands rest, her hair mussed, her cheeks flushed, and her mascara beginning to run.

When she brings one of her hands up to cup my balls, I explode.

“Lennon,” I roar. I hold myself still until every last drop has been spilled, and even then, I don’t move until she swallows it all.

Her lips make a pop as I pull myself out, her chest rising and falling in an attempt to catch her breath. But I don’t give her a chance before I’m pulling her to her feet and slamming my lips against her, revelling in the taste of myself on her tongue.

“That’s my good girl,” I whisper as I break our kiss. “Now it’s your turn.”

Lifting her by the thighs, I set her down on the table. I wedge myself between her legs, but just as I lean over her, her phone rings.

“Ignore it,” I beg, meeting her eyes. She nods, letting the call go to voicemail, and I press my lips to hers.

But when it rings again not even thirty seconds after the first one stopped, I groan, my head falling to her shoulder in annoyance. I pull back, and she tosses an apologetic grin at me as she moves off the table to grab her purse from the floor. When she finds her phone, her brows pull together.

“Who is it?” I ask, moving to stand next to her.

“I’m not sure.” She glances at me sidelong before swiping her thumb across the screen. “Hello?” she says to the person on the other end.

I hear muffled words coming through the phone as Lennon’s eyes widen and she freezes.

I make quick work of buckling my jeans, sensing that this call has ruined the mood. Then I ask, “Lennon, what’s wrong?”

She says nothing, continuing to listen as her eyes begin to water.

When whoever called finally stops speaking, a stuttered, “Okay, I will. Thank you,” comes out of her as a whisper, and she hangs up the phone.

“Baby, talk to me,” I urge, both scared and confused as to what could cause this reaction in her.

“Th-that was the crown attorney,” she mutters, unblinking. “Logan Jameson’s trial has been scheduled for Thursday…” She pauses for a beat, staring at the phone in her hand.

My stomach drops at the mention of his name.

That’s six days from now. And I still haven’t told her about my connection to him.

Fuck.

I open my mouth, but before I can speak, she adds, “They want me to testify.”
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JUST YOU AND ME
BAXTER


Three Weeks Until the Concert

“YOU AND ME” BY LIFEHOUSE

“How are you feeling about tomorrow?” I ask Lennon, tilting down to place a kiss on top of her head, which rests on my bare chest.

“Fine,” she whispers unconvincingly.

She nuzzles into me, so I pull her closer, and she tosses one of her bare legs over one of my sweatpant-clad ones. I’m sitting against my headboard, an arm wrapped around her with my fingers tangling in her hair while her hand rests on my stomach, tracing my tattoos. She’s covered solely by the throw blanket I keep on my bed—the same one I’ve refused to stop using since the first time I found her under it all those months ago.

“Lenny girl…” I grumble, and she moves her head further down my chest, seemingly to avoid looking at me. I grip her chin with my free hand, tilting it up so she meets my eyes. “You don’t have to hide from me.”

She lets out a deep sigh, averting her gaze. She bites the inside of her cheek before her eyes find mine again. “Not fine,” is all she says, which is what I expected, considering tomorrow is Logan’s trial. The one we’ve waited for the past seven months for.

Seven months is actually sooner than a DUI case would typically get in front of a judge in Ontario, but seeing as this particular case resulted in the deaths of two members of arguably the most famous Canadian family, there was a lot of pressure put on them to get to it.

In the meantime, Logan has spent his time in the local jail, the Toronto South Detention Centre. After he pleaded not guilty back in January, his bail was denied, meaning he was stuck there until they could finally get around to him.

Lennon still doesn’t know I know him. Since she got the call last week, I’ve tried to tell her countless times. But everytime I open my mouth to say it, I chicken out. And with each day that passes, I dig myself a deeper hole, knowing she’ll very likely hate me when the truth finally does come out.

I should’ve told her months ago when our arrangement began. The truth is, I’ve been avoiding it for so long because my past is not something I like reliving. Logan and I have a bit of a sordid history—one I would’ve happily let die with me if I had the choice.

But then Lennon came along and made me fall in love with her, and of course the one person I swore I’d never think about again is the one responsible for her parents’ deaths. I know if I want us to be more, which I do, I’m going to have to tell her the truth. Our relationship could never last with this secret hanging over me, so I’ve made the promise to myself that after the benefit concert, I’m going to tell her everything.

And hope she’ll find it in her heart to forgive me.

“You’re going to be great,” I whisper against her hair. I know the last thing she wants to do is testify, but she also knows it’ll make their already strong case against him even stronger. Her siblings both told her that if she doesn’t want to, they’d understand, but I think she feels like she owes it to them and her parents to do it.

“What if we lose?” she murmurs, her voice barely audible.

I press a kiss to where my lips rest. “We’re not going to lose, Trouble.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“They have enough evidence to put him away even without your testimony. He has previous DUI charges, and he killed the two most famous Canadian musicians. If they let him walk, people will riot. We’re going to win.”

She glances up at me, her eyes glassy, but a smile creeps across her face. “Your confidence is refreshing.”

I smile before pressing my lips to hers. “You’re going to be amazing up there. If you get nervous, just remember you’re doing this for your parents.”

She nods, resting her head against my chest again. Her breathing evens out, and just when I think she’s fallen asleep, a muffled whisper falls from her lips.

“I don’t want us to end.”

I exhale deeply, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

Neither do I.
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BROKEN INSIDE
LENNON


“THEY’LL NEVER KNOW (ACOUSTIC)” BY ROSS COPPERMAN

“Miss Thorne,” the prosecutor begins as he approaches me at the witness stand.

Today is the day we’ve been waiting for since January—the official trial for the man who killed my parents. “First, I would like to offer my sincerest condolences for the loss of your parents. The world is not the same without Thorned Roses.”

I send him a sad smile. “Thank you,” comes out quietly.

“Do you mind taking us through your version of the events that took place on Thursday, October nineteenth, two-thousand-twenty-three?”

I nod slightly, fidgeting with the hem of my dress. “Okay.”

“What was your family doing out that night?”

I clear my throat. “We went to dinner, just like we’d done every year on that day for as long as I can remember. Sometimes it was a long time between visits with each other, so we agreed that on one day a year we would all get together, regardless of where we were at the time. My siblings, Paige and Dylan, and their spouses had been there, too, but they drove separately.”

“Right. And where were you coming from?”

“Three-sixty. The restaurant in the CN Tower.”

The prosecutor nods, pacing back and forth in front of the stand. “You were heading east on Front Street West when you approached the intersection. Is that correct?”

I nod. “Yes.”

“Walk me through what happened as you approached the lights.”

“Okay,” I start. “I was merging into the left-turn lane on Front Street when the light turned yellow. I came to a stop at the front of the line of cars to turn left onto Bay Street. That light has an advanced green on both sides, and since there were cars waiting opposite me to turn left, too, we both got it. The straight-through light was still red, but no cars were waiting. Just as I started to turn, a car came out of nowhere, gunning it through the red light and into the side of mine.”

I pause for a moment to catch my breath. I haven’t had to fully relive that day since it happened, and doing it now, while it may be for the purpose of putting that asshole away for good, is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

“I don’t remember much after he hit us. I know my car rolled, but I had a concussion, so it took me a minute to wake back up. All I saw after that was my mom with a piece of glass in her chest, and my dad was unconscious in the back, bleeding from his head.”

My voice cracks as I say the last bit, and tears burn the back of my eyes.

The prosecutor gives me a sad look. “Do you remember seeing the other driver?”

I chew on the inside of my cheek, pinching the skin between my thumb and forefinger before exhaling deeply. “Yes. I watched firefighters pull him from his car, which had caught on fire. He was able to stand on his own and looked relatively unscathed from a distance. It wasn’t until I was in the back of the ambulance that I saw an officer approach and hold something up to his mouth, which I’d assumed then was a breathalyzer. I know now that I was right.”

The prosecutor’s jaw clenches as he says, “Thank you, Miss Thorne.” Looking to the judge, he adds, “No further questions, Your Honour.”

I flinch as the judge bangs her gavel on the desk, my gaze frozen to the man responsible for killing my parents. Tears well in my eyes, but I refuse to let him see me cry. He’s already taken enough from me.

I swallow the tears down, continuing to pinch the skin on my hand to focus on something other than the man currently smirking at me. I wait until I hear the judge say, “This session is adjourned. The jury has what they need to make their decision. We will readjourn tomorrow,” to leave the witness stand. I immediately rush down the aisle, past all the faces in the gallery, past my siblings and Baxter, and make my way into the warm August air.

It’s a stark contrast to the temperatures the last time I was here, but the way I feel right now is eerily similar to the emotions that were coursing through my bloodstream then.

Anger.

Fear.

Anxiety.

Sadness.

I rush down the steps and make my way to the side of the building, trying to catch my breath as the tears that threatened to fall the entire time I was up there finally do. A sob racks through me, and I bury my head in my hands, leaning back against the wall of the building.

“Lennon!” I hear a familiar voice say, and the next minute strong, firm arms are wrapped tight around me. It’s much too hot out for this right now, but that doesn’t stop me from burrowing my head in his chest as he strokes a hand down the back of my head. “Shh, baby. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

My fingers tangle in Baxter’s black button-down as I cry into his shoulder. He presses a kiss to the top of my head, which I know is meant to comfort me but only ends up making me cry harder.

I knew when I was asked to testify that I’d have to relive that day. I just didn’t think it’d be so painful.

The amount of times I’ve been bombarded with the memory unwillingly—I thought, or I guess hoped, recalling the events of that night of my own free will would hurt less. But I was fooling myself thinking that.

There’s nothing—no one—that would dull the ache in my chest when it comes to remembering the events that killed my parents.

“You did so good, Lenny girl. It’s over now,” Baxter hums into my hair as I continue to cry. My breathing has settled and the tears have slowed, but I continue to hold onto him like he’s my lifeline, keeping my head above water.

“Wh-what if they let him go?” I stammer, pulling my face back to look up at him. His dark-blue gaze peers deep into my soul as he looks down at me, nothing but concern written on his face.

“They won’t.” He combs a piece of hair behind my ear before cupping my face and pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. I grip his wrists and squeeze my eyes shut. “They won’t,” he repeats, this time firmer, like by saying the words with such assurance, he’s manifesting that the jury will find Logan Jameson guilty.

Because he is.

All I can do is hope everyone else thinks so, too.
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WOULD IT BE ENOUGH?
LENNON


“PEACE” BY TAYLOR SWIFT

The nightmare started the same way they always do.

The flashing lights, the sirens in the distance, all my senses in overdrive. My head was throbbing, and I stared at the crowds of people, trying to remember what happened.

Usually, that’s when I’d look over and find my mom in the seat next to me and my dad in the back. I was prepared for that, hoping that, unlike the one I had a month ago, they would at least be alive this time.

But instead, it was Baxter in place of my mom.

I must’ve cried out for him when it happened. I woke up a few moments ago to find his arms wrapped tight around me and him repeating the words, “You’re safe,” over and over again.

I don’t remember what happened next. I know the rest of the nightmare played out, but all of it and even the image my mind invented of him with a piece of glass sticking out of his chest is blurry.

I’ve never not remembered the entire nightmare before. I can recall nearly every single nightmare I’ve had since the accident in clear detail.

But not this one.

I’m so used to waking up alone and dealing with the painful memories on my own. Part of me wonders if having him next to me, holding me through it, helped to block out the rest of it.

If that’s the case, then I never want to sleep without him again.

I haven’t said anything yet, and since my back is to him, I don’t think he’s realized I’m awake. I’ve just been lying here wrapped in his arms, trying to calm my breathing while I listen to the sound of his voice.

Trying to convince myself it wasn’t real.

It wasn’t real.

Logically, I know that. But it felt real. And even though I can’t see it anymore, when your mind has played tricks on you as much as mine has, constantly making up a new version of the accident, it becomes hard to separate the truth from the lie.

“Baxter?” I finally say once my breathing has steadied and my heart rate has slowed.

His response is to pull me tighter against him, burrowing his face in my hair. “Lennon.” He says my name with relief and hope, like it’s a prayer. “You’re safe, baby.”

The butterflies in my stomach flutter when he calls me that.

Exhaling deeply, I pull myself out of his grasp so I can roll over. The room is dark, but there’s a soft blue glow over the bed from the moonlight shining in his window.

After the hearing earlier, Baxter asked me to come back to his place for the night. Despite the rule of no sleepovers, I didn’t take much convincing. I’d much rather be here with him than alone in my bed.

I rest my hand on his cheek as he tangles his fingers in my hair. We stare at each other like that for a while until he finally breaks the silence to ask if I’m okay.

“I am now,” I tell him softly.

The corner of his mouth quirks up at that.

“It was the accident again.”

He shifts his head to press a kiss to the inside of my palm. “Better or worse?”

Than the last one, is what he’s asking.

I swallow. “Different.” His brows pull together in question, so with a sigh, I add, “It wasn’t my parents in the car with me. It was you.”

His jaw flexes against my hand.

“It wasn’t real,” he tells me firmly. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know.” I smile sadly. “I don’t remember the rest of it. I think it’s because of you.”

He swallows. “Colt has nightmares, too. I know from experience with him that waking someone up in the middle of a nightmare can make things worse—like a guarantee that they’ll remember it all. So, I just let you know you’re not alone. I used to do the same for him. It was nothing.”

My eyes water. This man has a heart of gold, and it’s a shame he doesn’t let people see it more.

“It was everything. It’s the first time I’ve ever woken up from a nightmare and not been able to replay it in my mind. You did that for me.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you, Lennon.”

I nod, leaning up to press a soft kiss to his lips. “Thank you.”

We continue staring at each other until eventually he dozes off again. I let my eyes flutter shut, too, and for the first time since I started getting nightmares, I manage to fall back to sleep.
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TOO CLOSE
BAXTER


“I AM THE HIGHWAY” BY AUDIOSLAVE

The next morning, I wake to the sound of my phone ringing. Lennon is still curled up in my arms from her nightmare, and I give myself a moment to appreciate her this way—calm, peaceful, ethereal. Her nightmare last night scared the shit out of me, but knowing she won’t remember it today makes every bit of fear I felt worth it.

My phone begins to ring again, so I quietly unravel myself from her to see who it is. Rolling over, I glance at the clock to see it’s not even seven a.m. before unplugging my phone from its charger. When I see the words UNKNOWN NUMBER flashing across the screen, I stand from the bed, moving toward my ensuite bathroom.

I swipe my thumb across the bottom of the screen. “Hello?”

At my greeting, the words, “This is a collect call from the Toronto South Detention Centre. This call will be recorded. Please press one to answer,” come through the other end.

I freeze in place.

I know who’s calling. It’s the one person I promised myself I’d never speak to again. But the fact that I’m receiving this call after the events of yesterday and at quarter-to-seven in the morning has my interest piqued.

Considering for a moment longer, I poke my head back into my room to find Lennon still sleeping soundly. I shut the bathroom door so she won’t overhear, exhaling deeply.

Then I do as the recording says and press one.

“Hello, Baxter,” are the first words I hear when the line clicks, and my heart drops at the sound of his voice.

Fuck.

“Was nice of you to come to the trial yesterday. Though it’s unfortunate things went the way they did, isn’t it?”

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. Nothing good is going to come from this conversation.

“What the fuck do you want?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I want you to help me. I want you to put an end to this mess.”

“What makes you think I would do anything to help you?”

His answering laugh is nothing but evil. “We both know things aren’t going to go my way this afternoon, thanks to that little girlfriend of yours. Nice going, by the way. She’s hot, even if she is the reason I’m going to prison.”

I grit my teeth at his mention of Lennon. “Don’t fucking talk about her. You killed her parents. What did you expect?”

“Well, it definitely wasn’t for my very own brother to be fraternizing with the people trying to ruin my life.”

I grit my teeth, my heart sinking into my stomach at his mention of our relationship.

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re not my brother anymore,” I grit out in a whisper. “My brother died nearly eleven years ago in the same accident that killed Mom. You ruined your life all on your own.”

He hums. “That may be true. But it’s also true that with one little phone call, you could make it all go away for me. You owe me, after all.”

“I owe you?” I scoff. “You’re out of your damn mind. Glad to see the years of drinking have finally caught up to you.”

“You abandoned me!” he shouts. “Mom died, Dad went to prison, and before I even turned eighteen, you left, never to be seen or heard from again. You skipped out on me and left me to fend for myself.”

“This phone call is about eleven years too late. You are the reason I cut you off. That day in the courtroom for Dad’s trial ringing any bells?”

“I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”

“Everything you said wasn’t true!” I huff, ensuring I keep my voice low. “You took his side for killing our mother, and you expected me to be okay with that?”

“Whatever,” he scoffs. “Make the phone call, or I’ll ruin your life just like your girlfriend’s family is ruining mine.”

“Your threats mean nothing to me. Nothing you do is going to change anything.”

Except even as I say it, I know it’s not true.

“You sure about that? I’m guessing Lennon doesn’t know about your relation to me then, does she?”

I swallow roughly. I knew not telling her sooner would come back to bite me.

“If you don’t help me, I’m telling the world I’m your brother. We’ll see how people feel about the infamous Baxter James once they find out he’s related to the man responsible for the deaths of the world’s biggest rock stars.”

“No one will believe you. No one will care.” The words feel sour on my tongue as I say them, because I know they aren’t true in the slightest.

Lennon will care. And her opinion is the only one I care about anymore.

“Guess we’ll see. If I go down today, I’m taking you with me.”

“Go fuck yourself. I told you you’re dead to me. Stay that way this time.”

I hang up before he can say anything more. When I push the bathroom door open to find Lennon still asleep in my bed, there’s a pit in my stomach that wasn’t there before.
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We take our seats at the front of the room, and I keep my eyes locked on the back of Logan’s head as the jury returns to the panel.

The room is silent as the judge enters, immediately looking toward the jury.

“Has a decision been made?”

“It has, Your Honour,” one of the members states.

The court officer at the front moves toward them to retrieve the piece of paper with the final verdict on it, and I hold my breath.

It’s crazy to me that that piece of paper holds Logan’s fate. That piece of paper is currently the only thing standing in the way of him either rotting in prison for the rest of his life or walking free, living to commit vehicular manslaughter another day.

I know what I want it to say. I want him to suffer the same way I did after our mom died. I want him to realize his actions have consequences, and that despite what he told me in the courtroom all those years ago, he’s the only one of us who’s like our father.

I want him to know I won.

But at the same time, part of me is worried about what he’ll do. His threats shouldn’t scare me. He’s just looking for someone other than himself to blame.

But the thing is, I know he’s not bluffing. He has nothing left to lose, so he wants to get back at me for cutting him off all those years ago. But I did it because I had to. My brother was slowly morphing into our father, the man I hate most in the world, and I couldn’t sit by and watch it happen any longer.

I knew then that he would end up here. I just didn’t think he’d hold any power over me when he did.

A hush falls over the crowd as the judge begins to speak.

“In the case of Thorne v. Jameson, the defendant being charged with one count of driving under the influence and two counts of impaired driving causing death, the verdict is…”

She pauses to open the piece of paper, rolls her lips together, and then closes it.

“Guilty.”

I watch Logan’s jaw tense as the room around me erupts in cheers. Lennon smiles as she wraps her arms around me, but over her shoulder, I keep my gaze trained on Logan.

It was the best possible outcome, the one everyone wanted and expected, myself included. But as I watch the court officer drag him away, watch him mouth the words, “You’re done,” as he leaves, the pit in my stomach grows even bigger.

If nothing else, at least Logan is still good for one thing. He’s forcing my hand—just like he did when I cut him off. He’s giving me no choice but to come clean with the secret I’ve been keeping for months.

I can’t wait any longer. I have to tell Lennon. And I have to hope that when I do, she’ll be able to forgive me. Or else Logan will have been right about one thing.

He went down.

And he took me down with him.
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READY TO BLOW
LENNON


Two Weeks Until the Concert

“SAY IT AIN’T SO” BY MOZELLA (COVER)

We won.

Logan Jameson, the man who made the idiotic decision to drive drunk one night and T-boned my car, killing both of my parents, was sentenced to life imprisonment yesterday. DUI manslaughter is considered a homicide offense in Ontario, and all I can say is thank God for that. That, plus the four other DUI charges on his record in the past ten years, led to a life sentence.

Which suits this country just fine. There isn’t a single person I’ve come across who believed he was innocent. The bastard deserves to rot in prison until the day he dies, as far as I’m concerned.

And I’m so fucking relieved this is all over. Because now I can focus one hundred and ten percent of my attention on making this concert the best it can be, knowing everything that led us here has been resolved.

Baxter and I came back to his place after the trial last night, and we haven’t left since. He was acting a little strange after the trial, but I chalked it up to a mixture of shock and relief—the same two emotions we’ve all been feeling for the past twenty-four hours. Spending the night tangled in his sheets was the perfect way to clear our minds of the events of the past few days and celebrate.

I woke up this morning to find him in the kitchen cooking me breakfast, and now we’re sitting on his living room couch, a guitar resting in each of our laps. Baxter strums a few chords, and I mimic him, finally starting to get the hang of this thing.

“That was perfect,” he tells me with a massive grin.

My smile mirrors his as I look back down at my fingers pulling at the strings.

I’m still learning to play, but I’ve made some great progress since he started teaching me. Even better, learning to play seemed to be exactly what I needed to start writing again, which is what we’re doing now. The TV plays quietly in the background while he watches me with rapt attention. I can feel his eyes on me the entire time, and it makes me feel both extremely vulnerable and powerful.

“You’re magic, Lenny girl,” he compliments as I finish the tune I was playing.

I glance up at him with a smile on my face, setting the guitar he bought me back in its case on the floor beside me. Then I stand, walking over to him and placing one of my legs on either side of his to straddle him. I smile at him as he leans in, and I meet him halfway, crashing our lips together.

He grips me by the neck, positioning my head so I open wider for him, granting him access. He swipes his tongue over mine and groans as I grind down against him.

I pull my lips from his as he grows harder beneath me, a wicked smirk forming. He’s so fucking fun to rile up. “Thanks, Lover Boy,” I tease.

He tucks a stray hair behind my ear as he smiles, and I melt a little. He holds my gaze for a moment before his expression changes.

“I have to tell you something, Lennon.”

A frown fills my face at his use of my actual name. “Is everything okay?”

His eyes flash over my shoulder, and his expression falls even more. “No. Everything is not okay.” A whispered, “fuck,” falls from his lips as he keeps his gaze set on whatever’s behind me.

I furrow my brows. “What is it?” I ask confused, turning to look over my shoulder.

I’m met with the view of the TV. It’s on a news channel, and though I can’t hear what the broadcaster is saying, there’s a photo of Baxter in the top right corner.

My eyes scan the screen, moving from his photo to the headline, which reads, Baxter James…or should we say Baxter Jameson?

My confusion only grows, so I move off his lap to grab the remote off the table and turn the volume up just as the broadcaster says, “…is the older brother of Logan Jameson, who just yesterday was officially charged and found guilty of DUI manslaughter resulting in the deaths of Audrey Rose and Brennan Thorne, who most know as musical rock duo, Thorned Roses. The couple died in a car accident a year ago in October, where their youngest daughter, Lennon Thorne, was driving when Jameson ran a red light and hit them.”

My jaw drops as a photo of Logan appears next to the one of Baxter, and I take a step closer to the TV. The similarities between them are there—they have the same lips and nose—but even placed side-by-side like this, they don’t very much look alike.

Logan has a rounder face and blond, short hair compared to Baxter’s longer, dark-brown hair. His eyes are different—deep brown, a drastic change from Baxter’s ocean blue. Logan also doesn’t have a beard. There’s no way anyone would ever guess they were related based on looks alone.

Which explains how I didn’t figure it out.

Add to that the fact that Baxter has only ever been known to the world as James…the last thing I ever expected was for him to actually share a last name with the man who murdered my parents.

Clearly I’ve never been more wrong.

Because as it turns out, Baxter, the man I’ve fallen helplessly in love with but doesn’t know it yet, is the brother of the man responsible for the deaths of my parents.

Oh, my god.

That’s why he’s been so weird everytime I brought up the accident. Here I thought it was giving him bad memories from his mom’s death, but really, it’s because he was hiding this from me.

This massive fucking secret that changes everything I thought I knew about him.

I spin around to face Baxter, tears beginning to stream down my face.

He stares back at me with a look of pure agony, and I almost feel bad for him. If I know anything about Baxter, and I’d like to think I do, it’s that whatever his reasoning is for keeping this from me, it wasn’t out of malice.

But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s the person closest to the reason my parents are dead. And he’s been lying to me about it for months.

“Tell me it isn’t true,” I beg, hoping this is all just a bad dream I’m going to wake up from.

He shakes his head, a flash of anguish crossing his face. He looks like a broken shell of the man I thought I knew.

“I can’t do that, Lennon.”

He pauses, his throat working as he looks anywhere but at me. And just when my world was finally starting to right itself, he says four words that flip it upside down all over again.

“Logan is my brother.”
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BLOOD ON MY HANDS
BAXTER


“SORROWING MAN” BY CITY AND COLOUR

Amuffled gasp escapes Lennon’s lips.

“Y-you lied to me,” she whispers, her voice scratchy. I can tell she’s fighting the tears that threaten to fall, and it takes absolutely everything in me not to rush over and pull her into my arms.

All I want is to be the one to protect her, and instead, I’m the one she needs protecting from.

Say something, idiot. Tell her the truth.

“Lennon…” I rasp, letting my voice trail off.

I should be trying to explain myself, telling her why I’ve kept this secret for so long. That I haven’t had a relationship with Logan since my mother’s death, and I didn’t think dredging up the past I’ve tried so hard to forget would do either of us any good. Trying to convince her I’m not the bad guy she suddenly believes me to be.

But instead, the only thing I can possibly think of is the three little words I’ve been dying to say for weeks. Except I know if I say them now, it won’t be right. She’ll think I’m saying them just to get her to stay, and while that’s partially true, I need her to know they’re so much more than that.

She stands there frozen, staring at me like I’m someone she doesn’t recognize instead of the man she’s bared her heart and soul to in the past few months. That look on her face rips my heart in two.

I gulp. “I didn’t lie to you, Lennon. I just…didn’t tell you.”

“That’s the same fucking thing, Baxter!” she shouts, her voice cracking as she says my name and tears spilling over her waterline. “A lie by omission is still a lie.”

She’s right. And I should’ve told her from the beginning. I knew this day would come eventually, and I thought I had prepared myself for it. But just like I’ve struggled to find the words for months, I don’t know what I can say to her to make her understand. I’ve never felt the need to explain myself before, so I have no fucking idea what to do here.

“Trouble—”

“Don’t!” she grits out. “Don’t you fucking dare call me that. I am not your Trouble. Not anymore.”

My jaw works as I fight the words dying to fall from my lips.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself?!” she cries, and my heart splits wide open.

“I didn’t…I couldn’t—” I stammer, but she cuts me off before I can say anything more, which is probably for the best.

She shakes her head, looking me up and down. “I don’t even know who you are right now.”

Fuck.

“I’m so sorry, Lennon,” is all I’m able to get out, my voice cracking. It’s not enough, but at least it’s honest.

“Yeah,” she whispers, defeated. “Me, too.” She turns to the couch, collecting her bag. She doesn’t bother to touch the guitar I bought for her, instead leaving it in the open case on the floor next to mine. “I guess I was right when I said you were going to break my heart,” she spits as she turns around to look at me, and my heart cracks.

She has every right to be furious with me. But what she doesn’t know is my heart is breaking just as much. Because when I told her I would never let anything hurt her again, I should’ve included myself in that. I’ve fucked up more times in my life than I can count, but this moment right here is the worst.

Swinging her bag over her shoulder, she says, “We’re through, Baxter. Whatever this was”—she motions between us, tears streaming down her face—“it’s done. It was always going to end, anyway. I just didn’t expect it to end like this.”

“Lennon, please—” I start, but when she looks at me again, her expression causes me to falter. I’ve been an unwilling participant in more fist-fights than I can count, and I have the scars covering my knuckles to prove it. Yet here I stand, in front of the woman who came out of nowhere and stole my goddamn heart, and I want to fight for her. I just can’t find the words to do it.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“Bye, Baxter,” Lennon tells me as she moves toward the door. “Have a nice life.”

I flinch when the door slams shut behind her, my fists balled as I fight chasing after her. But I know it wouldn’t do any good. I just made the biggest mistake of my life, and there’s nothing I can do to fix it.

So I do nothing but stand there, frozen in time as I watch her leave, taking both my heart and my soul with her.
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SCREAM FOR YOU
BAXTER


One Week Until the Concert

“SAVIN’ ME” BY NICKELBACK

“You fucked up,” Colt rasps. “Big time.”

I swig back my sixth shot as the words fall from his lips. My two best friends flank either side of me with drinks of their own, keeping me company while I drown my sorrows.

I lift my head and glare at him, my jaw clenched. “Watch your fucking mouth.”

He shakes his head. “No. You need to hear this. You knew nothing good would come from keeping Logan a secret. You knew she was bound to find out eventually. We’ve been telling you this for months. You should’ve told her when this all began. I’m not sure what you expected.”

“Dude,” Levi warns from over my shoulder. I can’t see him, but I’m sure he’s shaking his head.

I stand from my stool, getting in Colt’s face. He stands, too, refusing to cower from me. We may be best friends, but Colt has never been one to take shit from anyone. I’m only about an inch taller than him, so we’re pretty even for height, but as much as I hate to admit it, he’s bigger than me. Chances are, he’d kick my ass.

Except right now, I don’t really give a fuck.

“Watch. Your. Fucking. Mouth,” I grit out, our noses almost touching.

“Stop being a pussy and fix your damn mistake. Apologize until she forgives you. Tell her the truth. Fucking fight for her.”

My jaw works as I ball my fists, his eyes catching the movement.

“You gonna hit me?” Colt sneers. “Fucking do it. You know I’m not saying anything that isn’t true. You just don’t want to hear it.”

I swallow roughly, brows furrowed as I ponder his words. I know he’s right, and that’s exactly what pisses me off.

As much as I want to, punching Colt wouldn’t do me any good. Everything he’s saying is true, and hitting him for being the only person willing to tell me what I’ve needed to hear would be a dick move. I’d be reverting back to the old Baxter.

The Baxter I was before Lennon.

So I relent, turning back to the bar. “Whatever,” I scoff as I retake my seat. The bartender brought over another round of shots for us while we were having a pissing match, so I pick one up and swig it back, the burn of the liquor fuelling the fire inside of me.

Colt returns to his seat, too, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I say this out of love, Bax, because you’re my best friend. But you’re an idiot. She’s the first person you’ve felt anything real for in years, and you threw it all away. You let Logan, of all people, take it away. Why?”

At first, I thought it was pointless, because I didn’t think I’d ever see her again. Then when I did, it still seemed pointless, because Logan has ruined enough in my life, and I didn’t want to give him the power of ruining anything more. Until the trial a few weeks ago, I’d forgotten just how much like my father my brother could be. I’d forgotten that no matter how hard I try to forget them, the things they’ve done will haunt me forever.

“You know about my past with Logan. I didn’t think it’d do either of us any good to open up that can of worms.”

“And keeping it from her was a better idea?”

I groan, not bothering to answer when we both already know it wasn’t.

“It’s not too late to tell her the truth about Logan,” Levi pipes up.

I spin in his direction, my brow quirked. “I’m pretty sure it is. She practically told me to go fuck myself when she left the other day.”

Levi rolls his eyes, opening his mouth to speak again, but a feminine voice chimes in from behind me.

“As much as it pains me to admit it, they’re right. You can still fix this.”

I glance up to see Isabella Cordova strutting across the dark bar, a determined look on her face.

When she stops in front of me, she adds, “Should’ve figured you’d be at this bar, seeing as it’s the place you first met Lennon.”

I narrow my eyes. “What are you doing here?”

She quirks a brow at me before swigging back one of the shots that rests on the bartop.

“Looking for you.” She glances sidelong at Colt before looking back at me. “Colt told me where to find you,” she adds, annoyance lacing her tone.

Levi huffs a laugh as my brows furrow. Lennon mentioned she thought something was going on between them, and seeing the glare Colt shoots her now, I have to agree. Despite how few fucks I give about what Colt and Isa do, I wish I could talk to Lennon about them. Simply because at least then I would be talking to her.

“Earth to Baxter.” Isa snaps in my face, pulling my attention to her.

My brows pull together. “What?”

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

I shrug, turning back to the bar.

Isa scoffs, shaking her head. “Why haven’t you been trying to get her back? It’s been a week.”

“I’ve been texting her every day. She hasn’t responded,” I mutter into my glass.

“You’re a bigger dumbass than I thought if you think texting her ‘I’m sorry’ once a day is enough to make up for the massive fucking secret you kept from her. Which, by the way, you better have a good-ass excuse for, or you’re staying at the top of my shit-list even after she forgives you.”

“Even if I explain, what makes you think she will?”

“James, are you blind, or just that fucking oblivious?”

I stare back at her confused, and she just rolls her eyes.

“She’s in love with you.”

My eyes widen at her words. “What did you just say?”

“Are you deaf, too? I said she’s in love with you. How do you not see that?”

I shake my head, my mind racing through everything that’s happened. I don’t know why, but no matter how much I’ve hoped she’s fallen too, I never prepared myself to hear that she actually has.

“Men,” Isa mutters, shaking her head. “I don’t know why I’m even bothering, considering you broke my best friend’s heart, but looking at you now, you might be an even bigger mess than she is. So, if you’re up for some honesty, I have an idea for how you can make it up to her. I’m telling you now, though…she’s not going to like it.”

Her warning gives me pause, but Isa knows Lennon better than anyone—if she has a plan to help me, I’m willing to try. At this point, I’ll do just about anything to talk to her.

“Let’s hear it.”
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AIM SO HIGH
LENNON


“ALWAYS LOVE” BY NADA SURF

Baxter


I’m sorry.




I miss you.




I never meant to make you hate me.




I’ve read the texts on the screen in front of me no fewer than ten times since I woke up to them on my phone three hours ago. He’s sent a variation of I’m sorry every day over the past week and a half since I stormed out of his house and left my heart inside with him, but the I miss you and I never meant to make you hate me are a new development.

I haven’t replied to any of them. I hate myself so much for letting him get under my skin and giving him the power to hurt me. And I hate him even more for using it, even though I know it wasn’t on purpose.

Baxter may act tough, but even with what happened, I don’t believe for a second that he had ill intentions. I just think he doesn’t know how to communicate because he’s never had to before. I knew that going in. I knew he would never be able to open up fully, because that’s not who he is. It was silly of me to think I could be the one to change him.

I told myself from day one that I wouldn’t fall for him. I tried to avoid him. I set rules. I did everything in my power to keep my feelings separate, and I fell for him anyway. Which means it’s my own damn fault that I’m heartbroken now, because I knew better.

I can’t even really blame him for not telling me about Logan in the first place, because we vowed to keep emotions out of it from the start.

He kept that promise. It’s not his fault that I couldn’t.

My fingers hover over the screen where his latest text sits as I debate whether or not I should text him back. I’ve been good at keeping my distance this far…but this one has me tempted to reply.

Maybe it’s because for the past week and a half, my mind has been on a constant loop of wanting to talk to him and being so damn angry with him. I’ve been more distracted than ever before, because I simply can’t get over the fact that the man I’m in love with is the closest person to the reason my parents are dead. What are the fucking chances?

Maybe it’s because we’re four days out from the day I’ve spent the past eight months pouring my blood, sweat, and tears into, and I know I’ll have to see him again.

Maybe it’s because, despite how mad I’ve been, I do still love him.

Whatever the reason, I go against everything I’ve told myself and send him a text back.

I hit send just as Isa enters my office.

“How are you holding up?” she asks, pulling my attention from the text thread as she takes the seat opposite me.

She’s been here almost every day the past few weeks to help get everything finalized for the show. Between her, Sadie—who I’ve grown close to—Paige, and Dylan, I’ve hardly had a moment to myself. I still haven’t decided if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.

“About as well as you’d expect.” I sigh, clicking the power button on my phone and flipping it face down. “I miss him so damn much, Is. And I hate that I miss him.”

She reaches across the desk, placing her hand over mine. “I know, Lenny.” She smiles sadly at me. “If it’s any consolation, I saw them all a few days ago, and Baxter’s really beating himself up over what happened. Colt told me he hasn’t been sleeping.”

“Good. Neither have I,” I huff, crossing my arms over my chest. “Wait, you talked to Colt?” I narrow my eyes. “I thought you hated Colt.”

After that day we ran into him and Sadie at Underground Espresso, I questioned her about him. She just shrugged nonchalantly, giving me some made-up story about the two of them, told me she can’t stand him, and then asked me politely to drop it. I did, and it hasn’t been brought up since.

Until now.

She pulls her hand back, the slightest hint of redness rushing to her cheeks. Trying to play it cool, she scoffs. “I still hate Colt. He’s just concerned for his friend, just like I am for you.”

“Mhm.” I quirk a brow, not believing her for a second. “Does the hate part make good foreplay?”

Her eyes widen as I stare at her, brows raised. But she avoids the question, opting to change the topic entirely.

“Let’s talk about the concert. How’s the final planning coming along? Things ready for Saturday?”

I lean back in my chair with an eye roll, relenting. It’s obvious something happened—Isa doesn’t hate people for no good reason—but I know her well enough to know she’ll fill me in when she’s ready, so I let it go.

With a nod, I tell her, “Just about. I still feel like something’s missing, but I don’t think anything is. All the vendors are set to arrive by seven on Saturday morning for setup, and I’m heading to the venue on Friday to prepare the dressing room trailers and do a soundcheck—which reminds me, are you still good to help with that? I have Sadie and Harper coming down, too, to make sure transitions are smooth.”

Isa nods. “Yes, of course,” she says with a smile before leaning forward.

I smile back at her. “Thank you. I really don’t know what I would’ve done without you over these past few months, and in case I haven’t already told you, I appreciate you, Is.”

“I wouldn’t have had it any other way. You know I’ve always got your back.” She tosses a wink at me and we laugh. “Are you nervous?” she probes.

I shrug. “Honestly? Not really. Not for the concert, at least.” I pull my bottom lip between my teeth then add, “At this point, the show will go how it goes. Obviously, I want it to go well, but it’s almost out of my hands, and as much as I’ve loved planning, I’m excited for it to be done.”

She nods along. “I get that.”

We chat a bit more about the concert before she heads back down to the studio. She has some finishing touches to put on her album before its release in a few months, and I, for one, am so damn excited to hear it.

I focus my attention back on the last-minute planning I have to do, ensuring that all the vendors and performers know what time to be there for on Saturday.

As I scroll through the schedule one more time, it hits me that in a matter of days, this will all be over.

No more stress or worrying about whether everything will go okay—the day I’ve been working toward for the past eight months will simply come and then it will go.

It’s a bittersweet feeling, really. I’ve poured so much time and energy into making sure the day will be the best it possibly can be, but I’m so excited to see it all finally come to fruition.

All I can do now is hope that whatever happens, I make my parents proud.

This is for you, Mom and Dad. I hope you’re watching.


[ 50 ]
[image: ]
ONE MORE CHANCE
LENNON


“HEAR YOU ME” BY JIMMY EAT WORLD

The day is finally here.

After two dead parents, a one-night stand, one cancelled headliner, eight months of planning, plenty of late nights fuelled by lots of caffeine, and a friends-with-benefits-turned-love-of-my-life arrangement with the world’s most famous rock star, we made it.

Today is the benefit concert.

I should be ecstatic right now. I should be overjoyed, ready to have a great time and see all the people who are coming out to support Mothers Against Drunk Driving on behalf of my parents.

But instead, I’m kind of dreading it. I’ve spent all morning pacing in my apartment, running through every worst-case scenario and giving myself pep talk after pep talk to get myself ready for the day.

What if no one shows up?

What if none of the amplifiers work and no one can hear the music?

What if an act cancels at the last minute?

What if, what if, what if…

It’s been exhausting. This has been the most important day to me for the past eight months, and it’s crazy to think that in a matter of hours, it’s all going to be over.

It doesn’t help matters knowing I’m going to have to see Baxter today. Aside from the text I sent him a few days ago, we haven’t spoken. And I’m scared that when I do finally see him again, I’ll forget why I’m even mad in the first place.

After the news broke about Logan, we had to issue a handful of refunds because people have a problem with the fact that the brother of the man who killed Thorned Roses is headlining at a concert in honour of them.

It wasn’t a huge deal—the tickets sold out again right away—and I can’t say I blame them, really. If I’d had more time, I probably would’ve removed him from the show altogether. But the news only broke two weeks ago, and though I’ve been good at planning this show, I’m not naive enough to think I could pull a new headliner out of my ass on such little notice. Especially not when I struggled so much to find one in the first place.

So, Baxter it is.

Now I can’t wait for this day to be done.

I pull up to Tidal Waves, the waterfront venue I booked for the show. Volunteers and staff have been here since seven a.m. setting up, and it’s just after eight now.

Thankfully, since I have the stage booked for the whole weekend, most of the setup is already done. The makeshift dressing rooms and trailers fill the field behind the stage, and soundcheck went better than I could’ve hoped yesterday. This morning has been more about getting vendors set up around the perimeter.

I say hi to a few of the volunteers as I head backstage. I don’t expect all the performers to be here this early, but I’m pleasantly surprised when I see the first five acts hanging out in the pop-up tent we’re using as a green room. I head over, thanking them again for being here, then move to help the engineers run a final soundcheck before the gates open at nine.

One thing I was worried about with this show was how early it starts. The ten a.m. start time didn’t stop people from selling it out, but I have a feeling a lot of the crowd won’t show up until noon or so, unless they want a really good spot. Which is part of the reason I was happy to oblige We, The Exiled’s request to play early—they’re a huge incentive for a good amount of the crowd, so I know a lot of people will show up for them.

Soundcheck goes smoothly once again, so I excuse myself, heading to the front of the venue. I admire the already massive line of people waiting as I check in with security to ensure everything is running okay for them, to which they assure me it is.

Before I know it, all the vendors are set up and the huge, open space is ready for the show.

I smile to myself as I make my way backstage again, wanting to be out of the way when the gates open in five minutes. Aside from the VIP tent to the right of the stage, every ticket was general admission—so there are no designated seats. I’m betting everyone showing up first thing are those who want to be right in front of the stage.

I chuckle, grabbing my clipboard with the schedule for the day and examining it again, even though it’s ingrained into my brain at this point. My eyes fly across each name before landing on Baxter’s.

I’m never going to be ready to see him, but on the bright side, he’s not performing until eight thirty p.m. That gives me almost twelve hours to prepare myself and hope that when I do, I’m able to stand my ground and remember why I’m mad to begin with.

“Auntie Wenny!” I hear a voice call from behind me, pulling me from my thoughts. I spin around to see Isaac barrelling toward me.

I bend down, setting the clipboard on the stage next to me, and spread my arms wide to catch him as he throws himself into me.

“Hi, Bug,” I chuckle as I pick him up. “Are you excited?”

He nods, a massive toothy grin on his face. “I’m dunna dance, Wenny!”

I laugh as he begins squirming in my arms, already showing off his moves. “I bet you are, buddy.” When I set him down, he begins running circles around the group that now stands next to me—Paige, Trevor, Dylan, Emma, and my niece Nora, who is the next to wrap her arms around me.

“Hi, sweet girl,” I say, squeezing her tight.

She’s wearing one of my parents’ old band tees that I’m sure belonged to Dylan, a pair of denim shorts, and her knock-off Doc Martens. She has her hair styled in two French braids, just the way my mom used to do for her all the time.

“This is really cool, Aunt Lennon.” The smile on her face is bigger than I’ve seen on her in a long time. “I think Lolly and Pops would love it,” she adds, referring to her grandparents.

I brush a hand down her cheek and send a watery smile back to her. It warms my heart to hear her say that—next to me, I think Nora has struggled most with the death of my parents. She’s only seven and was extremely close to them both, so losing them was a real shock to her. She’s been having a hard time since it happened, so I’m hoping today will help her begin to heal, too, just like it has for me.

“Thank you, Nor.” I press a kiss to her forehead before she runs off to join her brother.

I greet the rest of my family, all of them sharing the same sentiment about how proud they are of me and how impressed they are with how everything has come together.

We chat for a bit as the crowd rolls in. The hour passes quickly, and before I know it, it’s time for us to introduce the first act of the day.

“Are you ready, Lens?” Paige inquires, her eyes curious, as echoes from the crowd filter through to backstage.

I look between them, smiles dusting all of their faces. Hell, even Dylan’s lips are quirked, and that alone tells me that no matter how things play out today, I deserve to be damn proud of what I’ve accomplished here.

And I know for certain now that my parents would be, too.

So with a nod, I declare, “Let’s do this.”

The three of us make our way to the curtains. One of the volunteers for the day hands me a microphone, and then with a quick nod to both my siblings, we head out onstage.

“Hey, Toronto!” I greet the steadily growing crowd. “On behalf of MADD, Revolution Records, and Thorned Roses, we wanted to come out and say thank you all for coming. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Lennon Thorne, the brains behind this whole operation.”

I pause momentarily as the crowd’s cheers fill the open field, the beautiful view of Lake Ontario on the horizon. “Beside me are my siblings, Paige and Dylan.” They both wave to the crowd as I continue my speech. “We are so grateful you could be here with us today, because this whole event exists for our parents, Audrey and Brennan. I chose Mothers Against Drunk Driving as the recipient of the money, because they were killed by a drunk driver, and it means the world to us”—I gesture toward my siblings—“and to MADD that you’re helping support such an important cause.

“So, how about we get this concert started?”

The crowd cheers some more as I smile at my siblings, their expressions mirroring mine.

“Without further ado, please join me in welcoming our first performer of the day, Finn Evans!”

The crowd roars over the sound of the band starting up as Finn makes his way to his mark. I send him a smile before my siblings and I head offstage, rejoining the rest of our family to watch the show.

And just like that, the first (hopefully, annual) No Strings Attached benefit concert has begun.
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“STREET MAP” BY ATHLETE

“How are you feeling?” Trevor asks me as he comes to stand behind his wife.

Paige and I have been watching from the side of the stage for the past few performances while the rest of my family headed down to the VIP section. It’s a better view from down there, but since I have to go on between each act to introduce who’s next, it’s easier for me to watch from here.

I smile at him. “Overwhelmed but happy. This has been unbelievable.”

“You did an incredible job putting this all together, Lens.” Paige places her hand on my arm. “Things are going so well.”

“Thanks, P,” I tell her, looking back out to where LINCOLN is starting his set.

She’s right—things have gone better than I could’ve imagined so far. It’s already almost two, we’re five performances in, and so far everyone seems to be having a blast. I’ve been getting notified of donations on the GoFundMe page I made for the show all day, and one of the merch tables has already sold out of the benefit concert T-shirts.

There have been no technical issues up to now—knock on wood it stays that way—and we haven’t had any other incidents, aside from a few minor cases of heatstroke. It’s the end of August in Toronto, so it’s to be expected—it’s close to thirty degrees celsius with the humidity after all, but thankfully, there’s a nice breeze coming in off the lake. I also have volunteers making the rounds with water for the attendees, and we set up a couple of extra tents on the perimeter for some shade.

But one of the many bonuses to not having any alcohol served is that everyone has been on their best behaviour, singing and dancing along to the songs and overall having a great time. It’s truly been more than I ever could’ve asked, and it makes me so damn happy to know people are enjoying themselves.

This just might become an annual event yet.

“Hey, Lennon!” I hear someone call from behind me, pulling my attention from LINCOLN’s performance. The three of us spin around to find Nathan and the girl I saw him with at Baxter’s show—Macy, I think—walking toward us. I grin as they approach, leaving my spot to greet them.

“Hey, Nate,” I say, wrapping my arms around him in a friendly hug.

He greets Paige and Trevor the same way as I turn to his girlfriend.

“Hi, Macy right?”

She nods, a smile on her face. “And you’re Lennon. I’ve heard so much about you.” She wraps her arms around me, which is a pleasant surprise. I wasn’t necessarily expecting jealousy, but I definitely wasn’t expecting a hug.

“All good things, I hope,” I tease as I pull away, and she chuckles.

“Oh, totally.” She smiles.

Nathan turns back to us after he finishes saying hi to my sister and her husband. “Thank you so much again for getting us the backstage passes, Lens.” He grins at me.

“It was no trouble, really. I’m glad you guys could make it.”

“Us, too,” Macy replies, smiling up at Nathan. They look like a picture-perfect Barbie and Ken—she’s exactly the kind of girl I imagine Nathan settling down with, and it makes me so happy for him that he’s found her.

“How are things with Baxter?” Nathan asks, his brows pulled together and a knowing lilt present in his tone. I’m sure after Baxter’s little performance at his show a few weeks ago, Nathan figured out something was up between us. But based on the look of concern filling his features, I’m also sure he’s seen the news recently.

My cheeks flush as I shake my head. “That was…well, I’m not sure what it was. But it’s over now.”

Nathan’s face falls. “I’m sorry to hear that, Lens,” he says, and I just nod slightly with a shrug. Getting the sense I don’t want to talk about Baxter, he adds, “By the way, we made a donation on GoFundMe. I know you said we didn’t have to pay, but seeing as it’s for such a good cause and to honour your incredible parents, it felt wrong not to.”

I smile. “Thank you both. It means a lot to me that you’re here.” I give them each one more hug before we say our goodbyes and they head toward the VIP tent.

Paige, Trevor, and I continue to watch the entirety of LINCOLN’s performance from the side of the stage, giving him a high-five as he approaches us when he’s done. I head onstage to introduce the next act, Hear the Echoes, before excusing myself, telling Paige and Trevor that I’ll be right back.

I pull out my phone as I walk toward the front entrance to pick up the towels I had delivered for Baxter and the guys. Despite everything, I’ve still made sure to check off every item on his rider—aside from the puppies and kittens and me, for obvious reasons—because it would’ve been unprofessional not to.

I know, realistically speaking, he meant the entire thing as a joke. But that hasn’t stopped me from ensuring that he has everything he needs for his pre-show routine. I’ve been around enough artists in my life to know they’re a real thing, and I don’t need anything jinxing how successful this day has been.

Especially not Baxter.

I grab the towels from the delivery guy—still crazy to me that you can get towels delivered, but it worked out well for me—and make my way behind the stage to Baxter’s trailer.

It’s not even two thirty, so I don’t expect him to be here yet, seeing as he doesn’t go on until eight thirty. But when I open the door and find three sets of eyes trained on me, I realize just how mistaken I was in thinking that.

“Shit.”
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LET YOU WALK AWAY
BAXTER


“ASHES AND WINE” BY A FINE FRENZY

Trouble


I don’t hate you, Baxter. That’s the problem. I wish I did. Hating you would make this so much easier.




But I don’t. I never could.




I reread Lennon’s text from the other day yet again as Colt, Levi, and I make our way to the trailer she reserved for us. I hadn’t been expecting her to respond—all the others I’d sent had gone unanswered—so I was pleasantly surprised when she did. As much as I know the words were meant to hurt, they also gave me hope. Hope that I hadn’t had until that point.

Hope that maybe this thing between us can still be fixed.

Which is why I showed up to the benefit concert way earlier than I need to be—I don’t go on until eight thirty p.m., which is just over six hours from now. But I figured showing up early would give me a better shot at getting Lennon to talk to me beforehand. Get her to forgive me. And if not, then hopefully either Isa’s plan or my performance will.

Besides, she gave all the performers VIP passes to the rest of the show, and it feels like it would be a waste not to use it. Even though she won’t talk to me right now, at least I can enjoy my day listening to some great music and knowing I’m helping raise money for a good cause.

When we make it to our trailer, I pull open the door and freeze, stunned by what I see inside.

To my left is a bowl of sour candy, a variety of brands and flavours, with a pack of Marlboro Blacks and a dark-red S.T. Dupont lighter sitting next to it. In the mini fridge is a case of Sprite Zero, twelve bottles of Fiji water, and apple juice boxes.

Just like I put in my rider.

“Sick, a colouring book!” Levi’s grin grows wide as he picks it and the markers up. “Damn, and she got a good one. Lemon’s the best.”

I roll my eyes at his nickname for her, but fuck if he’s not right. She is the best, and her including all the things from my rider just proves that.

He takes a seat on the opposite side of the table, where a record player sits with an original copy of Thorned Roses’ I Dare You album leaning against it. The bowl in front of that is filled to the brim with guitar picks, and a box of condoms is next to that.

Though those won’t be necessary without her.

When I sent her the rider, it wasn’t serious. I did it to get her attention, but being here now, seeing nearly every item on the list laid out in front of me, my heart sinks into my stomach.

It shouldn’t surprise me that even after everything, she made sure my trailer was stocked full of my pre-show routine items. Knowing she did all this for me despite how much pain I’ve caused only adds to how much I love her.

As I make my way through the trailer, I notice the only things from the list that are missing are the towels, the puppies and kittens—rightfully so, considering those were a joke—and the food.

And her.

As soon as I think it, the door swings open, and I spin around to find Lennon frozen in the entryway.

“Shit,” she mutters, her eyes widening slightly before she forces them downward and lets her chestnut-brown hair fall in beachy waves around her to block my view of her face.

She’s wearing an old Thorned Roses T-shirt that fits her like a dress, falling about mid-thigh, with fishnet tights and black Doc Martens. If I had to guess, I’d bet her usual leather jacket is around here somewhere, too, for when it cools down later tonight.

Fuck, it’s so good to see her.

“Sorry,” is all she says as she sets the stack of towels she’s holding on the counter next to the door. Then, before I can say anything, she turns and leaves.

I shove my way past Colt and out the door after her.

“Lennon!” I call out, and her feet stop moving. I approach her hesitantly, expecting her to turn around, but instead she keeps her gaze trained forward, refusing to look at me.

Not that I blame her, but fuck if it doesn’t hurt.

Taking another cautious step closer so I can see her side profile, I ask, “Will you please look at me, Lennon?” Her back is almost touching my front, but I make sure to keep a gap between us so I don’t make her uncomfortable, no matter how much I ache to touch her right now.

She inhales sharply when she notices my proximity, and her eyes fall shut. “No.”

My shoulders drop in resignation, but I don’t move.

“What are you doing here? You’re six hours early,” she asks, her voice breathy.

I sigh. “I wanted to see you. To talk to you.”

“I’m busy.” I barely catch the way her eyes flick down to the clipboard she had hidden under the stack of towels. “Your food will be delivered at seven thirty. Go enjoy the show, Baxter. I have things to do.”

And with that, she walks away.

Fuck.
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“BLURRY” BY PUDDLE OF MUDD

“You have some nerve showing your face around here after all that’s happened,” a voice says from behind where I stand in the VIP section watching Julien Averies perform.

Before I even look, I know who it is. When I turn around, Paige glares at me, standing at the same height as her sister with the same chestnut-brown hair. Her arms are crossed over her chest, her hip cocked as the scowl on her face grows. She’s wearing a pair of leather shorts and a T-shirt that matches the one Lennon is wearing.

From the first day I met her, Paige Holbrook—previously Thorne—has intimidated the hell out of me. I’m not the kind of guy to scare easily, but something about Paige tells me she’s all bite and no bark.

Maybe it’s because she’s a criminal defense lawyer. She has a badass reputation, and I’m sure if she wanted to, she could easily dig up some dirt on me to ruin my chances with Lennon entirely.

If I haven’t already done that on my own.

But because of her job, she’s great at reading people. From day one, she’s been weary of me. The rest of Lennon’s family was welcoming when I met them, but Paige always looked at me as if she knew I was keeping something from them. She was right about that, which only makes me fear her more.

“Paige—” I begin, but she cuts me off.

“I knew you were bad news. I tried to tell Lennon, but she refused to hear it. Ever since the accident, I’ve been walking on eggshells around her, afraid that if I say one wrong thing, she’ll snap at me. So I let it go. If only I’d tried a bit harder, maybe I could’ve opened her eyes months ago and made her see how dangerous getting involved with someone like you would be.”

I frown, opening my mouth to defend myself, but she doesn’t give me the chance.

“You broke her heart. My strong, beautiful, independent sister, who has already been through enough in her life, let alone in this past year. She was finally doing better, and now she’s walking around like a lost puppy because she fell for the wrong guy—the guy who decided it would be best if no one in our family knew his brother was responsible for the deaths of our parents.”

I grit my teeth. “I swear I never meant to hurt her…hurt any of you. I can explain.”

She raises her brows. “Oh, can you?” Her tone drips with sarcasm. “I figured you would’ve done that by now if you had any valid excuse for hurting her the way you did. But you haven’t. So would you care to prove me wrong, or are you going to continue being exactly who we all thought you were?”

Holding strong, I exhale and calmly say, “All you need to know right now is that until the trial a few weeks back, I hadn’t spoken to Logan since I was twenty-one. For all intents and purposes, my brother, as you called him, has been dead to me for eleven years.”

She narrows her eyes, rolling her lips together as if she’s trying to decide if I’m telling the truth or not. A moment of silence passes between us, like she’s waiting for me to elaborate more, and when I don’t, her shoulders drop.

If I’m going to tell this story to anyone, it’s going to be to Lennon herself. Not to her sister, her brother, her best friend—not to anyone other than her.

She relents slightly. “I want to believe you. I’ve seen the way Lennon has changed since the accident, how she’s been healing, and I know a lot of that is thanks to you. She was so sad for so long, and rightfully so—we’ve all been struggling. But I was beginning to think she was never going to get better. Until you came around.”

She lets out a sigh, shaking her head. “I want to believe you had her best interest at heart, and I want to believe you aren’t actually the guy we’ve been made to believe you are over the years. But right now, I’m finding it difficult to believe anything you say. Until you come clean about everything, that’s not going to change. And even then, it’ll be up to Lennon to make the decision about whether she forgives you or not.”

“I know.”

She nods, her eyes scanning me. “Do you love her?”

Gritting my teeth, I jerk my head in a nod. “More than I’ve ever loved anyone in my life.”

She relents even more, taking a step closer as she nods. “Then you need to figure out what’s more important to you—keeping your past with that bastard a secret, or getting her back.”

I shake my head. “There’s nothing to figure out. I’ll do anything to get her back.”

Her lip quirks up. “I hoped you’d say that. So tell her the truth, and then if—and that’s a big if—Lennon chooses to forgive you…Dylan and I will, too. But you have a lot of making up to do first.”

“Understood.”

She tilts her head down, turning her back to me. But before she leaves, she adds, “Hey, Baxter?”

“Yeah?”

“Please prove me wrong.”

I nod. “I plan to.”

Then she walks away.
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WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?
LENNON


“FEELING A MOMENT” BY FEEDER

“Lennon!” Isa calls to me, running over and wrapping her arms around my neck.

We’re about eight hours into the twelve-hour show, with only four acts left to go. The Lighthouse just began their forty-five minute set, and then after them is Sadie, Isa, and of course, Baxter.

“Isa!” I shout with a smile, wrapping my arms around her, too.

“Today has been insane! How are you feeling?”

I simply shake my head, unable to find the words for how incredible today has been. I had my doubts this morning about how things would go, but I truly couldn’t have asked for a better day.

The crowd has been electric, and we surpassed the goal of five million dollars nearly one million dollars ago, which is unbelievable. I’ve also had a few performers confirm that, if I’m able to do this all again next year, they’re in.

Which makes me feel better than I have in weeks.

Isa giggles before hugging me close again. “I have an idea for a way to make the day even better.” She pauses for dramatic effect, as Isa always does. “Are you ready?”

My brows pull together, but my smile grows. “What is it?”

She licks her lips before saying, “You should perform a song with me.”

My smile falters. That is not what I was expecting her to say.

Noticing my expression, she clasps her hands together. “Please come out with me, Lenny.”

“Is, why would I do that? I’m not a singer.”

I can sing. But I’ve never been a real performer.

“Bitch, please.” She rolls her eyes. “You’re more talented than half the acts here today—don’t tell anyone I said that. Today has been for your parents, so why not end it doing the thing you shared with them?”

I roll my lips together. In the ten months since the accident, I haven’t thought much about how I haven’t been singing. It was always something I would do for fun—writing was always what I loved most.

But standing here now, with Isa begging me to join her for a song, I’m paralyzed by the fact that I haven’t sung since my parents’ funeral. I learned to sing before I ever started writing, all because of my parents. They’re the reason I love music the way I do, the reason singing and writing have always been such a large part of my life. They’re the ones who taught me to use my voice to sing when I couldn’t find it to speak.

Thinking about it, singing used to be my safe haven.

Now though, it might be my biggest fear.

I shake my head. “I don’t think I can, Is.”

Her smile falters. “Lenny, I know you’re scared. But there’s no better time for you to get back out there than now.” She waves her hands around as she does a spin. “Look around. Look what you did. This whole day is what it is because you made it such.”

She walks toward me again, her hands resting on my shoulders. “You’ve been saying for weeks now how you feel like something’s missing from today. And yes, your parents are—it sucks that they aren’t here, but we both know today wouldn’t even exist if they were, so it isn’t them. It’s you, Lennon. You are what’s missing.”

My eyes begin to well with tears as the weight of her words settles around me.

“Do you really think this is a good idea? I’m not ready. I don’t have a song prepared.”

“You know all of mine—we can just sing one of those. I think this is exactly what the day needs. And even more, I think it’s exactly what you need, too.”

I ponder her words for a moment longer before nodding.

Exhaling deeply, I say, “Okay then. Let’s do it.”
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“DARE YOU TO MOVE” BY SWITCHFOOT

The rest of the day goes by quickly. Sadie’s finishing up her show now, and her performance has been as incredible as I knew it would be, which only confirms how right I was in asking her to extend her set. I have no doubt that every person at this show will leave knowing the name Sadie Armstrong, which will do wonders for her when she gets to Nashville next month.

She finishes her new song titled “somewhere somehow” and heads off the stage, the cheers from the crowd following her back. The smile on her face is brighter than I’ve ever seen as she wraps her arms around me.

“You were amazing! How was it?”

Her eyes shine as she grins at me. “It was incredible. Thank you so much for everything, Lennon. I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to thank you for what you’ve done for me.”

“Thank me by making it big in Nashville, okay?”

Her lips quirk up again, tears filling her eyes as she nods. “You’ve got it.”

She gives me one last hug before heading back to the makeshift green room. I grab my microphone and make my way onto the stage to introduce the penultimate act of the night, Isa.

She struts out from the side of the stage as the cheers from the crowd bellow around us. Tossing them her classic Isa smile, she says, in the flirtiest voice she can muster, “Well, Toronto. You sure do know how to make a girl feel wanted.” And then she winks, and I swear the crowd gets even louder.

I smile at her as she takes her place at centre stage before I turn to exit. We agreed I’d come on for her final song, which will be “When the Lights Go Down.” It’s a song off her first album, but it’s a perfect one to end her performance with.

I watch from my place at the side of the stage as she dances and laughs through her entire performance, looking every bit like the Isabella Cordova I know and love. Her dark curls bounce around her as she puts on the performance of her life, like I knew she would.

Isabella Cordova is a force to be reckoned with—she’s smart, strong, independent, beautiful…and she never fails to completely captivate everyone who dares to cross her path.

The woman was born to be onstage.

The crowd sings along to the songs they know and tries with the ones they don’t, and I watch in awe as my petite best friend fills every inch of the large stage. Before I know it, the intro chords to her final song start up. She meets my gaze from fifteen feet away and nods, signalling for me to join her.

“Alright, Toronto. Before I go tonight, I have a special surprise for you all.” I begin to make my way out as she continues talking to the crowd. “My best friend Lennon is going to help me with this last one. How’s that sound?”

The crowd goes wild as she reaches her hand out to me, and I take it.

Looking out over the crowd, I let my eyes fall shut. I should be more nervous, I think. After all, this wasn’t planned. I’ve never performed in front of a crowd this big before, and I haven’t sang in nearly a year.

I should be panicking.

But instead, under the warmth of the spotlights beating down on me, I hold the microphone up to my lips and let myself remember my parents.

The performance is a simple one—just the two of us standing side-by-side, hand-in-hand, singing as if our lives depend on this very moment. I keep my eyes screwed shut, allowing all the memories of my parents that I’ve tried to force myself to forget come crashing back as the words pour out of me.

When the song comes to an end and I open my eyes again, I see their faces on everyone in the crowd. The tears spill out of me before I can stop them, and Isa wraps her arms around me.

But the smile that fills my face is the realest one I’ve felt in months.

“Thank you all for being here. It means the world to me, and it would’ve meant the world to my parents, too.”

With those words, I turn to make my way offstage, but Isa’s voice in the mic stops me.

“We’re not done yet—I have one more surprise for you all.”

I spin back around, a puzzled look on my face.

“Now, most of you probably don’t know this, but I’m a bit of a meddler. Over the past few months, I’ve watched my best friend fall in love with this guy you all know pretty well.” She smirks at me before she continues. “He’s here tonight, actually. Please give me a hand in welcoming Baxter James to the stage!”

My jaw drops when he walks out from behind the curtains on the opposite side of the stage, his eyes finding mine immediately.

I’d caught a glimpse of him earlier in his trailer, but I knew the second I looked into his eyes, everything that’s happened over the past few weeks would fade away, so I avoided his gaze. I refused to turn around as he spoke to me out of fear that seeing him for real would damn near kill me.

I was right—my heart stops as I stare at him.

It’s been two weeks since I saw him this way—decked in his usual black leather jacket, jeans, and combat boots.

Two weeks since I tangled my fingers in his dark-brown hair, which is now mussed as if he’s been running his own hands through it.

Two weeks since I looked into his navy-blue gaze, currently surrounded by dark circles, like he hasn’t been sleeping.

But he still looks every bit like the Baxter I’ve fallen in love with over the past few months.

My brows pull together as I take him in. His eyes stay locked on mine, and when he smirks, I inhale sharply, all my anger dissipating.

I knew I missed him, obviously, but I was unprepared for just how much.

Throughout these last two weeks, throughout all my anger and frustration and sadness, one thought has been louder than all the others. Despite the lying, despite the way he hurt me, I’m in love with Baxter James. Nothing in this world could change that. And seeing him here now, looking lost and broken, I’m reminded of exactly why I fell in love with him in the first place.

Which is what I was afraid of.

All the emotions that have been running through me for the past two weeks fade away as I stare at him, slack-jawed and my feet frozen in place.

It hurts so damn much. Because now I know the truth, and I can’t figure out which is more important—following my heart or following my head.

And I don’t have time to figure it out, because when he stops two feet away from me and says the words, “Hi, Trouble,” into the mic for the whole audience to hear, I’m pretty sure I fall all over again.

Damn it, Isa.
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SONG TO YOU
BAXTER


“SONG ON FIRE” BY NICKELBACK

Imeet Lennon’s gaze from across the stage, my heart working its way up my throat.

When Isa suggested I come on during her set to perform with Lennon, I was hesitant. I knew there was no way she would go for it, but Isa assured me she would convince her.

Seeing her now, staring into her golden-brown irises, I realize Isa never told her the plan. She had no idea I was coming out for this, and the look on her face suggests she’s entirely out of her depth.

I need to do something. I need to say something to make her stay, because if I don’t, this plan isn’t going to work. So as my eyes scan her body, a smirk growing on my lips, I let the words, “Hi, Trouble,” fall into the mic for everyone to hear.

Her mouth opens and closes before she shakes her head, beginning to take a step backward.

I hold out my hand, a moment of panic flashing through me as I say, “Lennon, wait. Just one song. Please sing with me.”

Her throat works as she swallows, her eyes flashing out over the crowd, which is dead silent as everyone waits in anticipation for what’s going to happen next.

When she hesitates a moment too long, someone begins chanting, “Sing with him!” over and over again, until the entire crowd has joined in.

Lennon rolls her lips together, looking down at her feet before meeting my gaze.

Holding her microphone to her lips, she says, “One song. That’s it.”

My smile grows bigger than it has in weeks.

She takes a cautious step forward as Isa grins at me, winking as if to say I told you so. I have a strong feeling Lennon will be sharing some choice words with her later, but I’m sure she’s prepared for that.

Lennon comes to stand directly in front of me as Colt and Levi make their way to the stage. Isa hands her mic to a crew member backstage before grabbing her guitar and taking her spot next to Colt.

“What are we singing?” Lennon asks for only me to hear.

I glance at Isa, who sends me a nod to let me know Lennon has heard the song we planned. The same one I accidentally wrote as a duet for Lennon and me after the first night we spent together.

“‘That Girl.’”

She sucks in a breath, realization dawning on her. I’m sure after Isa and I recorded it, she told Lennon I wrote it about her.

“I don’t know it very well. I’ve only heard it a few times, and that was months ago.”

That may be true, but Lennon’s a songwriter. She can memorize lyrics without even realizing it.

“Just follow my lead. Can you do that for me, Trouble?”

She gazes up at me with sadness in her eyes, but she nods. Not wanting to give her a chance to change her mind, I signal to our friends to begin, and the opening chords to the duet begins.

“Alright, Toronto, here’s a new one for you.”

I hit my mark and begin to sing, letting the words I wrote about Lennon wash over us. I hold her gaze as the lyrics fall from my lips, her eyes beginning to water as she listens, waiting for her cue.

When we reach the first chorus, I take a step toward her.

Are you that girl?

With the darkness in her soul

The one who captivated my senses

And made me lose all control

Lennon doesn’t hesitate for even a second before the woman’s part of the chorus comes pouring out of her.

Are you that guy?

With the fire in his eyes

The one who made friends with the devil

And has me hypnotized

My smile grows wider as I begin the second verse. She may not know it well, but she catches on quickly to her cues and sings the song with ease.

Hearing these lyrics coming from the woman they were written about is a kind of satisfaction I’ve never felt before.

The song continues, Lennon’s comfort level growing with each second that passes. The words flow out of her, and her eyes stay locked on mine the entire time.

The rest of the world fades away as we sing, the passion between us evident as we focus solely on one another.

The song comes to an end, and Lennon and I stand there, chest to chest, both of us breathing heavily from the tension between us. I have never felt chemistry this strong with anyone, and singing with her in front of an audience for the first time only reaffirms how in love with her I am.

I don’t know who I am without her.

The crowd erupts in cheers, pulling Lennon’s attention from me.

She looks out over the audience, a forced smile plastered on her face as she says, “Thank you, Toronto! We’re going to take a brief break before the rest of Baxter’s set.” Then before I can stop her, she turns and rushes offstage.

I follow her, the only thing I’m worried about being her. Colt, Levi, and Isa are close behind me as I reach Lennon, grabbing her arm and spinning her around to face me. She has tears streaming down her face as her golden irises find mine.

“Lennon…” I say, defeated. I’d hoped performing together would help melt a bit of the iceberg standing between us, but based on her expression, I don’t think it worked.

“I can’t do this right now, Baxter. I have to go get ready to introduce you for real.” She tears her arm away from me. “Whatever that was…it changes nothing.”

“Lennon, wait—” I plead, but she continues walking away.

Isa rolls her lips together as she sidles up next to me. “That went well.”

I shoot her a glare. “Well? She’s pissed. At both of us.”

She shrugs. “She’ll come around. Are you still performing the other one?”

I nod gruffly, my arms crossed over my chest.

“Good.” She grins. “Good luck out there.”

“Thanks,” I huff.

I have a feeling I’m going to need it.
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KNIFE IN MY HEART
LENNON


“TRYING NOT TO LOVE YOU” BY NICKELBACK

Even with how well things have gone today, I spent the whole day trying my best to avoid Baxter all while anxiously awaiting this moment. I was almost successful, too, until my meddling best friend decided to do what she does best and forced us to sing a song together.

Okay, she didn’t force me to do anything. But she knew bringing him out onstage without telling me would stun me enough to make me agreeable. She knew there was no way I would say no in front of a crowd of sixteen thousand people while seeing the love of my goddamn life for the first time in two weeks.

And she was right.

Performing with Baxter was the last thing I ever expected to do today. There’s no way in hell I would have agreed to that if she’d told me earlier, which explains why she kept it a secret.

As addicting as it was to be onstage with him, singing a song he wrote about me while the audience watched, I wasn’t lying when I told him it doesn’t change anything.

I wish I could forgive him that easily, but the pain he’s caused runs so much deeper than one song can fix.

I’m not saying it’s impossible. But I need him to tell me the truth about why he kept Logan a secret if he ever wants a chance at my forgiveness. And that’s not a conversation I’m ready to have, especially not here.

I want to be mad at Isa, but I know she’s just trying to help. I can’t blame her for trying to fix things between us when she’s seen first-hand how miserable I’ve been over the past few weeks. Still though, I’m going to need to talk to her about keeping this from me.

I’m so damn sick of secrets.

I force my mind clear as I exhale. The crowd cheers as the lights go up, and I head onstage to announce the final performance of the day—the one I’ve been dreading the most.

I go through the same words I’ve repeated for every other act of the day, and when I say his name, the cheers get even louder. He makes his way onstage, Levi and Colt trailing behind him, while I force my feet forward. I just need to get through his show, and then the day will be done.

“Hey, everyone, thanks for coming out,” Baxter says as he approaches the microphone. He strums his fingers over his guitar strings as Levi and Colt get into position. “I’m going to start off the show with one I’m sure you all know.” He smirks and the opening chords for “Red Light” begin to play.

Isa comes up behind me, a sheepish smile on her face. “Hi, Lenny,” is all she says as she takes her place next to me.

I glance at her sidelong before turning to head deeper backstage. “I’m mad at you.”

She grabs my arm to stop me in my tracks. “I’m sorry! I know I should’ve told you my plan, but I knew you would say no.”

I spin around to face her. “And for good reason. He broke my heart, Is. Performing a song with him didn’t magically glue it back together.”

“Lenny, I mean this as nicely as possible, but you need to talk to him. Colt filled me in on some of Baxter’s history with Logan, and he had a good reason for keeping it from you. I’m not saying it makes what happened okay, but you really should hear him out.”

“You sure have been talking to Colt a lot lately,” I mutter, unsure of what to say about the rest of her words. I don’t know if I’m ready to hear what he has to say yet.

“Yeah. I have,” is all Isa says in response. She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth.

“Come on,” I sigh, linking my arm through hers. “We can talk about all this later. For now, let’s just go watch the show.”
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Baxter’s performance is unlike any I’ve seen before. The passion, the fire burning inside of him, has every person in the crowd completely hooked throughout his whole show. We decided to watch from the VIP section, since I didn’t get to watch anyone else from here, and despite how hurt I still am, it was the smartest decision I’ve had all day.

Every so often, his eyes catch on mine as he sings, and just like when we were onstage, everything else around me fades away for those few seconds. Whatever this pull is between us, it’s becoming clearer and clearer by the minute that no matter how hard I fight it or how muddled it is with the pain he’s caused, my love for Baxter isn’t going away.

Maybe Isa is right—maybe I should hear him out. If she’s saying he has a good excuse after hearing just a small part of his backstory, then I want to believe it. And since that day in his living room, I haven’t given him any chances to explain.

I barely gave him a chance to explain then.

Part of me wonders if I hadn’t reacted so rashly to the news, if I had taken a moment to breathe and let him speak, maybe we could’ve avoided these last two weeks of missing each other.

But then the other part of me wonders, if I let him explain everything to me now, will he mean it? Or is this just some elaborate ruse to get me to forgive him? I trusted him once and he betrayed that… It makes me nervous to think about what could happen if I trust him again.

I let out a sigh as I sway to the music, Isa and Sadie on one side of me and Paige and Trevor on the other. Dylan and Emma left partway through Isa’s show to get the kids home.

“Alright, Toronto. I have two more songs for you guys tonight. This next one has never been heard before. How’s that sound?”

The crowd cheers and chants and whistles in response. You’d think after a hot day in the sun listening to twelve hours of music, people would be exhausted. But surprisingly, this might be the loudest they’ve been all day.

He finds my gaze in the dusk as he adds, “I hope you enjoy—here’s ‘Trouble.’”

My jaw falls open as the title of the song falls from his lips, the intro music beginning. I stand there, frozen in disbelief, just listening to the lyrics, trying to figure out when the hell he wrote this song.

As the first chorus hits, Paige, Sadie, and Isa all look at me.

“Is this about you?” Paige asks, her brows furrowed.

I do nothing but nod as I keep my eyes trained on the stage, on the man who won’t tear his eyes from me either.

She’s got eyes like the devil, she’ll swallow you whole.

She’s a dangerous temptation with a break in her soul.

She plays with fire, wrapped in leather and lace.

Just a look and he knew, they were one heart misplaced.

The song continues, and with each word, I become increasingly convinced that maybe this really has been a game to him. He was using me—us—as inspiration. He wrote me a damn love song, which had to have been written sometime in these past few weeks once he realized how badly he fucked up in losing me, and now he’s singing it at my benefit concert in front of sixteen thousand people as a ploy to pull me back in.

That has to be what this is.

“I have to go,” I say to my sister and best friends. They call after me, but I don’t stop as I make my way out of the VIP section and head toward backstage.

Finding Jeremy immediately, I rush over to where he stands with his husband, Kevin, who also happens to be Baxter’s manager.

“Lennon!” Jeremy begins, but I interrupt him.

“Jere, I need you to close the show for me once Baxter’s done. Please.”

His face falls as his brows pull together. Noticing the panicked look in my eyes, he simply nods.

“Sure, no problem. But is everything okay? You don’t look too well.”

I glance from him to Kevin, who has an apologetic look on his face.

“No. No, I need to go. Just please thank everyone for coming out, and tell them I’m sorry. I’ll see you on Monday.”

Jeremy nods. “Sure, Lennon. Drive home safe, okay?”

I tilt my head down before heading to the green room to collect my things. Grabbing my purse and leather jacket, I say goodbye to the few performers still hanging out back there, and then I head out to the parking lot.

Once I’m safely inside my car, I give in to the tears that are fighting to fall.

Then I go home.
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MILLION REASONS
BAXTER


“WHATEVER IT TAKES” BY LIFEHOUSE

The whisky burns my throat as I swig back a third shot. I’ve been craving a drink all day, but I made a promise to Lennon that I’d be sober for the concert, so that’s what I was.

The last thing I wanted was to make things worse than they already were between us, and yet everything I did today might have done it anyway.

I knew getting Lennon to perform with me would be a risk, but it was a risk I was willing to take if it meant there was a chance that she would forgive me. And when that didn’t work, I hoped singing “Trouble” would. As soon as she broke my eye contact and left the crowd, I hoped she would be waiting backstage for me when I was done.

She wasn’t.

I waited for over an hour, but the venue cleared out and she was nowhere in sight, so I gave up and came home.

Now it’s nearing one a.m., and I’m sitting in the same spot in my dark living room that I’ve been in since I got back, drinking by myself because I lost the only person in the world who I’ve loved since my mother.

And it’s my own damn fault.

I brush my fingers through my hair as I stand, making my way to the bathroom. I stare at my reflection in the mirror, noticing how the red rims around my eyes from the mix of exhaustion and alcohol make them appear a brighter blue than usual, which is ironic, really, since the grey cloud over me is darker than ever before.

I’m finishing washing my hands when there’s a knock on my front door.

My brows furrow. “One sec,” I shout at whoever’s on the other side as I make my way over to it. I have no idea who the hell would be at my door in the middle of the night, especially since everyone who knows me knows the last thing I want to do right now is talk to anyone.

Anyone other than Lennon.

Who just so happens to be the face that appears in front of me when I swing open the door.

My eyes widen, and I straighten. She stands in the doorway in the outfit she wore to the concert. Her hair falls in loose curls around her shoulders, and her makeup is dark, a deep-red colour coating her lips and her eyes framed in smudged black liner.

I can tell she’s been crying. I hate myself for being the cause of her tears.

“Hi,” she breathes, and just that one word falling from her lips has me wanting to pull her in to press them against mine.

But I don’t. Not yet.

“Hi,” I rasp, afraid to make any sudden movements. I don’t know what she’s doing here, and I’ve never felt more unsure of myself than I do at this very moment.

What the hell has this woman done to me?

“What are you doing here, Lennon?” I ask, my voice rough. I clear my throat, internally cursing myself for being so gruff when her showing up here is the absolute best thing that could’ve happened tonight.

She glances past me into my living room. “May I?”

I move aside wordlessly, giving her space to enter. I let the door slam shut behind her as she crosses the room, putting as much distance between us as possible.

“I was at home,” she begins, anger present in her tone. “I’ve been staring at my living room ceiling for the past few hours, thinking about nothing but the concert and those songs and you.”

It’s on that last word that she spins around to look at me, a look of pure betrayal crossing her face.

“Oh,” is all I’m able to say back.

We stand there for a moment, just staring at each other in the moonlit room, until I can’t stand it anymore and take a cautious step toward her.

She holds out her hands. “Don’t come any closer.”

Her voice is stern, and my shoulders drop, disappointment flooding me, but I freeze in place.

“Was this all just a game to you?” she asks, her voice cracking.

My brows pull together. “What? Lennon, no⁠—”

“Then when did you write it?”

I swallow. “A few days after our first night together.”

Her eyes widen slightly. I think she was expecting me to say I wrote it in the past few weeks, so the realization that she’s been my muse for the past eight months is a shock.

“It’s on the album,” I add, trying to reassure her that I’ve felt this way for a long time and it wasn’t just losing her that made me see that.

She nods, contemplating, and her eyes lock on mine as she asks, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

I shrug. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

I was always planning on singing it tonight—I just wasn’t planning on us not being us when I did.

A laugh of indignation falls from her lips. “Not about the song, Baxter. About Logan.” She pauses, looking angrier than ever. “Why the fuck didn’t you just tell me?”

I open my mouth and close it, unsure of how to answer her. You’d think these past few weeks would’ve given me enough time to come up with an answer for her. But while she spent the time apart stewing in her anger for me, I spent it pitying myself.

So I have nothing.

She takes a few steps closer. “Did you know before his first appearance?”

I shake my head, my eyes widening. “No.”

Her shoulders relax slightly. “But you knew when you approached me in the bar.”

All I can do is nod, my throat working as I swallow.

She nods in return before she continues. “I get why you didn’t tell me that first day. If you had just found out, I’m sure it was a shock for you. Plus, I didn’t exactly give you an easy opening, and you just wanted a quick fuck. It was only supposed to be one night, so it’s not like I blame you for keeping it to yourself then. We were never supposed to see each other again.”

Her words fill me with anger. I know she’s not wrong about any of it—that night I did just want to fuck, and we were supposed to be just a one night thing. But it hasn’t been that for a long time, and her reminding me how we started makes it sound like she thinks that’s still all I want.

It’s not.

She moves so she’s standing directly in front of me. “But we did. In Jeremy’s office then again in mine when this whole arrangement started. We’ve seen each other pretty consistently since then, but not once did you even hint that you had any relation to the man who fucking killed my parents!” she shouts, her finger poking my chest.

My cheeks burn as my frustration, both with her and with myself, grows.

Because she’s right.

And I hate so goddamn much that she’s right.

“Who were your biggest fucking inspirations, might I add.”

Her brows furrow as she pulls her finger away, and she turns her back to me, walking back across the room and shaking her head.

“I really shouldn’t care. This was always going to end between us, right? We were just friends with benefits. Though fuck buddies might have been a better label, because I don’t know if we could be considered friends. I knew better than to open myself up to you, yet I did it anyway. It’s my fault for believing your pretty words. That’s on me.”

She spins to face me again. “But keeping this secret is on you. And now it’s eating me up knowing that all these months, while I was letting you in, you were keeping this from me. You had so many fucking chances to tell me. You held my hand at Logan’s hearing, for fuck’s sake, and you never once thought to share that he’s your brother?”

“I thought about it every fucking day,” I grit out. My control is wearing thin. She knows exactly what she’s doing, riling me up, and I’m sure she knows I’m going to break any minute.

Her head snaps back, shock filling her features. “Then why?!” She runs a hand through her hair, a mix of pure anger and absolute devastation crossing her face. “Why the hell didn’t you just tell me, Baxter?” Her voice cracks as she says my name, and so does my heart.

I can’t take this anymore.

This isn’t the place I wanted to tell her, and it’s definitely not the way, but it’s all I’ve got going for me right now.

I throw my arms down in exasperation and the words come pouring out of my mouth before I can stop them.

“Because I fell in love with you, Lennon!”
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NUMBER ONE WITH A BULLET
BAXTER


“SUGAR, WE’RE GOIN DOWN” BY FALL OUT BOY

Iswear time stops as I watch her from across the room. Her mouth snaps shut, the words she was about to scream at me dying on her lips. She stares at me in disbelief as I take quick strides toward her, and though she’s only steps away, it feels like it takes years to get to her.

Standing directly in front of her, I hesitantly bring up my hand to tilt her chin so she’s looking at me.

“I’m so fucking in love with you, Lennon Amelia Thorne,” I say, watching her throat work as she swallows. Tears begin to well in her eyes as I add, “I didn’t tell you about Logan, because before his hearing a few weeks ago, I hadn’t spoken to him in eleven years.”

She inhales sharply at my words. Given everything that’s happened, I’m not sure what she was expecting from my explanation.

But I’m almost certain nothing could’ve prepared her for what she’s going to get.

I take her hand in mine, sighing as I continue. “My history with Logan is painful, and I didn’t see the point in reliving it when all it would do is hurt you, too. It’s a part of my life I don’t care to think about. But fuck, I am so goddamn sorry that I didn’t tell you sooner. I’d like to try to explain it all now, if that’s okay.”

Her mouth parts as she nods, so I lean against the back of my couch and pull her between my legs, the same spot we were in all those months ago when this thing first started between us.

I never expected that being there then would lead me here now.

I take a deep breath, needing a moment to find my words. Then with a sigh, I meet her eyes and begin to share the part of my life I’ve ignored for so long.

“I was nineteen and Logan was almost seventeen when our mom died. He’d just started his senior year high school, and suddenly his entire life changed because our dad, the drunk that he was, killed the only real parent we had.”

A gasp leaves her lips at that information. She knew my mom had been killed by a drunk driver, but I had conveniently left out the part about my father being the one who drove drunk.

“I had just been signed to my old label and was about to head out on my first big tour when it happened, which ended up having to be put on pause so I could stay back and take care of Logan. I didn’t even think twice about it. Our mom was dead, our dad was in jail—I was all he had left.”

I pause, giving myself a moment to regain my composure before continuing. This history is never easy for me to recall.

“I did my best, but I was still just a kid myself. I was also grieving the loss of my mom. So when Logan started partying and drinking more, I let him, because I was doing the same—I guess it was our way of coping with the shitshow our lives had become, even though we both knew better.

“It wasn’t until after he graduated high school that he really started going off the rails. I stopped buying him alcohol once I saw what it was doing to him, but that didn’t stop him from finding it. He was nearly eighteen by this point, and I’d told him from the beginning that once he was, I’d be leaving. Which I don’t think helped the situation at all, but I was selfish. I still am.”

I swallow roughly, watching the tears stream down Lennon’s face as she listens intently.

“There were more than a few occasions when I had to bail him out for drinking and driving or public intoxication. None of those charges stayed on his record, because I was always able to sweet-talk or buy his way out of them. I’m shocked I never got into trouble for letting my underage brother, who I was responsible for, drive drunk, but I was getting pretty big by this point, and I used my newfound fame to my advantage. It wasn’t until our father’s trial that I realized just how far gone Logan really was.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, exhaling deeply to fight the tears that threaten to approach. This is always the worst part of it.

Lennon gently places her hand on my face, and my eyes snap open, connecting with hers. The feel of her hand is enough to ground me, keeping me focused. She doesn’t say anything—just a slight nod to encourage me to continue.

I know I need to. If I want a chance to get her back, I need to tell her everything.

So I do. Even though this part might kill her, too.
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Eleven Years Earlier

September

The courtroom gallery is empty, save for my younger brother Logan and me. I’m not surprised by that fact—with our mom gone, we only have each other.

People may know me now as Baxter James, the newest up-and-coming rock star, but deep down, I’m still Baxter Jameson, the twenty-year-old kid from Regent Park. No one really knows who I am yet, so no one knows my family either.

Which is probably for the best, considering where I’m currently sitting.

I’ve done my best to keep this part of my life hidden from my fans. When most people learn about the poor boy from one of the sketchiest parts of the city, who grew up with a mom who worked three jobs and a dad who drank away every penny she brought in, they tend to pity me.

I don’t want to be pitied. I want to be adored.

Music has always been my greatest passion. All I’ve ever wanted to be is a rock star. I’ve always looked up to those who have come before me—Thorned Roses, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, and so many others have paved the way for people like me. And now that I finally have it, I’m not going to let anyone or anything take it away from me.

Especially not the son-of-a-bitch sitting in the defendant’s chair right now.

My father.

The man who drove drunk a year ago and then crashed, killing our mother—who was in the passenger seat—instantly.

Sometimes I’m grateful I grew up poor and unpopular. It means that when bad things happen, shit like your father killing your mother, no one knows about it. And since the world knows me as Baxter James, they’ll be hard pressed to dig up any dirt on me.

But there are downfalls of coming from a family of nobodies. The biggest one being that it’s taken nearly a year for us to get here. The justice system moves slowly on a good day, but when your family has no money or power to speed things up, they move even slower.

I could’ve used my name to get here faster, but that would mean admitting to the public who my family is. And that’s the last thing I wanted to do.

So we’ve waited a year for this day. After today, all of this will be over and Logan and I can finally move on with our lives. Logan turns eighteen next month, which means I’ll be able to leave on the tour my label has been pushing for since I signed with them. We just have to get through today.

I didn’t even want to come to my dad’s trial—I already know they’ll find him guilty. His blood-alcohol content was well above the legal limit, and he wrapped the car around a street light post. No other cars were involved, as confirmed by the cameras at the intersection.

I may never know for sure exactly what happened in that vehicle before the accident, but I know one thing for certain: my father is guilty. The only reason I’m here is to make sure the bastard really does go down for taking our one solid parent away from us.

“Mr. Jameson, you’re being charged with one count of driving under the influence and one count of impaired driving causing death,” the judge states, pulling my attention back to the present.

I keep my eyes trained on my father, gritting my teeth as she continues. “I have been presented with and reviewed all of the evidence, and I have determined that you are guilty of this crime. Since you have one prior impaired driving charge on your record, pled ‘not guilty’ at your first appearance earlier this year, and had a blood-alcohol content of over zero-point-one-six, you’re being sentenced to eleven years in prison with a chance of parole after six.”

My dad barks a laugh from where he sits at the front of the room.

“That’s light work,” he jokes before turning to look toward my brother and I, smiling.

I ball my fists as I watch him, disgusted by the man standing in front of me. And when he says, “You know, if that’s my punishment, I’m glad your mom’s dead,” it takes everything in me not to storm up there and punch the sleazy look off his face.

“See you in six years, boys.”

He laughs again as the court officer drags him away.

That’s when I look at Logan.

“Fucking scum—” I start to say, assuming his features mirror mine.

But when I notice the smile filling his face mimics the one that was on our fathers, I realize I don’t recognize the guy looking back at me.

My brows pull together.

“What are you smiling about?” I ask, even though I already know the answer. Logan’s been fading away before my very eyes for a year now, and this is the breaking point.

He shrugs, looking at me with our father’s brown eyes. “I hope he gets out early. The bitch deserved what she got, and Dad doesn’t deserve to be punished for doing what we couldn’t.”

I blink a few times, wondering if I heard him right.

Did he just say our mom deserved to die? That he wishes he could’ve killed her himself?

The next thing I know, my hands are wrapped around his throat. Pushing him back against the bench, I stare into his eyes as I grit out, “Take that back, you motherfucker.”

He gasps for air over my grip, but the grin on his face grows, and that’s when I’m certain the brother I once knew died with our mom.

A court officer is on me a moment later, pulling me off Logan. I push him away before he can say anything as Logan coughs. Shaking my head, I storm toward the door, ready to forget everything and everyone I once knew.

“Hey, wait,” Logan calls out.

With my hand on the doorknob, I freeze, hoping the past ten minutes have all just been in my head.

But when he says, “We’re both just like Dad, Baxter. It’d do you well to stop pretending you aren’t,” it’s clear the brother I grew up with is gone. He has been for a long time, and it’s time I finally see him for who he truly is.

He’s just like our father. But I refuse to be.

“That’s where you’re wrong, Logan,” I start, keeping my back turned toward him. “You may be like Dad, but I will never be him.”

I don’t look back as I shove open the door, leaving the world I grew up in behind me.

For good.
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SHOW YOU EVERYTHING
LENNON


Present Day

August

“WITH ARMS WIDE OPEN” BY CREED

Iwipe the tears from my eyes as Baxter finishes recalling the day of his father’s trial almost eleven years ago.

My heart aches for him. He was still so young, and suddenly, he had no family left. At least when my parents died, I still had my siblings, even if I kept them at a distance.

Baxter had no one.

“He pled not guilty?” I ask, my voice cracking.

All he does is nod.

Fuck. Then he watched Logan do the same. I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for him.

“I’m so, so sorry,” I tell him softly, unsure of what else to say.

I am sorry. No one should ever have to face what he’s faced, and no one should have to do it alone.

“Did your father get out on parole?”

He shakes his head. “No. Four years in, he got into an altercation with some other prisoners and stabbed one of them with a homemade shank. The other guy died, and my father’s sentence was extended to twenty years. No chance for parole.”

I exhale a shaky breath, nodding.

If nothing else, at least his father is still being punished for his crimes. And now his brother is stuck there, too.

“Good.”

He jerks his head in a nod, looking to the floor. He takes my hand in his as he looks up at me, his eyes watery.

“I cut Logan off that day, Lennon. I was already going by ‘James’ as my stage last name, so I changed it legally to separate myself from them. I was still new, and it’s not like my family was famous for anything, so it was easy to sweep my past under the rug. No one knew except for those who had to.”

I nod. It explains why the news of his connection to Logan was such a shock to everyone.

It’s clear that his trauma from losing his mother so suddenly and then the events of that day are things he’s never dealt with. It’s something he’s kept hidden from the world for so long, and therefore something he hasn’t known how to confront.

Maybe he should’ve known better. Maybe he should’ve gone to therapy to deal with the aftermath of everything. Maybe he should’ve opened up to someone sooner and learned how to share parts of himself he’s never let the world see.

But I can’t fault him for not doing so. At twenty years old, with no one but a bunch of strangers cheering him on, why would he have thought he didn’t have things under control? If I were in his shoes, I’m sure I would’ve felt the same.

You think you can do it all when you’re that age. And even when you do have people in your ear telling you what you should or shouldn’t do, you’re unlikely to listen. I know that from experience. So it’s not surprising that Baxter kept this part of himself hidden from the world that took him in when he had nothing else left.

It’s not surprising that he kept it hidden from me.

“I’d forgotten Logan existed to the best of my ability,” he tells me, desperation written across his face. “When I saw him sitting in the same place my dad sat all those years ago, I immediately felt like one of the worst days of my life was happening all over again. I didn’t have words for how seeing him up there made me feel. Part of me always expected it, but part of me also thought he was dead—because to me, he was. I wasn’t prepared for my brother to have been the cause of all your pain. Him pleading not guilty only reconfirmed how much like our father he truly is.”

I swallow, pulling my bottom lip between my teeth. His eyes track the movement, and he brings up his hand, pulling it free with his thumb as he lets out a sigh.

“If I could go back and tell you from day one, I would. If I could go back and stop Logan earlier, hell, I would. But I can’t. And when I saw you in that bar, as much as I knew I should share my connection to Logan with you, I didn’t think it would do any good. Because we’ve been estranged for years, we no longer share a last name—for all intents and purposes, he isn’t my brother anymore. To me, my brother died the same day my mom did. So I didn’t think it was important at the time, especially because we had promised one night.

“But then one night morphed into this arrangement, and with each day that passed, I fell harder for you. I fell for you so fast and so unexpectedly, I was absolutely terrified that the moment I told you, I would lose you. I kept telling myself to open up to you, and Colt and Levi did the same, but I didn’t want to give you any reason to end our arrangement early. I was selfish, Lennon. I’m always selfish when it comes to you.”

I roll my lips together as his words settle in the room. Part of me wonders what would’ve happened if he told me from the beginning. If he had been the one to tell me that day.

I’d like to believe that if I’d known from the beginning, it would’ve still led us here. But I know that’s not true. I know if he had told me then that his brother killed my parents, I would’ve walked away and not looked back. Which some people may think would’ve been smart.

But despite the pain I’ve felt these past few weeks, I can’t bring myself to regret any of this. When I met Baxter, my world was falling apart. What I didn’t know at the time was that his fell apart long ago.

It may not have been handled in the best way, but knowing what I do now, I wouldn’t change things. It’s been messy, but I’ve been healing. And I think he’s finally started to, too.

He pushes himself away from the couch, pacing the floor behind me. I turn around to watch him as he runs a hand through his hair. When he stops and looks at me, there’s a war waging in his ocean eyes.

“I’m not used to this,” he whispers, motioning between us. “I’m thirty-one years old and have never been in a real fucking relationship. I wasn’t raised in a happy family, and I didn’t have a good example of love. I didn’t know how to talk about the important things, because I’ve never had to before. It’s not meant to be an excuse, because I know I should’ve done better…tried harder. But it’s the goddamn truth.

“I didn’t see you coming, Lennon. For months, you’ve been reminding me that we’re temporary, and I was all for it in the beginning. But somewhere along the way, I began wishing for more with you. It terrified me, because I’ve never believed in love and relationships and I don’t open up to people. But you came along, and while you were insistent that after tonight, we would be over, I was secretly hoping that some part of you would begin to feel the same way as I do.”

He pauses, and I take a step toward him, giving into the pull I feel between us and grasping his hands in mine.

“I started telling myself that no matter what happened, at the end of our arrangement, I would tell you all about Logan and then let you make the decisions. But after the trial a few weeks ago, Logan called to tell me he was going public with his identity—start telling people that he’s related to me. He wanted to drag me down with him, because in his mind, I abandoned him. And I did, in a way. So he wanted to ruin me the same way our father ruined him. And he knew the best way to do that was to tell the world that I’m related to the reason Thorned Roses is dead.”

I flinch slightly as he says the last sentence, unprepared for the reminder of what led us here.

He places his hand on my cheek, an apologetic look written on his face.

Despite everything, one thing has always remained true: Baxter never meant to hurt me. And I think right now, him knowing he did is killing him more than it ever could me.

Exhaling deeply, he continues. “If you’d asked me months ago, the thought of the world finding out about Logan would’ve terrified me, because information like that could destroy my career. But instead, the only thing that terrified me was the thought of you finding out from anyone other than me, Lennon. I was going to tell you that day in my living room, because I wanted to be the one to tell you the truth, even though I knew it meant I could lose you. I wanted to let you know every part of me—the good, the bad, and the ugly. I didn’t want to keep secrets anymore. But you saw the news before I could say anything, and for that, you will never know how sorry I am.”

“I know,” I murmur with a nod.

I know he didn’t mean to hurt me. I know this is all new for him the same way it is for me. I may have been in a years-long relationship, but I can say with certainty that not a single day I spent with Nathan was half as passionate as those spent with Baxter.

And as angry as I’ve been, I understand why this was hard for him to share. He won’t admit it, but I think part of him kept putting it off because despite all the evidence suggesting otherwise, he still didn’t want to admit his brother had turned into their father, the one person I now know he hates most in this world.

Sighing, he pulls his hand away from my face and puts his arms out at his side. Huffing a sad laugh, he waves down at himself. “Look at me, Lenny girl. I’m a fucking mess. I’ve been miserable without you. And I know I hurt you. I told you once that as long as you were with me, nothing would ever hurt you again. But then I went ahead and became the reason for your hurt. I hate myself so damn much for that, and I’ll never forgive myself for it.”

I swallow roughly as I stare into his midnight eyes. He takes a step toward me, cupping my face in his hands as the tears fall faster. I bring my hands up to grasp his wrists, my heart aching as he says, “And I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness either, but I’m asking you for it anyway. I can’t promise that I’ll never make another mistake, but I can promise that I will never, ever hurt you again. Because you, my Trouble, are the love of my goddamn life, and I’m so fucking lost without you.”

I keep my hands wrapped tight around his wrists as the weight of his words settles around me.

I told myself after my parents died that I wouldn’t open my heart to anybody again. Because loving means losing, and I can’t bear to lose anybody else. But is that really any way to go through life?

I know my parents wouldn’t want that for me. I know beyond a shadow of doubt that they would tell me to let him in entirely—to let him show me what it means to be loved and cared for the way they always showed me I should be growing up. The way they loved and cared for each other.

“Say something, Lennon. Please,” he begs, pulling me from my thoughts.

My eyes flutter shut. “You promised…” is all I say. Looking back up into his eyes, I add, “You said you wouldn’t fall in love with me.”

He tilts his head down slightly, running his thumb under my eye. “I guess I lied about two things then, pretty girl,” he rasps. “I’ve been falling in love with you since I met you.”

I swallow, catching my bottom lip between my teeth. Tilting my head in a nod, a whisper breaks free.

“So have I.”
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HERE WITH YOU
LENNON


“HANGING BY A MOMENT” BY LIFEHOUSE

Maybe forgiving him so easily makes me stupid. Maybe I’m still the foolish girl who believes his pretty words, even though I should know better. But isn’t that what love does? It makes you feel insane and has you questioning everything you know about life. It’s wild and crazy and fun and scary.

And most of all, it’s freeing.

Because what’s better than knowing there’s someone—just one single person—in this world who is truly and entirely yours? One person who would do absolutely anything for you—who will love and protect and care for you in a way you could never imagine. One person who makes your heart beat a little faster and time move a little slower. One person who is so perfectly made for you, who you’re so perfectly made for, too.

Baxter and I? We’re two lost souls who were always destined to collide. He came to me at a time when I needed it most, even if I didn’t know it then. And I think I did the same for him. No matter how hard I tried to fight it or how often I denied it, falling in love with him was always inevitable.

We’re written in the stars.

Holding his stare as tears stream down my cheeks, the words, “I’m in love with you, too,” fall from my lips.

And in the next moment, his mouth is on mine.

He kisses me, and time stops. There’s something so special about kissing the person you’re in love with for the first time after you’ve told them so; it’s a feeling that can never again be replicated.

It’s a moment that I’ll remember for the rest of my life.

His tongue sweeps against mine as he pulls me close, holding onto me as if he’s been gasping for air and suddenly, we can both finally breathe again.

I hold onto him in the same way, both of us frozen in a love so strong, nothing and no one could tear us apart.

“I love you,” he pants, pressing his forehead against mine. Tears streak both our faces, his eyes full of absolute devotion. “I love you, Lenny girl, and I’m never letting you go.”

I brush my hand down his cheek, pressing my mouth to his again. Our hands roam each other’s bodies like this is the last time we’ll have the chance, when really, this is the beginning of the rest of our lives.

The passion between us is one I swear no other human has ever experienced before. He worships me, and I worship him, both of us taking our time exploring and getting to know each other all over again as we collide in a fury of lust and love.

It’s not long before clothes are discarded in a pile on the floor. Standing in his living room, both of us naked as the day we were born, he stares at me while I do the same to him. He growls as he approaches me, wrapping a hand around me and pressing it to the small of my back. Then he begins kissing his way down my body, leaving not an inch of skin untouched.

On his knees in front of me, he wraps his hands around my thighs as presses a kiss to my clit. My knees nearly buckle at the sensation—it’s been a long two weeks of not having his mouth against me, and fuck, I missed him so much.

I lean against the wall and spread my legs wider. He grins up at me before slowly pushing a finger inside. I moan as his finger works, immediately finding the spot only he’s been able to find. I run my fingers through his hair as he licks and kisses and sucks on my clit while he fingers me, and it doesn’t take long before all the blood in my body rushes to the parts of me he’s touching.

“F-fuck,” I stammer, my legs shaking as my pussy grips his finger. He doesn’t let up, his eyes staying locked on mine until I’m screaming. “I’m coming, Bax.”

He moans, and his mouth quirks up at the edges as he says, “I know, baby. Drown me.” Then he gets right back to work, sucking my clit into his mouth and sending me toppling over the edge.

His hands grip my thighs to hold me steady through the orgasm, and when I come down, he pulls back to stand.

I stare at him, an eager hunger swirling in my whisky pools as he says, “I was wrong when I said you taste like trouble all those months ago, Lenny girl.” He brings his finger to his mouth to suck the remnants of my release off of it. “You taste like heaven.”

At those words, I smile, pushing against his chest until the backs of his legs hit the couch and he sits. Then I bring one leg over each of his, straddling him. I grind my core against him, and he digs his fingers into my ass.

“Condom?” he asks as his tip grazes my opening.

We’ve never gone without one before, but I shake my head as I begin to sink down onto his rock-hard cock.

“I don’t want anything between us anymore.” Seating myself on him entirely, my head falls back and my eyes flutter shut as I moan, “Oh, my god.”

“Eyes on me, baby. I want to watch you,” he demands.

My hands rest on his shoulders as I lift and lower myself again, finding a perfect rhythm. My moans grow louder as I pick up speed, and his hands grip my hips while we both watch him continuously disappear inside of me.

“B-Bax,” I whimper as he brings his mouth to my breast, his teeth grazing my nipple.

He pulls back to grin at me as I ride him. “God, I missed hearing you scream for me,” he says, his eyes dark with lust.

And when he trails his finger down my stomach to press it against my most sensitive spot, I cry out.

“Yes, yes. Please don’t stop.”

“I won’t, baby.” He continues the motion as my movements become unsteady and sporadic, each swipe of his finger against my clit pushing me closer to climax.

“Come for me, Lennon. Show me how good I make you feel,” he whispers before grasping me by the back of the neck and taking my mouth against his, and the sensation of him everywhere is all it takes to send me falling into pure ecstasy.

“Baxter!” My entire body tightens, and he continues thrusting inside of me, making my legs shake uncontrollably as the orgasm races through me.

“Fuck yes, Lennon. You look so fucking good coming on my cock.”

When the orgasm subsides, my head falls against his chest. My breathing is heavy as he slows his pace. And when I meet his eyes again, there’s a soft look on his face.

“I missed you so damn much,” he whispers, our noses inches apart.

My eyes soften. “I missed you, too, baby,” I tell him honestly, and his smile grows as the words I’ve always refused to say linger in the air around us.

He presses another kiss to my lips before standing. Without losing contact, he flips me onto my back so he’s hovering over me.

“You have one more in you?” he asks, his smile becoming devious.

I smile back at him and nod. Then he brings his lips to my neck and thrusts in deep. I scream, wrapping both legs around his back to hold him as close as possible.

“Touch yourself, baby,” he demands, wrapping a hand around my throat and squeezing gently. He fucks me slow but hard as I do as I’m told, wedging my hand between us to swirl my finger around my clit. My eyes roll back in my head as his cock continuously hits my G-spot.

“Mmm, yes. That’s my good fucking girl.”

“Y-yes, Bax,” I whimper. It doesn’t take long before my spine begins to tingle again, another orgasm crashing into me. “I’m all yours,” falls from my lips as my legs tense around him.

My core grips him like a vice as he thrusts in deep, letting out a roar as his orgasm hits him, too, and he spills himself inside of me.

We lie there motionless for a moment before he pulls back, watching his release spill out of me. His eyes grow black as he uses his middle finger to swipe it up and push it back into me.

I keep my eyes trained on him, my mouth falling open on a moan at the same time as my eyes widen.

“Baxter James, do you have a secret breeding kink?”

He glances up at me, and we silently hold eye contact. I’ve told Baxter in passing that I don’t want kids, and I know he’s never wanted them either. But I won’t lie and say the idea of me carrying his child someday doesn’t turn me on.

“I think I do,” he rasps, a beat of silence passing between us before I burst out laughing. He shakes his head, a laugh falling from his lips, too, as he stands to head to the bathroom.

When he returns, I’m in the same position, lying exposed and vulnerable on the couch.

“Thanks, baby,” I say as he wipes the cloth over me.

When he’s done, he sets it on the coffee table and takes a seat, pulling me close so my back is against my front. He lays a throw blanket over us so we’re not completely revealed, and I lean my head back, his arms wrapping around me.

“Tell me you’ll stay the rest of the night with me, Lenny girl,” he begs, worry lacing in his voice. As if even after everything that’s happened tonight, he’s worried I still might turn around and change my mind about us.

The truth is, I probably should. Maybe it makes me naive or ignorant not to. Maybe I’ve forgiven him too easily.

But I know now, without a shadow of a doubt, that Baxter and I were destined for each other. The things that have happened, everything that led us to where we are, doesn’t matter anymore. All that matters now is that I’m here, and the idea of leaving him now—leaving him ever—doesn’t even cross my mind.

I press a kiss to his hand that’s intertwined with mine as I look up at him. With a smile on my face, I tell him, “I’ll do you one better. How about I stay for the rest of my life?”

His smile is wider than I’ve ever seen before. “Sounds like my dream come true.”

My face mirrors his as I respond, “Mine, too.”

Then he kisses me again, and for the first time in weeks, my world feels complete.
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ONE NIGHT
LENNON


Two Months Later

October

“HEARTBEATS” BY JOSÉ GONZÁLEZ

Istand in the VIP section at the Rogers Centre in Toronto, watching as Baxter and the guys take the stage. The crowd around me goes wild, and I smile to myself, knowing in a few minutes, Baxter’s going to surprise them with the drop of his new album, which wasn’t supposed to be out until next month. They’ve had it ready for a while now, so he decided it would be fun to do a surprise drop tonight.

Today marks one year since the accident. Three hundred and sixty-five days since my life changed forever. If you’d asked me a year ago what I thought I’d be doing when this day rolled around, the last thing I would’ve said is standing in the audience at a Baxter James concert, who just so happens to be the love of my life, my siblings and their spouses on either side of me and Isa’s arms wrapped around my waist, with a massive smile on my face.

Actually, correction: The last thing I ever expected to be doing today is smiling. But as I stand here now, doing just that, I know with absolute certainty that this is the life my parents always wanted for me.

“Hey, Toronto!” Baxter greets as he moves toward the microphone stand. “How are we all feeling tonight?”

The response he receives is loud and full of excitement—every person in this stadium screaming for the beautiful man onstage. He smiles against the mic.

“Glad to hear it.”

He strums a few chords on his maroon Les Paul as he continues. “As you all know, today marks one year since we lost two of the biggest names the rock and roll genre has ever known: Audrey Rose and Brennan Thorne.

“Together, they made up the duo Thorned Roses and sustained a forty-year music career, all while raising three kids. They were nothing short of incredible, and though I didn’t know them personally, I’ve come to know their three children quite well.”

My eyes begin to water. I had a feeling he’d bring up my parents tonight, given they were also his biggest musical inspirations and who the title track of his new album is about. Their deaths changed things for so many people, and I know Baxter was one of them.

He smiles in our direction before he continues. “The biggest thing I’ve learned in the past year is this: The Thornes were a family just like any other. They would fight, they had their flaws, and I’m sure they hated each other at times. But even more than that, they loved each other unconditionally.”

He pauses for a moment while the crowd sends out a cheer in memory of my parents, and his eyes meet mine from across the stage.

“Brennan and Audrey may have been the world’s biggest rock and roll duo while their kids were young, but that didn’t stop them from being the best parents they could be. Those kids never went a single day without knowing they were loved, no matter how much time or distance came between them. The Thornes are no different from all the other families, and yet they are at the same time. Because no other family is like them.”

The energy in the room is electric as every single person here, young and old, cheers for his words about my parents. Paige wraps her hand around mine while Dylan roughly grips my shoulder, tears welling in all of our eyes as Baxter keeps talking.

“Brennan was the kind of man who people looked up to. He was handsome, successful, talented, kind—kind of like me,” he teases, and a laugh bubbles out of me through my tears. “He created a beautiful life for himself, and I’m sorry I never got to meet him. There aren’t many people in this world who haven’t heard his name, yet he never let the fame go to his head. His priorities always remained the same: his family and music. And that in particular is why people love him. He was insanely talented and the proudest man to ever live. People idolized him, and if you ask me, he was the best person for the job.”

He really, really was.

“And then there was Audrey. Audrey Rose was a thing of beauty, just like her daughters,” he says with a wink in my direction.

Paige chuckles, squeezing my hand with a smile as we look back to the stage.

“She was someone who always believed the best in others. She was always there for people when they needed her most, and she never hesitated to remind them just how loved they are. Kindness seeped from her in a way that made everyone who crossed her path feel safe. She was supportive, smart, talented, brave, and so damn proud of the incredible children she raised. She may not have always been the best mother, but she did her best, and that’s what matters most.”

He says each word while looking directly at the three of us, and I swear my heart triples in size for the man onstage.

“Audrey and Brennan changed the lives of so many people, mine included. For as long as I can remember, they were my biggest inspirations. And now, their youngest daughter is.”

A blush rises in my cheeks as a chorus of awwws breaks out in the crowd.

Baxter chuckles. “It’s funny how life works out. I wish Audrey and Brennan were still around, but I likely never would’ve met Lennon if they were.”

He exhales deeply, letting the anticipation build before he finally says, “That’s why I’m dedicating my new album, Rockstars Never Die, which drops tonight, to them.”

I gasp, my hand coming up to my chest as a sob racks through me and the crowd erupts with cheers.

I can’t believe him.

“Did you know he was going to do that?” Dylan asks, his brows furrowed as Emma wipes the tears from her eyes.

I vaguely notice Paige wrapping her arms around Trevor in my periphery, but I’m unable to tear my eyes from Baxter. The man in question holds my stare as I shake my head in disbelief, tears streaming down my face.

“I had no idea.”

Baxter reaches down beside him to pick up his bottle of water and then raises it in the air. The crowd mirrors him, raising their own drinks. His eyes find mine again, and though I can barely see him through the blur of tears in my eyes, I know he’s smiling at me.

“So here’s to Thorned Roses, who I owe just about everything to.” He takes a sip of his water as Colt begins strumming chords on his guitar. “This is for you.”


[ 60 ]
[image: ]
US AGAINST THE WORLD
BAXTER


“ALL OR NOTHING” BY THEORY OF A DEADMAN

In the quiet of the night, under plumes of smoke,

The city chants your name, the world evoked

The words you have shared which remain in the sky,

Because in the heart of the music,

Rock stars never die.

I drag out the final line, basking in the cheers from below as the album’s title track fades out.

“Thank you, Toronto!” I shout into the mic, eager to finish the concert. “Don’t forget to stream Rockstars Never Die, dropping tonight at midnight!”

All I hear are the echoes of the crowd as I turn to run offstage, Levi and Colt following me. I don’t stop for anyone, immediately heading straight to my dressing room where I know Lennon will be waiting for me. I saw her leave the VIP section midway through that last song, and I had to fight not to rush my way through it, impatient to get back here and see her.

I open the door to find her standing at the vanity. Her eyes meet mine in our reflection before she turns around to face me.

“Hi, Lover Boy.”

I cross the room in long strides to get to her, the door slamming shut behind me. I pull her into my arms, wrapping them tight around her. She does the same as I press my lips to the top of her head.

“Hi, Trouble.”

She pulls away slightly, her face tear-streaked, but she’s smiling. I brush my thumb over her cheek to wipe a tear away, and she closes her eyes briefly, leaning into my palm.

Her long lashes frame her honey-coloured eyes as she looks at me.

“You dedicated your album to my parents.”

My mouth quirks up. “Not just them,” I tell her, pressing another kiss to her forehead as I move past her toward the vanity. “I have a gift for you.”

She spins around, her eyes tracking my movements. “Another one?”

I chuckle and open one of the drawers and pull out the first vinyl record of my album, a photo of Lennon basked in red light on the cover. Goddamn, she looks so damn fine, but she has no idea I used it for the cover art. Hence why I’ve only had one copy of the sleeve printed so far.

I spin around with a smirk on my face and hand it to her.

“Oh, my god, you didn’t,” she gasps, taking in the image in front of her. “Bax, what the hell?” Her words seem angry, but she’s laughing, which I’m taking as a good sign.

“Open it.”

She raises her brows but does as I say. She pulls it out of the plastic and flips the sleeve open, revealing a collage of photos on either side. Her jaw drops as she examines them, her mouth forming a perfect O.

On the right are mostly photos of me, alone and with the guys, writing and performing, but I snuck a few of Lennon and I in there as well—my favourite being one of us singing at the benefit concert, even though we weren’t us at the time.

On the left is a collage of Thorned Roses over the years, photos of Lennon’s parents and her family littering the page. The actual dedication is written in script in the top left corner.

She inhales sharply as she reads.

Dedicated to Audrey Rose and Brennan Thorne of Thorned Roses. I hope someday I can be half the star you two were. Rock and roll will never be the same without you.

You gave me the two best gifts I could’ve ever asked for: Music, which was my first love.

And Lennon, who will be my last.

This is for her. And this is for you.

Rock stars who will never die.

Tears escape her as she looks up at me. “Baxter…” she whispers, her voice cracking.

I close the sleeve to show her the back, where her favourite photo of her family when she and her siblings were kids creates the perfect backdrop to the tracklist. Next to “Trouble,” I signed my name and wrote the two words I’ve been dying to ask her.

She gasps. “Oh, you’re just full of surprises tonight, aren’t you?” she teases, her voice shaky as she laughs through her tears.

The corner of my mouth tilts into a smirk. I get down on one knee and pull a small, maroon, velvet box out of my pocket. I’ve been carrying it around all week, letting it burn a hole in my pocket as I waited for the right moment. I was going to do it on her birthday in a few weeks, but as my eyes found her in the crowd, I realized if there’s anything this past year has taught us, it’s that there’s no time like the present.

I don’t want to waste another minute of her not being my fiancée.

I take her hand in mine. “My parents were a bad example of love. I grew up watching them fight daily, my mom always so sad or angry, and my dad drinking himself into becoming an abusive asshole. So that’s what I always expected love to be like, and I never wanted any part of it. Until I met you.

“The last thing I ever expected was for my brother’s drunk driving to lead me here, to you.” I pause, clearing my throat. “And I am so, so sorry that his actions led to your parents being taken from you. I will never not regret not trying to stop him sooner just to take away some of the pain life has caused you. If I could go back in time and bring them back, I would. Even if it means we never would’ve met.”

She presses her palm to my cheek, a sad look on her face.

“Although, we’re linked in ways that run deeper than that, aren’t we, Lenny girl? I’ve always been yours, and you’ve always been mine. I never thought that when I walked into that dive bar ten months ago, I would end up here, down on one knee and proposing to the goddamn love of my life. But I’m so fucking glad that I did.”

She opens her mouth to say something, but closes it quickly, letting me finish.

“I know it’s soon. But the love we have is like the ones your parents had, and I would be a damn fool not to recognize how special you are and how lucky I am that you chose me. We both know that life is too damn short not to live it in a way that makes you happy. And you, my Trouble, make me happier than I ever could’ve dreamt of. I wouldn’t admit it then, but I started falling for you the moment you first called me Lover Boy, and I’ve been falling deeper and harder every day since. You make my world turn, pretty girl, and I would be lost without you.”

I open the box to reveal the ring that her father proposed to her mother with—a kite-cut garnet with diamonds framing the stone on a silver band. It, along with the matching wedding band, was left to Paige in their will. She’s keeping the band, rightfully so, but when I asked her and Dylan for their blessing, she insisted I use this to propose. I plan to have my band made to match it—silver with a strip of garnet stones down the middle. And I have to say, no ring out there is more perfect for Lennon than this one.

A sharp breath escapes her as she looks at it. “That...that’s my mom’s ring.” She glances up at me, her eyes watery. “This belongs to Paige.”

“It did. Now it belongs to you.” I smile, continuing my speech. “For most of your life, this day was a good one. Then last year, it was tainted by something so horrible and tragic. The pain from that day will never fade completely, but that’s not going to stop me from trying my damnedest to make all your bad days good again—starting with today.

“So, Trouble, what do you say? Can you make this day the best one and tell me you’ll marry me?”

Lennon stares at the ring in awe, full on sobbing now. “You don’t even have to ask,” she says with a nod, a smile forming wide across her face.

My smile mirrors hers as I stand, slipping the ring out of the box and onto her finger. As soon as it’s secure, she reaches up on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around my neck, pulling my face down to meet her lips. Our tongues tangle together in a dance as I move toward the couch, pulling her to my lap as I sit.

“Do you like the ring?” I ask, breaking the kiss.

She moves to sit next to me, her head resting against my chest as she holds it up again, the red stone glimmering when it catches the light. “Are you kidding? I’ve always dreamed of wearing this ring. Are you sure Paige is okay with me having it?”

I nod. “It was her idea.”

She grins up at me before looking back at it. We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, our fingers tangled together, and I realize this, right here, is all I could ask for in life.

If this album flops, if I never sell another concert ticket, if none of my dreams ever come true again—I know I’ll be okay.

Because Lennon is everything I’ve always needed but didn’t know I wanted. The dream I never even knew I had.

And as long as I have her, I will always be okay.

“It’s you and me against the world, Lenny girl,” I whisper, pressing a soft kiss to her head. “Always.”

She glances at me with a soft look in her eyes, smiling. Reaching up, she places her hand on my cheek, and presses a gentle kiss to my lips.

“And forever.”
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EPILOGUE


Ten Months Later

August

“I DON’T WANT TO BE” BY GAVIN DEGRAW

“Are you ready, Lenny girl?” Baxter asks from where we wait at the side of the stage.

It’s the second annual No Strings Attached benefit concert for MADD in honour of my parents, and this year is already shaping up to be more successful than last. I secured a venue with a bigger capacity due to how in-demand the tickets were this year, and I upped the prices by about fifty dollars a piece. Meaning that from ticket sales alone, we’ve already beat my five-million-dollar goal from last year.

Which is insane. And amazing. And terrifying.

Because this year, I’m performing too.

But not just one or two songs. It was one thing to spontaneously go on for those two songs last year, because I had no time to be scared. This year though, I’m doing a full, hour-and-a-half-long set and I’ve had months of build-up, knowing that I could very well make a complete fool of myself tonight. Baxter’s performing with me, but even knowing he’ll be out there, too, doesn’t alleviate any of the current fear coursing through me.

Nerves wrack my body as I continue to fiddle with my mom’s locket around my neck. I pull my lower lip between my teeth as I shake my head.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I confess, unable to tear my eyes from where Isa is wrapping up her set.

That means we’re next.

“Why did I let you talk me into this?” I mutter, more to myself than to him.

Baxter chuckles softly and wraps his arms around me, pressing a kiss to my temple.

“You’re going to be incredible, Trouble. And I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

I exhale shakily, nodding along as he speaks. It was his idea for me to join him onstage, and in the moment, I was all for it.

Now, I’m having serious second thoughts.

It’s not like I’ve never performed in front of a crowd before. I was in various concerts as a teenager, I sang at my parents’ funeral, and then I did two songs at the benefit last year. But I haven’t sang in front of a crowd since then, and when I lost my love for music after my parents died, I’d convinced myself I never would again.

But after the concert last year and with Baxter’s help, I finally decided to start recording some of my songs rather than selling them all. My first indie EP was released in January, and over the past few months, Jeremy’s been trying to convince me to sign with the label.

I keep telling him no—I love my job at Revolution too much and don’t enjoy performing enough to do it full-time. Plus, I didn’t want anything to pull my attention from planning this concert. But that didn’t stop him and Baxter from joining forces to convince me to add myself to the lineup for today.

I blow air out as I watch Isa make her way to where we stand. She instantly wraps her arms around me when she approaches, a huge smile on her face.

“You’ve got this, Lenny,” she whispers in my ear, squeezing me tight and calming every nerve in my body with the pressure.

I squeeze her back, letting my eyes fall shut as I take a moment to just breathe before my life changes forever.

“Just remember—you’re doing this for them.”

She doesn’t need to specify who them is. We all know that my parents are the main reason I agreed to this.

I nod as she pulls away and my gaze shifts to Baxter, who holds his hand out to me. I take it, sending a nervous smile back to Isa, before Baxter drags me out onstage.

Holding the mic up to my mouth, I steel my expression, preparing to act as though I’m just introducing Baxter, like I did with every other act of the day. And honestly, I think the scariest part about this right now is that, like last year, not a soul in the crowd knows I’m going to be performing with Baxter.

“Hi, Toronto!” I exclaim into the mic as we reach centre-stage, the spotlights beating down on me. “Are you ready for the last act of the day?”

The crowd roars in response, the butterflies in my stomach fluttering as I watch everyone cheer.

I chuckle into the mic. “I’ll take that as a yes. So give it up for the one, the only, Baxter James!”

A spotlight flashes on next to me as Baxter approaches the standing mic, his guitar slung over his shoulder and a wicked grin on his face.

“Evening, Toronto. I have a little surprise for you tonight,” he begins, flashing me a wink as I fake heading back offstage like I normally would. But just like we planned, he grabs my hand before I can and pulls me into his side.

The crowd screams as they begin to catch on. He looks over his shoulder at Colt, who strums the opening riff to my EP’s single, “not alone,” the one Baxter helped me write.

Looking out into the crowd, Baxter continues. “My beautiful wife and the love of my goddamn life is going to be joining me onstage tonight.” He smirks. “I hope that’s okay with all of you.”

I can barely hear myself think over the cheers and shouts from the crowd, the response so much better than I ever could have dreamt.

As Baxter glances down at me with a smile on his face and pure, unadulterated love in his eyes, I feel like I could do just about anything.

He begins strumming his guitar alongside Colt as I hold my microphone up to my lips. When my cue rolls around again, I open my mouth. And for the first time since before the funeral, I don’t just sing for my parents...

I also sing for myself.

Whispers of the past are haunting my every breath.

A broken heart, a lonely soul; we’re all weighed down by death.

There’s a memory of you carved out of stone.

And though it may crumble, I’ll never be alone.

As the song continues, I hold Baxter’s gaze, focusing only on the sound of my voice and the way he looks at me. Then when it fades into one of Baxter’s songs, I let myself revel in the fact that I never imagined I’d be here again.

My comfort level grows with each song, and ninety minutes pass in the blink of an eye. Before I know it, the closing riff to “Rockstars Never Die” ends and Baxter takes my hand, both of us facing out over the crowd.

With a smile on my face, I look up at him.

I love you, he mouths as the crowd goes wild around us.

I love you, I mouth back at him before turning toward the audience.

As I take a moment to just appreciate the sound of people cheering for me, I send up a silent thank you to my parents. Because without them, I never would’ve made it here.

They gave me music. And I know that no matter what happens, they’re always with me.

My parents were immortal. And now, so am I.

Because just like Baxter’s lyrics say…

Rockstars never die.

THE END
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If you enjoyed Starstruck, I would greatly appreciate if you left a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or any other platform.

For more updates on The Heartstrings Duet, you can follow me on Instagram or subscribe to my newsletter on my website.

The Heartstrings Duet book two is expected Summer 2025. All I’m going to say is that it’s about two country singers… Is that ringing a bell?

Feel free to DM me your theories and stay tuned for more!
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