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      be my fire

      Logan – 18 Months Ago

      A hot blonde walks into Church, our corner bar, entirely out of place and lost, apparently searching for somebody. I can’t stop staring at her as she walks through the small crowd, her long hair falling to cover her face as she peeks into the dark corners and booths. Whoever she’s looking for must be good at hiding for her to take such care to look. I have to know who she is and who she’s looking for.

      The rest of my band, Murderous Crows, went to our singer Jake’s house down the road for more partying than I’m into tonight, and I’m starting to get restless and bored. This might be a fun distraction. Lord knows I could use one now. My asshole dad’s been on another one of his lengthy benders, and I am not in the mood to go home tonight to join him, or to fight with him.

      As she passes behind my barstool, I lean back and flash my winningest smile, “You can call off the search. I’m right here.”

      She stops and stares at me for a minute, her brow furrowing in confusion. Her steel gray eyes pierce through me in the low light of the bar. Damn. Up close she’s even more beautiful.

      “I was kidding, obviously. Who are you looking for? Maybe I can help.” This place is almost all locals, so if she thinks they are here, I might know them.

      “What makes you think I’m looking for someone?” An eyebrow raises, and she studies me more closely. The corners of her lips are tilted into a permanent smirk that is so fucking attractive. My mind is racing through a few interesting ways I could get rid of that smirk.

      “Because you walked in, did two laps of the bar, including the men’s room, which was impressive, by the way, and inventoried every single person in here. It doesn’t take a genius to know what you were doing.” I smile wider as her expression starts to turn to interest. Suddenly, I want nothing else but to have her interested in me.

      “So, you’re admitting you’re not a genius? That’s brave of you. Very self-aware.” She’s still holding onto that smirk, not quite setting it free. I mentally note that she avoided my question. She’s a feisty one.

      “Absolutely. I’m dumber than a doornail. You could have your way with me if you wanted. Wouldn’t have to try too hard, either. I’m perfectly gullible.”

      A smile finally cracks through. “Or downright diabolical.”

      “Well, that’s for me to know and you to find out, I guess.” I lean in a little closer. I can’t stop staring, smiling, or wanting to impress her. There is something about this woman that is so…magnetic. I’m intrigued. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Gears are turning behind her bright eyes, weighing me against some risk or expectation I’m unaware of. If I knew what they were, I’d do whatever I needed to make her say yes.

      After a minute of deliberation and a quick glance around the bar, she nods almost nervously as she sits beside me. “One drink.”

      “Famous last words,” I laugh, waving down the bartender.
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        * * *

      

      Skyler

      Miles has gone completely off the rails and disappeared. Again. And this time, we’ve been summarily fired from opening for Chaos Fuel for the remainder of this mini tour of the southwest. While he’s one of the best rock singers in the business, he’s fighting some major demons and addictions that are now affecting the rest of us. Up until recently, he’s been able to cover it pretty well. And now he’s vanished without a trace, leaving us all in our own downward spirals as we search for him. I hate that my future is so dependent on other people like this. I don’t like not having control. And I really don’t like that my friend is having such a hard time.

      We’ve all been scouring the city for hours. I’m tired, thirsty, and dying for my own escape from this nightmare. This cute guy’s offer to buy me a drink sounds like a great start or at least a break.

      “So, really. Who were you looking for?” he asks again, cocking his head to the side, honest concern in his features. His blue eyes are remarkably clear.

      “You wouldn’t know him. We’re not from around here.” I wave him off, not wanting to talk about Miles.

      “So, it’s a ‘he’…that’s not boding well for me.” He sighs gloomily and takes a pull from his beer. “I can’t win tonight.”

      I tilt my head at him curiously, suddenly aware I actually care that something’s bothering this guy. This stranger. “No? What happened to you?”

      It’s his turn to wave me off. “I don’t want to go into it.”

      That makes me chuckle. “Wow. We’re both so forthcoming with the information, huh?”

      He gives me an odd look I can’t quite decipher. “There’s an intriguing concept.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Anonymity.” His eyes sparkle with intensity, the blue deepening as he smiles. They’re beautiful. And…oh, no. There’s a god-damned dimple on his left cheek. Oh, this man is dangerous. “You’re from out of town, you say? Well, it might be interesting to go for a night without being tied to a name. Especially if we’ll never see each other again.”

      I’m definitely intrigued. And that fucking dimple isn’t helping. The bartender brings my drink, and I take a sip, keeping my gaze on the guy in front of me. I’m not sure what’s happening here, but I’m interested enough to see where this might go, at least in the short term.

      “I like it. Okay, no names, then. But I need to call you something besides ‘Hey, you.’”

      He thinks hard for a second. “I’m horrible at nicknames. You could always call me—nope. Almost gave away what I do. I already suck at this.”

      “Let’s keep it simple. I’ll go with the obvious. You are ‘Dimples’ for the rest of the night.”

      The laugh that erupts from him is so freaking cute. I hate it. Because I love it. How can he be so attractive? I’ve sworn off anyone and everyone for the time being since Gabriel and I broke up a couple months ago. I can’t like this guy. I can’t like anyone right now. But maybe for one night, I can make an exception.

      “‘Dimples,’ huh? Gosh, you’re so original.”

      The flush that creeps across my cheeks must be turning me red. “Sorry, I--”

      “No, no, no. I wasn’t complaining. I like it. We need one for you now.” He casually puts an arm on the back of my chair, like he does it all the time, and starts twirling a lock of my hair. The ghost of his touch on my back is mesmerizing. “How about ‘Blondie?’”

      “Ha, now who’s being original?” I laugh, but it’s nervous. Even I can hear my hesitation. I don’t know what’s going on here, but this is crazy, and the tension already building between us is surreal.

      Something about the way he’s staring at me is making me both exposed and protected at the same time. I couldn’t explain it if I tried. Like he’s seeing the real me. The one I hide away. The one I mask for everyone else so I can’t be hurt. But he’s telling me it’s okay.

      Whatever is going on between us is intense. He is intense. I can’t escape that stupid word, but it’s true. It’s like I’m walking into a flash fire, and it will devour me whole, but I am entirely willing to let it do just that. I could use some flames to burn away the recent past into nothing but ashes.

      Before I can think too much about it, my phone buzzes with an incoming text from Riley, my band’s bass player.

      
        
          
            
              
        RILEY: We found him. Call off the dogs.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Where was he?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        RILEY: You don’t want to know. Are you sticking around? Or heading back to L.A. with us?

      

      

      

      

      

      I glance up at Dimples next to me, and something low in my core tightens. I want to see where this goes, and now that the emergency has passed with Miles, maybe I can take some much needed ‘me’ time for one night. Since this evening is shot anyway, maybe this guy can take my mind off my troubles.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: I’m going to stick around.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Should I be jealous, Blondie?” The mischief in his gorgeous eyes is addictive. I definitely want to see how this plays out. This is entirely against my character, but tonight feels like a night to let myself go for a change. And for some weird reason, I feel safe doing that with him.

      “Are you jealous, Dimples?” I smirk.

      The grin spreading on his face lights him up but then turns into something else. Something heated and predatory. The hand playing with my hair grabs the back of my neck and pulls me to him. I don’t resist, but he stops right before our lips meet, searching my eyes for something.

      I’m not used to someone being so forward with me, at least not while they’re sober, and it’s absolutely doing something to me. The gleam in his eyes tells me whatever he says next will set the course for the rest of our lives.

      It’s that intense.

      “I only get jealous over things that are mine. Are you mine, Blondie? Do you want to be mine for tonight?” He runs his tongue along my bottom lip, a tease, and a promise of things to come if I want them.

      I think I do. I want all of them. I want all of him for tonight.

      “I’m all yours tonight, Dimples.”
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        * * *

      

      Logan

      We’ve been talking for eight hours straight. Well, in between some amazing sex. No, not just amazing, fucking phenomenal sex. Our conversation, or date, or whatever the fuck this is, moved from the bar to the Cee-Ray Motel around 2AM. Pretty soon, the sun will start rising, and it feels like the magic of tonight will burn away when that happens, and the real world will force its way back in. I don’t want that to happen. I want to stay here like this. I don’t want this night to ever end.

      Our legs are tangled, and her head is on my chest. She’s tracing the outline of the apple-shaped birthmark on my inner thigh with a feather-light touch, and I’m trying not to be ticklish. Her hands on me are comforting and stimulating at the same time. I don’t know how she can do that.

      “So, how old were you when your mom left?” Blondie asks, her voice full of compassion.

      “Not quite fourteen. My sister Trish had just turned ten, and poof, she was gone.”

      “That’s heartbreaking. And you’ve not heard from her since?”

      “Nope. Not a word.” I hesitate, wondering if I really want to open these wounds with a total stranger, but she may be the safest person to talk to about this stuff. “Believe it or not, I don’t blame her. My father was a monster. I think she might have thought since she took the brunt of his anger the entire time, he wouldn’t turn on us when she left. Like we were immune, or exempt, or something.”

      “I take it you weren’t?” She tenses against me, anticipating my response.

      “We were not.” I pause, feeling the familiar guilt of my entire childhood flow through me. I should have done more to defend her, defend all of us. I should have stood up to him more than I did. “I almost ran away from home at least a hundred times as a kid, but I couldn’t do that to my sister. So, I shielded her as much as I could. Now…”

      “Now?” she asks, shifting to raise up on an elbow, and I can see the concern in her eyes and on her face. She’s too good to be true.

      I shrug, trying to face the truth that my life is going absolutely nowhere, but not wanting to see it, either. “Now nothing. My dad is still an alcoholic asshole, and like a loser, I’m still there. I’m stuck. At least Trish is putting herself through college, so I know she’ll eventually be okay. She hates my guts now, but that’s fine. She doesn’t know half of what I’ve done to protect her from him, but she doesn’t need to either. Lord knows I’ve failed to protect her plenty of times too. Hell, I join him so much anymore to keep him distracted from her, I’ll probably end up just like him eventually, if not worse.”

      Blondie searches my eyes, then silently leans down to kiss my forehead. It’s so gentle and full of empathy that it almost brings me to tears, but I control it.

      I do not cry.

      I slide a hand around her waist and pull her against me, reveling in the feel of her soft skin. I need a distraction. Another intermission. And losing myself in her is a perfect escape.

      This entire night has been full of soul-spilling and confessions. I’m telling her things, actively talking about things I’ve never discussed with anyone. Anyone.

      And the strangest part of all of it? I’m doing this willingly and completely sober. Something I haven’t really been in a long time. How strange that I took a break from the usual partying tonight and ran into this gray-eyed miracle by chance, and it’s turned into this incredible experience, or encounter, or again, whatever the fuck this is.

      This is way more than a regular one-night stand. I’m determined to know her name by the time the sun rises. I’m going to have her number, her address, her blood type, favorite color, and fucking zodiac sign. I’m going to have her.

      But first I’m going to take her. Again.
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        * * *

      

      Skyler

      This is too perfect.

      There’s no way that this night could have gone any better. I’ve never been with a man that I felt so comfortable with. And not just relaxed but actually able to be my true self. Next time I see Miles, I might just thank him for screwing up our tour because this may have been worth it.

      Who the hell talks about their damaging childhood trauma on the first date? Or confesses their deepest fears about being cheated on again to a complete stranger? Apparently, we do. And we have. In between the sex of a lifetime, that is. Jesus Christ.

      Dimples here may have ruined me for any other man. And I’m not kidding. The things he can do to me… has done to me…good god.

      He yawns and holds me tighter against him, squeezing my shoulders as I lay my head on his chest. Our breathing is finally normalizing after being…elevated. I can still feel his heart racing against my ear, and I love that I just made that happen. I had that effect on him. This isn’t all just me.

      “Don’t go back,” Dimples says softly, sleep threatening to take him over.

      I move to look up at him. “Back where?” I’m confused.

      “To the asshole that keeps cheating on you.” He closes his eyes, and I know he’s about to drift off any minute now. His voice is getting husky. “You deserve better.”

      “You’re just saying that.” He can’t possibly know what I deserve after one night. Yes, it’s been incredible, and we’ve shared a lot. But he doesn’t know everything.

      “No. I’m not. I can just tell. You’re one of the good ones.”

      That’s an arrow right to my heart. If he had to say anything more perfect than that at this moment, he couldn’t. That was what I needed to hear.

      “Well, I think you are, too.” I trail a finger slowly across his stomach while I try to wrap my head around everything that’s happened tonight. It’s a lot.

      Oddly enough, I think I could trust Dimples if it came down to it. That is, unless he’s a musician. Then forget it. After my ex-boyfriend Gabriel and a few others before him betrayed my trust, I’m done with those guys. They are the sweetest talkers on the planet who could sell a girl snow at the North Pole and never flinch.

      But then, it’s hard to find anything different when they’re all that’s around. Anything better. It doesn’t exist. So, whether or not I deserve anything doesn’t play into it whatsoever. It just seems to be all there is.

      Except maybe Dimples.

      If I lived here in Vegas, maybe it would be different. Could be different. I’d be able to explore this relationship more like I want to. Get to really know him and see where all of this could take us. I would love that.

      But I can’t do that. I need to leave.

      I could tell in the last hour that Dimples has been working up to something, and I think he’s going to want to know who I really am. I can’t do that to him. With the shitstorm my life is right now, I can’t seriously consider trying a relationship. Talk about deserving better…he deserves way better than me. I would do nothing but pull him down with my stupid fears and insecurities. Plus, it would be pointless to try since I don’t live here.

      His breathing steadies and his grip on me relaxes. I think he’s finally fallen asleep.

      That’s that.

      My heart sinks. Our incredible whirlwind night is over, and it’s time to return to the real world.

      I don’t want to go.

      I look up at Dimples’ face, his long lashes fanned atop his cheeks and a small, satisfied smile on his lips. I love those lips. I’m really going to miss them. I’m going to miss everything about him. This has been the best night of my life.

      My eyes sting, and I have to pull myself together to keep from crying. This is way harder than I imagined it to be.

      “Hey,” I whisper, squeezing him slightly to wake him gently. He doesn’t budge. He’s out like a light. Maybe it’s for the best. A long goodbye would be heart wrenching for both of us. And he’s obviously exhausted if he’s already hard to wake. I should let him be.

      The heartbreak already cracking inside my chest increases as I slide out of bed and get dressed without making a sound. When I’m ready to go, I think about leaving a note, but I can’t think of anything I could write to make this easier. There’s nothing to say. And it’s kind of perfect how it is. I’ll never forget this night, or him.

      I inhale a shaky breath and take one last look at him, already missing his strong arms around me. Missing everything about him. Connections like this aren’t supposed to happen in one night. One-night stands are supposed to just be about sex, not soul mates. I don’t know how I’m supposed to forget this night. Actually, I know I never will.

      “Goodbye, Dimples,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.”

      Then I leave.

    

  







            one

          

        

      

    

    




      wake me up when september ends

      Logan - Now

      “Sarah Crawford is going to produce our album. Are you serious?” I ask Jake, the lead singer of our band, Murderous Crows. We’ve only recently been signed by Blackmore Records, with his fiancée Cassidy, Blackmore’s attorney, brokering the deal with our manager, Mackenzie.

      Things are moving fast now, and we’ve all uprooted ourselves from Vegas and are renting a house together here in L.A. Well, all of us except Jake, who lives with Cassidy. And now finding out Sarah, who produces for many of the top rock artists, including her husband Ryan’s band, Indigo King, will be producing our first record is mind-blowing. It’s a lot to take in.

      “That’s what the label wants, so that’s what the label gets,” Jake says, shrugging. “We don’t get to choose on this first one.”

      “Oh, I’m not complaining at all. I love her work,” I say, snubbing out my cigarette in the makeshift ashtray on the house’s balcony. I think it used to be a potted plant of some kind, but it’s long since died and is reduced to just dirt now. “I’m just surprised we’re getting this lucky this early.”

      Jake runs a hand through his blonde hair, then drags it down his face. He should be as happy as I am at the news, but he sure doesn’t look it. The dark circles under his eyes tell me he’s not been sleeping well.

      “What’s up?” I ask, confused at his mood. “Why aren’t you as fucking elated at this as I am? I mean, we’ve hit the jackpot, man.”

      When his eyes meet mine, I immediately know what or who he’s thinking about. He doesn’t have to say it, but he does anyway.

      “Because Andy should be here,” he says flatly, staring out at the smoggy afternoon L.A. skyline, his eyes sad. “He should be enjoying this with us. It feels weird to be happy about anything band-related without him.”

      Andy was our drummer, who recently died in a drunk driving accident that injured Jake and broke my leg. Jake was initially arrested since it was his car, but it was later shown that Andy was, in fact, driving. Since the accident, besides all the grieving we’re all still going through, we’ve all been swept up in the conflicting emotions of getting the record deal and moving to L.A. It’s a strange scale of feelings to balance; some of us aren’t as great at it as others.

      Like Jake. He tried to lose himself in his pain meds after the car accident and is still recovering in more ways than one. And with his hands shaking slightly, I can tell he’s still going through some physical withdrawal symptoms too. Regardless of Andy’s fault in the accident, I’m betting that Jake will blame himself forever. That’s a battle he needs to fight with himself, though.

      I’ve been able to compartmentalize it. I don’t dwell on it like Jake does, but then I’m used to shoving all the bad shit that happens into the corner of my brain to worry about later. There’s always been too much of it anyways, so I just make sure that later never comes.

      Somewhere in that corner pile is my own guilt over Andy’s death and how I treated Jake afterward when we initially all thought it was his fault. I had to do a lot of soul-searching during that time about a lot of things, and I am trying to improve myself. My life had gone straight down the fucking hill when my mother abandoned my family when I was thirteen, leaving me with a little sister and a constantly drunk and abusive father. The guilt for how I treated my sister since then is also mixed in that pile. So, when I say that bad shit always happens, I’m not lying. It’s a lot for one person to try to fix at once, and I’m not sure I’m doing so great at it.

      “It does feel weird without him, but we’ve got to move forward.” I light another cigarette, not thinking about the one I just put out. Whenever deep emotions pop up, a cigarette is lit. I can’t help it. Pushing the malevolent thoughts back into their corner, I ask, “What are we going to do about a drummer? If we’re going to start recording soon, we need to find somebody quick.”

      Jake surprisingly perks up at this, rubbing his hands together excitedly. It’s a fast swing on his mood pendulum. “That’s something else I came over to tell you guys. Where is everybody?”

      “Well, Cooper and Remy are gone for the day with Mackenzie, shopping for house shit. So, you can tell me, I guess.” Those two are the band’s lead and rhythm guitarists, and I was shocked when they volunteered to go with her. Although, once they heard there would be a free lunch included, I think they were sold.

      “Okay. The label is setting up auditions for us starting tomorrow so we can get in the studio quickly. Sarah is anxious for us to start recording right away.”

      “That’s awesome news as well.” Indigo King and Sarah were a big part of our benefit show in Vegas after Andy’s death. It’s bizarre how our circles keep intersecting like this. “Do we know who’s auditioning yet? Or, how is this supposed to work?”

      “No clue. I don’t have a list of names or anything, and nobody gave me instructions. So, be ready like when we auditioned Coop and Remy. I can’t imagine it will be that different. Bring your bass to the studio.”

      I nod. “Jesus, that was years ago. But, cool. I can do that.”

      Jake’s mood dips again, and the rollercoaster of it is starting to get to me. While he and Andy were best friends, I had known him for almost as long. His death has weighed on my mind too, but not to the extent that it’s affecting Jake. He needs to start letting shit go, or it’s going to eat him alive.

      I slap him on the back. “Go take a nap or something, dude. You look like shit, and we need to be on our A-game tomorrow for the auditions.”

      He lets out a sigh as he gets up and stretches. “I guess. I’ll text you guys the time and address for the studio later.”

      As I watch him pull away, I can’t help but marvel at where we are now. We’re about to record our first fucking real album. Like, a legit record. The EP we self-funded was so cobbled together I’m surprised anyone knew it was the same band playing all the songs. We had one song from the EP called Dark Legacies get popular on the satellite radio station Octane, but with no label, or distributor, we couldn’t capitalize on it or do much with it.

      With the label secured and now a fantastic producer, we have almost all of our ducks in a row instead of the lunatic squirrels we’ve been trying to herd over the last few years. We might finally be able to achieve our rock ‘n roll dreams after all this time. The chaos will have been worth it if we can pull this off.

      Of course, there’s a doubt in the back of my mind, probably somewhere in the shit corner, that it can’t be this smooth. Something is going to make this train jump the track and derail us. I do tend towards the negative aspects of everything, though. I can’t help it. Not many positive things have happened to me, so when they do, I don’t trust them.

      I don’t trust most things.
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      seven nation army

      Skyler

      I watch as our lead singer, Miles, and his girlfriend, Nikki, leave the practice space arm in arm, and my anxiety rises. A pain in the pit of my stomach is starting to spread as my muscles tense with worry.

      What the hell are we going to do for an entire month or more without him? What am I going to do? I can’t go a whole month without any sort of income. We don’t make much from our shitty bar gigs as it is, but at least it pays the rent. And we were just starting to make a name for ourselves on the festival circuit and catching the attention of some important people. Plus, we have a huge festival tour starting soon at the beginning of the summer. Even if all goes well with Miles, this is going to be cutting it close.

      “He had to go, Sky. We all know it,” says Emery, our guitarist. He looks as worried as I am, but he’s right. Miles is in another complete downward spiral and needs to return to rehab. I only hope it sticks this time.

      I’m not oblivious to the need for Miles to go, and I’m not heartless either. Especially since we’ve been through this before. It’s not easy watching one of your close friends and band mates for over four years completely spin out in front of you, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. I hate the helpless feeling I get whenever it happens. There’s nothing I can say or do to make anything better for anyone, and it’s frustrating as hell. Plus, not only does it hurt me to see him slowly destroy himself, but he also destroys every relationship along the way. Watching that kind of collateral damage hurts almost as much. My heart can’t take much more.

      “I know, but we can’t keep doing this. You guys need to call all the venues and cancel our gigs. I did it last time.” I look between him and Riley, our bassist, for any sign they’re going to make the calls. It’s not looking promising, as I can see the wheels turning in their heads for ways to get out of it. Not happening. Jumping up, I head toward the exit before they can argue. “I’ll talk to you guys later. Let me know if any of the clubs give you a problem.”

      “But--” I’m not sure who said it, and I don’t turn to see either as I push through the door to the bright parking lot. I’m getting tired of being the only one trying to keep this band together. They are all fantastic musicians and they’re not horrible people. I’d go so far as to call them friends, even, but it never feels like the band is their main priority.

      But it is mine.

      With Miles, sure, he’s into it, but he’s more into getting high than singing anymore. Emery mostly cares about getting laid. And who knows what the hell Riley wants. He shows up when and where we tell him to, and he plays. He doesn’t contribute to the writing at all.

      The problem with this band is the same as it’s always been - when it’s good, it’s perfect. It just hasn’t been good consistently for a long time. I don’t know if that’s going to change any time soon, either.

      While driving home, stuck in L.A. traffic, my best friend and roommate Shelby calls. “Hey chick, I didn’t mean to interrupt your practice.”

      “Don’t worry. There was no practice. I’m heading home. What’s up?” Even though I try, I can’t keep the annoyance out of my voice. We’ve lived together for a few years now, so I’m sure she knows I’m not aggravated with her.

      “That sounds ominous. But hey, check this out. Rumor has it some pretty major drummer auditions are going on tomorrow.”

      “Oh really? With who?” I don’t dare to get my hopes up. It could be for a jazz trio or some shit that I don’t want to do. But then, beggars can’t be choosers.

      “That’s just it. Nobody knows. It’s all being kept hush-hush, so it could be with a big band.”

      My heart speeds up a little.

      “Well, who’s hosting the auditions?”

      “Blackmore Records,” I swear she almost squeals. Shelby is one of the biggest Indigo King fans on the planet, and of course, they’re with Blackmore.

      A laugh bursts out of me at her excitement. “Slow your roll, girl. I highly doubt the audition is with Indigo King. I’m pretty sure Matt Sturridge hasn’t left.”

      “You never know. Maybe he hurt his hand again, and they need someone to fill in.” She sighs dramatically. “Or maybe he did leave…he always was kind of moody. Remember that Indigo King documentary?”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course, I remember. You only made me watch Stage Left a million times. He wasn’t that moody. And if he was, he had good reasons.”

      “Okay, Okay. I’m just saying, it could be that.”

      “And I highly doubt it.” I try to merge onto the overcrowded highway, but nobody lets me in. “Where did you see or hear this rumor anyway? Is the audition posted anywhere?” If I’m going to believe any of this, I’m going to need to see solid proof. Wouldn’t it be crazy if it was with Indigo King? Shelby would be so jealous…

      “So far, I’ve only seen a tweet on it, but I can’t track down the source yet. I’ll keep digging and report back when I see you at home later.” She pauses for a second. “Are you seriously thinking about going? What about Earth Sign?”

      Hearing the name of our band, or what’s left of it, makes my stomach coil and shoulders tighten. “As of today, we’re on hiatus. Miles is going back to rehab.”

      “Oh, wow.” She says it but doesn’t sound surprised. I guess the way things have been going, nobody would be.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Shelby, but I love these guys, and when we click, it’s pretty amazing. You can’t argue that much.” And it is. Earth Sign is one of the best bands I’ve ever been in. And while, sure, we all have our weird idiosyncrasies, when it works, it works. But we’ve been here before. Maybe that’s my problem. I need to stop fighting for something nobody else is. “But it wouldn’t hurt to see what’s out there, you know?”

      She’s quiet for a minute, and I wonder what she’s thinking. “Well, I’ll support you either way, chick. You know I will. Let me find out more about the audition for you, okay?”

      I exhale a disheartened sigh. I don’t want to do this, but I have to. “Okay, thanks.”

      We hang up, and I finally get allowed onto the highway by an old lady who can barely see over her steering wheel. As I crawl in the super slow traffic, it gives me time to consider my options. Without knowing any details about the audition, it’s kind of hard to do that.

      I mechanically drum my fingers on the console to the beat of the song on the radio, I’m not paying attention to it, but I naturally play along as I think. I have to do something not only for rent but also musically. I need to feel passionate about what I’m doing again, not going through the motions like I’m sleepwalking. A change of bands could be precisely what I need right now. And if the auditions are being hosted by Blackmore Records, this could be the big break I’ve been dreaming of my whole life.

      We’ll have to see what Shelby digs up and if there’s any truth to the rumors. If there is, come this time tomorrow, I could be in a new band. A real band. One that actually gives a shit. One with the backing of a record label.

      One that makes dreams come true.
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      come as you are

      Logan

      We’ve only auditioned two drummers so far, and I’m already exhausted. The first was emotionally draining as I had to get used to playing with somebody who wasn’t Andy all over again. We did that a little while ago when we played the benefit, and different drummers from local Vegas bands sat in with us, but I knew those guys. These people are strangers, which only adds to the feeling of being disconnected from the music. And disconnected from Andy.

      The second drummer just plain sucked and kept blaming the equipment, saying his were set up differently. Whatever. It’s as if he’s never played for an opening band. He’d know drummers sometimes have to use the main act’s kit if he had. There isn’t always time to set up and tear down two complete sets of drums. Shit, Andy once had to play a gig without any cymbals because the headliners we opened for were lazy fucks who took forever to set up.

      Rock crowds aren’t exactly known for their patience.

      Before the third person comes, there’s a bit of a break, so I step outside for a quick smoke. While sitting on a bench in the side alley, chatting with Remy about how horrible the last dude was, a car pulls into the front of the building, and a woman with long blonde hair, black Doc Martens boots, and a figure that makes my head spin steps out and heads in. From this distance, I couldn’t make out any details, but I don’t need any to know whoever she is could rock my world any day.

      Remy sees her too, and I catch his similar reaction.

      “Down, boy. She might work for Blackmore,” I say, chuckling at his lovelorn expression.

      His face reddens, sighing like a broken-hearted puppy, and he opens the side door to the studio. “You’re probably right. Such is my lot in life. It’s not a lot, but it’s my life.”

      “You’re a fucking weirdo,” I chuckle, pushing him through the door and following behind him.

      I stop dead in my tracks when we return to the recording space. My mouth loses all hydration, and I think my heart stops, skips, or stutters. I don’t know. Because not only is the blonde that pulled in a few minutes ago now seated comfortably at the drum set, getting all kinds of comfy, but I fucking know her.

      And not only do I fucking know her -

      I’ve slept with her.

      It’s fucking Blondie.

      It was only once, and it was a long time ago, but it was that fucking memorable.

      Remy turns back to look at me, his face still red. He has to have noticed her too. “You okay there, dude? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      How do I react to this? To her? Act like I don’t know her? I don’t remember her? Act like I know her, but it was only a hot one-time thing? How would I even do that? Be professional and treat her like just another musician like I probably should?

      Fucking hell.

      I never knew her name, and she didn’t know mine. We called each other stupid nicknames. I never got her number, either. We had arguably the best night of my life, and when I woke up, she was gone. Just fucking gone. Jesus, I can still remember the small cupid tattoo on her left hip that tasted like sweet salt, the fit of her body beneath me...

      “Logan.”

      I shake my head and realize everyone is glaring at me. I don’t even know who’s been calling my name.

      Fuck. This is not good.

      I glance back over to the girl behind the drums, hell she’s not a girl, the woman behind the drums, and she stares at me for a split second but then looks away quickly. Now I can’t tell if she remembers me too.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Swallowing hard, I shake it off, walk across the room, and grab my bass, careful not to look up at her again.

      Mackenzie clears her throat uncomfortably, noticing that something just passed between us, and looks down at the papers in her hand. “Okay, everyone, this is Skyler Evans. She is currently with the band Earth Sign here in L.A., which is currently on a break – which is convenient for us. And, she was formerly with Smoke and Mirrors, also from L.A. I’ve listened to her demo and think she might be a good fit.” She nods at Skyler, who smiles back at her confidently. She’s apparently recovered much quicker from our surprise reunion than I have. Mackenzie introduces us, and Skyler gives us a small wave while who knows what the fuck my face does. I can’t even think straight. “We’re going to run through the standard three audition songs, “Wake Me Up When September Ends,” by Green Day, “Seven Nation Army,” by the White Stripes, and “Come as You Are,” by Nirvana. Cool?” She glances around at us, and we either nod or don’t argue. I think I’m firmly in the silent and not arguing group.

      While she reconfigures the angles of the drums, and makes other adjustments, I’ve tuned and re-tuned my bass a dozen times, trying to occupy myself, but my eyes are magnetically drawn to her.

      Starting with the Green Day song, she nails it. As I wait for the bass part to kick in, I can’t help but watch her. She’s mesmerizing to see play. Blonde hair constantly in motion, her entire body feeling every beat of the music, every note. Her musicality isn’t something you see much in rock drummers. They’re usually all about how hard or fast they can hit or how many annoying fills they can throw in, but she’s got nuance to her style. I’m so caught up in her that I almost miss my cue to join in, which would have been better than what I actually play. I’ve fucked with my tuning so much while pre-occupied watching Skyler, it is now completely out of tune. How the fuck does that happen?

      “Sorry. Give me a minute,” I mutter, hurrying to fix it while everybody waits on me. Talk about fucking embarrassing. Sure, I’m a god-damned professional. I can hear Remy and Cooper snickering behind me, and as we restart, I make sure to glare at them both individually.

      When we finish the song, we all look at each other, unsure what exactly just happened, but knowing something did. Or maybe it’s only me thinking that. I wouldn’t doubt that either. I’m still pretty fucked in the head.

      “Right,” Jake says, keeping his composure. I can’t read his reaction, which isn’t helping. “Let’s move on to The White Stripes’ song.”

      Everyone again turns to me, and I panic for a second, but then realize the song starts with the bass solo. This is a heavy bass and drum song. Shit. I glance up at Skyler, and she meets my gaze, her grey eyes emotionless, and gives me a nod. She’s unreadable too, and I think I’m kind of losing touch with reality since I can’t tell what anyone in the room is thinking about anything.

      I start playing the familiar opening riff, and Skyler joins with the steady bass drumbeat. The next thing I know, we’re all lost in the song. Heads are banging, hair is flying, and I can see Mackenzie and other spectators jamming with us. Even Cooper’s guitar solo is otherworldly. Then we’re extending the song just to make it last longer, and Jake’s making up new lyrics on the fly, and nobody misses a step. Somewhere in the ether of the room, there’s a meeting of our minds, and we’re all on the same wavelength. We’re all in it together.

      It’s exactly like my night with Skyler. Does she have this effect on everyone she meets?

      We’re all quiet again when the song finally ends, but I know I’m not the only one feeling how great it is. How perfect she is.

      This time when I look over at her, she smiles back at me with a satisfied grin, and it’s one I know I’ve seen before too, but under much different circumstances. With her under me. There’s a thrumming in my blood, either warning or encouraging me. I can’t tell which.

      I need to be extremely careful here. There’s a lot on the line now. We’ve got a record deal, and I can’t be fucking around with our drummer.

      Can I?
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      not another rockstar

      Skyler

      What the hell have I walked into here? When I saw Dimples walk in, my heart about stopped. I don’t know what I was expecting, but never in a million years did I think it would be him. My one and only one-night stand in my entire life from years ago, standing right in front of me and looking as hot as he did the last time I saw him. Of course, back then, he was tangled in bed sheets and snoring so softly I thought he was whispering. It took everything I had that morning to leave him like I did. I felt horrible for weeks afterward, and to be honest, I still do, especially after seeing the look on his face when we first saw each other. I don’t know how I kept my shit together.

      The fact the audition is with Murderous Crows is seriously messing with my head. I had no idea they got signed. I also had no idea Logan was in this band because I had no clue that Dimples was Logan.

      Shelby’s going to freak out when I tell her. Well, about the band part, not the Logan part.

      We’ve gone through the first two songs, and I can’t believe the buzz running through me. It actually feels like electricity is humming in my bones. The connection between Logan and me during that White Stripes song was unreal. I think I’ve played it a million times since it’s a standard cover, but holy hell, that was magic. I’m pretty sure he felt it, too, from how he’s looking at me.

      Hell, how we’ve been ogling each other during every song has to be noticeable to everyone in the room. Those beautiful blue eyes of his seem to see right through me and disarm me every time he glances my way.

      This can’t be happening. This is insane.

      We start into the third song, the Nirvana one, which goes as seamlessly as the first two. These songs are bass and drum-heavy, so we need to be in complete sync.

      And we are.

      Halfway through, the feeling I’m starting to get in my chest is something I haven’t felt in a long time. I think it might be close to a runner’s high or something. It’s that passion I was searching for that’s been missing in Earth Sign for a while now.

      There’s a click of pieces falling into place as the song finishes, and right away, for some reason, I feel totally guilty. Like I cheated on a boyfriend. If I had one. Which I don’t. But I still feel like I’m doing something wrong. There’s a war going on in my head and my heart, and both sides are losing.

      “So, that was amazing. Thanks, Skyler,” Mackenzie says with a genuine smile. Everyone else still looks a bit stunned, which I can appreciate. I’ve heard of Murderous Crows and what happened to their drummer. It’s got to be hard for them to think about replacing him. Which makes me more guilt-ridden for trying to take his place, if that’s what I’m doing.

      My understanding from the online post for the audition is that this is only temporary for recording their album, with the possibility of a permanent gig afterward. So, it’s like an audition for an audition. I can live with that.

      I like the temporary idea. It works perfectly for my current situation. Record for maybe six weeks or so, my rent will get paid for a while, and it all ends in time for Miles to return from rehab. We all get a break and recharge. I’ll get my passion for music back. Start over fresh with a clean slate and take over the world.

      But I’m getting way ahead of myself. I haven’t gotten the job yet. Packing up my sticks, I awkwardly thank everyone. “It was great playing with you guys,” I say, avoiding eye contact with Logan at all costs. “If I don’t hear back from you, good luck with your record.”

      As I’m leaving, of course, I trip over one of the cords and am about to fall flat on my face when Cooper, the lead guitarist, and a hot guy in his own right, catches me and pulls me upright. I noticed immediately Logan had moved to catch me as well, and if looks could kill, Cooper would be incinerated on the spot.

      “Careful,” Logan mutters, his face heating as he turns away.

      “Sorry,” I say weakly up to Cooper, who’s still holding me by the arms. I have no idea why I’m apologizing. It’s a shitty habit that started when I was younger. I do it without even thinking and I swear I need to apologize to myself afterward for apologizing. It’s dumb.

      “No worries,” he replies, a crooked smirk playing on his lips. It’s that moment I can tell he’s the playboy of the group. I’ll need to be careful around him. Guys like him are dangerous. Heartbreakers, every one of them. Not that any musician is trustworthy. None of them are. Well, the guys aren’t, I don’t know about my female peers.

      I smile feebly back and make a quick exit with my head lowered. The embarrassment at the end of that whole encounter makes me want to crawl into bed and hide under the covers for at least a month. There’s no way I’m landing the gig after that horrendous display. I probably came off as some meek and mild-mannered pushover at the end. Not likely what they’re looking for.

      Getting into my car, I slam the door shut and lean my head back, taking a deep and disappointed breath while closing my eyes. Maybe I can wish the job into being. Unfortunately, the only thing I can think of and see behind my eyelids is Logan. From his startled expression when we first saw each other to the intense looks between us as we played to the anger or jealousy he showed at the end, my emotions are caught up in a whirlwind. All of it brings flashbacks of our night together into my mind, eclipsing everything else.

      I sit up and force my eyes open, willing myself to stop thinking about him. That will be impossible, though, because there he is on a bench at the side of the building, smoking a cigarette, staring right at me. I can’t read him with the distance between us, but I’d bet whatever his demeanor, it’s intense. Everything about Logan is intense, and I’m not sure that’s such a bad thing. It aligns perfectly with what I remember from that night.

      Intense.

      He moves as if to head my way, so I hurry up, start the car, and pull away. The last thing I want to do now is have a conversation with the guy I slept with and ghosted. I’m embarrassed enough about how my audition ended, thank you very much. I don’t need brand new mortification thrown on the pile.
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        * * *

      

      When I get home, Shelby is already there but is packing her workout bag. She’s one of those annoying people that doesn’t need to work out, so I don’t know why she bothers. Her body is naturally toned and curved in all the places it’s supposed to be. She knows it and shows it off whenever possible. Like right now, her ebony shoulders practically glow while they’re bared around her sports bra. Even her super short bleach-blonde hair is to die for. If I ever want a knock on my confidence, all I have to do is walk out the door next to her.

      “Have you seen my stainless-steel water bottle anywhere?” she asks, opening and closing kitchen cabinets. She’s constantly losing water bottles, but they always find their way home.

      “No, ma’am. It’s probably in your car. Like always.” I toss my purse on a side table and fall onto the couch. After all the excitement from the day, I’m starting to feel the toll of it on my body. I’m exhausted, and it’s only mid-afternoon. That doesn’t bode well for the rest of the day.

      “Your sarcasm is noted and appreciated. But, unhelpful as always.” She takes a seat next to me. “Spill. How did the audition go? From your attitude, I take it things didn’t go well?”

      I flop my head in her direction, the energy draining from me fast. “I’m not sure how I’d describe it, honestly.”

      “Oh boy, this sounds like oolong time,” she says, pulling her feet under herself to get comfortable. Her excitement at gossip is usually contagious, but it’s a little too personal right now. “What happened? Talk, woman. I’m the one who told you about it in the first place, remember? I get dibs on details.”

      I roll my eyes and let out an exasperated breath. “Fine. Fine. The audition, like the music part, was freaking amazing. We all got along really well and sounded fantastic.” I pause, trying to think how to describe the rest.

      “I feel a big but coming on. You know how I feel about big buts.”

      “Ha ha. Well, there was this guy…” I hesitate, not sure what I want to divulge.

      “Come on, Sky!” She whacks me with a throw pillow, and I steal it from her to hug. “I’m going to get this out of you one way or another, so you’d better just tell me. What the hell happened?”

      “Remember a couple years ago, when Earth Sign did that little mini tour with Chaos Fuel?”

      “Yeah…”

      “And we had that stop in Vegas for a weekend?”

      “Yeah…Get to the point already.”

      “And Miles went AWOL for two whole days?”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that. But I remember now. Yeah…?”

      My stomach twists at having to admit this to anyone. I didn’t think I was a prude, but maybe I am. “Well, I kind of hooked up with someone that weekend, and I never got his name or anything.”

      She stares at me, still expectant. Silent.

      “I know. I know. That’s not a big deal for you, but it is for me. Turns out that guy was Logan Freaking Edwards, the bass player for Murderous Crows, who I auditioned for today.”

      Her eyes widen, and her mouth drops open in shock. I pull the throw pillow over my face and scream into it.

      “You auditioned for Murderous Crows?”

      I drop the pillow onto my lap and again flop my head towards her. “That’s what you’re focusing on with all I just said? Did you not hear the part about the stranger I slept with in Vegas being the bass player in the band?”

      “Oh no. I heard.” She waves a dismissive hand at me. “We’ll get to that part in a minute. But Murderous Crows? As in Dark Legacies on Octane? The most requested song on satellite radio a few months ago?”

      I throw the pillow back at her and get up, heading into the kitchen. She catches it gracefully.

      “Yes. That Murderous Crows. Geez. Can we get to my point?” Opening the fridge door, I stare inside, but I’m not seeing anything.

      “Fine. Tell me how awkward you were, and we can move on.”

      I glare at her over the door, which is luckily hiding my blush. I hope. “I wasn’t awkward,” I grumble.

      She stares at me in disbelief momentarily, then says, “So, what happened? Did he recognize you? Call you out? Want to do it again?” Her brows wiggle as her grin spreads.

      “Actually, don’t you have somewhere to be? I thought you were heading to the gym.”

      “Oh, no. You can’t argue we’re not talking about something, then clam up when we do. What happened?”

      I shut the fridge and lean on the counter, burying my head in my arms. “He didn’t do anything, really. To be honest, I don’t think he even recognized me. Then he was super intense while we played. And that was amazing. And then I almost fell on my face when I left and pretty much ran out of there with my tail between my legs. I was so embarrassed.”

      “What was so embarrassing? You said the playing was amazing?”

      “Well, yeah. That part was great. I don’t know. I’ve never played with someone so intensely and been so clumsy on my way out. I’m sure I made an impression.”

      “Well, it sounds like you made an impression on Logan.”

      “What do you mean?” I lift my head to see what she’s talking about.

      She raises an eyebrow, “If he was so intense with you while playing, that’s a good thing, trust me. Bass players and drummers are always a thing.”

      I drop my head again. “I don’t know. At least it’s over. I probably won’t get the gig, and with any luck, I’ll never have to be in the same room with him again.” My heart lurches at the thought. Not about the job, but never seeing Logan again. Something about that bothers me. I would very much like to see him again.

      “Way to stay positive,” Shelby says, her sarcasm heavy. “And on that wonderful note, I will head to the gym now. Do you want to come with? Work on your balance, maybe?”

      I peek up and glare at her. “Very funny. No, I’m going to sit here and throw a pity party, perhaps toss in a little drowning of my sorrows for good measure. But thanks.”

      She laughs, and it follows her as she leaves. I wish I could be that carefree about things instead of worrying about every little thing that could go wrong. I tell myself it’s only to be prepared for any and all contingencies, but I know it’s me leaning into my anxiety.

      Yay, anxiety.
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      horns

      Logan

      We run the same audition process with two more drummers in the afternoon. Mackenzie and someone from the label narrowed the applicants to a top five. Sarah Crawford, our producer, steps out of the control room and joins all of us in the recording space. She recorded everyone who tried out in case we wanted to listen back to anyone’s audition.

      I know who I think was the best, but I’m second-guessing my bias on that one. I think Skyler totally nailed her audition, but having her in the band? I don’t know if I can handle her being so close all the time without wanting to pull her into the nearest closet to have my way with her, and her way too. I also don’t know what I’m really feeling about any of it. So many emotions have surfaced, and not all of them were positive. There’s still hurt there deep down for how it all ended.

      And that’s not even considering the little fact that she doesn’t fucking remember me. That hurts more than anything. Maybe more than it should.

      Mackenzie starts us off. “Okay, let’s focus on eliminating and work our way to a top choice.”

      “The second guy, Gary or whatever, and number four. I never did get his name. They can go right away,” I say, looking around to see if they all agree.

      Most everyone nods, but Jake says, “What are we doing? We all know who did the best, and she’d kick ass on the record, if not on tour, too. I don’t think we need to eliminate them one by one. Just cut all of them at once except Skyler. Right guys?”

      Fuck. So much for that.

      “Well, wait…” I say, not sure why I’m so against her joining. She was the best. To say no would be completely selfish. Why wouldn’t I want to spend so much time with her? Maybe I’m looking at it from the wrong angle. It might be a good thing. “Never mind. I forgot what I was going to say,” I mutter.

      Everybody stares at me like I’ve grown a second head for a minute but then loses interest.

      “Is that true? Do you all think Skyler should be the one invited to record?” She glances around at us, and everyone else nods, so I shrug noncommittally. I want plausible deniability if this whole thing comes back to try and bite me.

      Sarah watches as we agree and chimes in. “I think you all made the right decision. She definitely had the best audition, and I’ve listened to her other stuff. Her style should blend well with your songs too.” Her excited smile is almost contagious, but I’m too freaked out about how to deal with this and unable to celebrate like everyone else.

      Mackenzie has her manager’s hat firmly set on her head now. “Okay, then. I’ll get her back here as soon as possible to start learning your songs. Is that cool?”

      Everyone nods quietly, but the air gets sucked out of the room. It hits all of us simultaneously that we’ve just replaced Andy. Automatically we all look at Jake, Andy’s best friend, as if looking to him for how to act now. As a group and individually, we’re not exactly known for reacting appropriately to situations or to the proper degree. So, we look to Jake for stuff like this when it has to do with Andy for how to respond.

      He’s staring at the floor, lost in thought, but then nods to himself as though making a decision. “Right. Let’s do this.”

      As he glances around, a smile growing, we all let out a collective sigh of relief that everything might be okay after all. There’s still a knot in my stomach that this will all go to shit once it’s out about me and Skyler. Sure, I can tell myself nobody will ever find out, but that shit never works with me. If there’s something I don’t want known, somehow everybody and their brother know about it. I have zero luck.

      So, do I tell everyone now? Head it off at the pass? Fuck no. We’ve all voted her on the team. If I say something now, it will look like I’m trying to sabotage her or some shit. Maybe we can keep it quiet.

      Regardless of what did or will happen, I need to talk to her, away from everyone else. That would mean I’ll have to be alone with her. Can I do that without everything about that night resurfacing and clouding my judgment?

      Of course, I can do that.

      I can totally do that.
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      love will get you there

      Skyler

      My phone rings later in the afternoon when I’m in the middle of Jay’s Market, around the corner from our Arlington Heights house, trying to find something simple to make for dinner. Shelby and I take turns with meals, and today is my day. I hate cooking, but now that I’m unemployed, I figure I should do what I can to save money.

      I juggle the food basket and dig my phone out of my purse. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Skyler? This is Mackenzie Roberts, manager for Murderous Crows.”

      She sounds hesitant, and my stomach clenches. My mind instantly knows what she’s going to say. Thanks, but no thanks.

      “Hi, Mackenzie. Good to hear from you.” My heart is in my throat, and I’m surprised I can get words out. Someone behind me sighs loudly, and I jump out of their way, giving them an apologetic smile and mouthing ‘sorry.’

      “So, we like what you did today in your audition, and we’d love for you to join us on the record.”

      What did she say?

      “I’m sorry?” I can’t have heard her correctly. I pull the phone away from my ear and check it’s an actual call I’m on and not some sort of prank I’m unknowingly playing on myself.

      It’s not a prank.

      There’s laughing from the other end of the line. “I said you’ve got the job if you want it.”

      Holy shit. I can’t help but stumble over my words in response. “Y-yes. Of course. I’d love you to join me. I mean. Shit. Sorry. I’d love to join you. The band. I’d love to join the band. For the record.”

      Jesus, I suck.

      “I think that’s a yes, so we’ll go with that,” she chuckles. “If you’re available, we need to get you up to speed on the songs. How soon can you start coming in for that?”

      “I can come in now if you want. I’m not doing anything.” I look down at my wrist for a watch I have never worn in my life as if it would help me at all.

      That gets her laughing again, and I nervously join her, silently smacking my forehead for sounding so damn anxious. “Let’s maybe go for tomorrow. Give yourself tonight to relax and come to the studio early in the morning. It’s going to be a grind from here on out. Does that work for you?”

      “Yeah, that’s great. Thanks, Mackenzie.”

      We hang up before I can get more awkward and run in place really fast while holding in a screech. My crazy version of a happy dance. The boy stocking bins in the produce section eyes me cautiously, but I grin at him like an idiot and head home.

      Screw cooking. This news calls for takeout.
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        * * *

      

      I’m so early to the studio the following day I don’t think anyone else is here yet. After knocking on the front door for about ten minutes with no reply, I go to the side door where I saw Logan yesterday. It sounds like there might be music playing inside, so I knock harder in case they can’t hear me.

      The door swings open as I’m about to knock again, so I jump out of the way to avoid getting body slammed by it. Standing in the doorway is my worst nightmare and my sweetest dream come true.

      Logan.

      His shaggy brown hair is messy, like he just rolled out of bed, which is giving me thoughts I shouldn’t be having at the moment, and his blue eyes are light in the early morning sunshine. I can’t help but stare at him. Not in shock or surprise but in amazement at everything about him. Transporting back to the night I stared into those eyes and felt a connection so deep it made me run away the first chance I got. My face reddens at the thought.

      We’re both staring. Neither of us knows what to say or how to handle this situation. If I didn’t know better, I’d think his expression aimed to cover hurt. But I do know better. Guys like him, like any guy in a band, don’t do feelings. It’s not in their repertoire. So, if he’s feeling anything, it’s probably offended I left first, and he didn’t get to break my heart. And that’s only if he remembers me at all.

      That hardens my resolve.

      “Hey. So, I’m here to learn your songs. Mackenzie told me to come early.” I’m trying desperately not to appear as nervous or unraveled as I feel.

      He blinks a few times, snapping out of whatever daze he was in. Maybe he did just wake up.

      “I know why you’re here,” he says flatly, stepping back and allowing me to enter.

      Squeezing past him, it’s hard not to think about how much taller he is than me, but how well we fit together that night… Damn it. I have got to stop.

      The large recording space is empty of people. It’s only me and Logan. I was not expecting that. I’d hoped there would be a bunch of people around so we wouldn’t have to do this awkward silent dance with each other.

      After seeing that nobody is here, I decide to get settled behind the drums and set it up how I like it. Luckily, I didn’t have to bring my kit because that would have been a logistical nightmare. It would also tip off the guys in Earth Sign I might be doing something else, and I’m not ready for that conversation yet.

      “I came early so I could talk to you. So, we could talk.” Something in Logan’s voice makes me look up. He’s nervous too.

      Shit. Is this the ‘we need to talk’ I wanted to avoid? Or maybe he told them what happened between us, and he’s going to tell me they changed their minds.

      He hasn’t even acknowledged that he recognizes or remembers me, so who knows what the hell this is about. I don’t understand why he’d be nervous about anything, though. Maybe it is bad news.

      “Oh? What did you want to talk about?” I go back to setting up the drums, keeping my voice neutral and somewhat disinterested, not wanting to be confrontational. My chest is constricting seeing him so anxious.

      He doesn’t answer right away, and as the silence stretches, I have to look up at him again to see what he’s doing. His stare of disbelief, with his mouth open in shock, tells me this doesn’t have to do with the band at all.

      Shit. He does remember.

      “Are you being serious?” he asks, and the hurt now in his eyes is a dagger to my heart. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      I can’t lie. Obviously, I know who he is. “Of course, I remember you.”

      “Well, you didn’t say anything…”

      “Neither did you.”

      He scrubs a hand down his face. “I didn’t know what to say. I still don’t.”

      “And I do? Look, Logan,” I sigh, “I had no idea this was your band. Or you were even in a band. We didn’t share a lot of details about ourselves that night….”

      “No, I know. We didn’t. We didn’t give any details. That was the deal.” A shadow crosses over his face and my heart tugs.

      He’s probably regretting that night, but I don’t. I thought it was terrific because it was exactly what I needed then. No strings. No names. No commitments. No promises. It was perfect.

      “So, are you going to have a problem with me playing with you?” My cheeks start to burn again as I realize what I’ve said, and a corner of his gorgeous mouth twitches. All this blushing and flushing is getting stupid. “I mean, the band. Will this be an issue for you?” My palms are starting to sweat. This shouldn’t be this hard.

      His brows crease for a minute as if he wasn’t expecting that question. “No. I don’t have a problem with it if you don’t. We’re both professionals.”

      “Right.” I nod, turning back to setting up the kit. “We’re professionals.” I open my backpack to grab my sticks, and every single thing inside of it decides to jump out and scatter, my water bottle slowly rolling toward Logan. He barely moves to lift up his foot to stop it, and I notice he’s grinning at me.

      That smile is going to be my undoing. I forgot he had dimples. How could I forget?

      I’m doomed.

      He picks up the bottle and holds it out to me, and I take it from him warily, careful not to let our fingers touch. The last thing I need is a reminder of what his skin feels like to plant itself in my brain. And… it just did. Apparently, I didn’t need a reminder for my body to betray me completely. Mere thoughts alone do it now. Awesome.

      My face must be beet red at this point, and I turn away to find the other items that fell out. Before I do, though, I catch out of the corner of my eye his cheeks are flushing too, and it’s the most adorable damn thing I’ve ever seen.

      I will not survive this. We’ve barely talked, and I am already unraveling.
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      never enough

      Logan

      This is going to fucking suck.

      As Skyler finishes arranging her kit how she likes it, my stomach twists because I can’t stop staring at her. And I know it’s making her uncomfortable, but I can’t help it.

      Every single move she makes reminds me of a move she made that night, and it’s mesmerizing. It’s making me relive that night vividly, which I appreciate since my memories of details were getting blurry with time. I would never want to forget anything about that night.

      “Logan?” Skyler’s voice snaps me out of my daydream, and I can tell she knows exactly what I am thinking. She clears her throat nervously. “You’re having a hard time with this, too, huh?”

      “What? No. Of course not,” I say automatically. It takes me a second, but I realize what she said. “Wait. Are you having a hard time with this?”

      She bites down on her bottom lip, and I’m surprised she doesn’t draw blood. She nods silently, looking up at me from underneath her lashes. Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      I swallow hard, trying to keep my composure. “Okay, yeah. This is a little more difficult than I thought it would be. Now that I’ve gotten over the initial shock from yesterday. I thought I could handle it.”

      Her expression immediately switches to concern. “What do you mean? You can’t--”

      “That came out wrong, sorry.” God, I’m fucking this entire thing up. “I just meant, I thought it would be easier since we saw each other yesterday. Today would go smoother or something. Be less…I don’t know.”

      “Uncomfortable?” she asks, wiping her palms on her thighs. The motion makes me crave her touch, and it’s completely insane.

      I like getting laid as much as the next guy, but the hunger this woman stirs in me is so deep it’s hard to find a word for it. It’s insatiable. If this were some kind of fucked up parallel universe where I could take her right here and now, it wouldn’t be enough. It would never be enough.

      It wasn’t enough back then. No reason for it to be now.

      And sex is only a fraction of it. There is so much more tied into this need that has absolutely nothing to do with my physical attraction to her. We shared something that night. Something I’ve never experienced before or since. There was freedom in everything we did, everything we said. Our anonymity gave us that freedom. Knowing how temporary it was allowed us to open ourselves up in ways I never have. And seeing her now is only making me want to feel it again.

      Maybe this was a bad idea after all.

      “Am I making you uncomfortable?” I ask. Again, catching up and paying attention to what she’s saying takes me a while. I’m so fucking distracted.

      “What? No. I just thought…Well, you looked uncomfortable.”

      “Okay, fuck this.” I pull my guitar strap over my head and set my bass against an amp. “Let’s go.” Waving for her to follow me, I take off down the hall to the side door. I need a fucking cigarette, and we obviously need to talk more than we have. Slamming through the door, I sit on the bench and light up.

      A few seconds later, Skyler pushes through the door and stares at me, arms crossed, and an eyebrow arched.

      “You summoned me?” Sarcasm laces her words, and damn it, if she isn’t beautiful when she’s aggravated too. Of course, she is. But I hadn’t meant to piss her off.

      “Look, Blondie.” We both freeze. I hadn’t meant to call her that. “Sorry, that slipped out. I meant to say, Skyler.” I run a hand through my hair, knowing it’s probably sticking out all over the place, but not caring either. “This is awkward for both of us, right? So, let’s try to move past it somehow so we can record this album.”

      She points at the door. “That’s what I thought I was doing. But you keep bringing it up.”

      “It? I haven’t brought anything specific up. I haven’t said a word.” I stand and take a step toward her, getting as close as I dare, and she doesn’t move away. “I haven’t said anything about how you just up and left me in that motel room without saying goodbye. Not a note, not a fucking word. Nothing. I haven’t said a thing about that.” Memories of that familiar feeling of abandonment from that night punch into me.

      Only inches separate us, and it’s taking everything I have not to pull her into a kiss. A breeze blows between the buildings where we’re standing, and I catch her perfume. It’s all I can do to restrain myself.

      She’s gone pale. Every bit of color in her face has now vanished. Drained. “Logan. Our agreement was no attachment. No ties. No feelings. Zero complications. If I hadn’t left like I did…It would have fucked everything up for both of us, and you know it.” The pain in her eyes is almost too much, but it also makes no sense. She left. She’s the one that left.

      Of course, she’s right. We both had felt so lost and needed to feel loved for a little while without strings. Without expectations. It would have made our lives hell at the time.

      But the hurt she’s showing is nothing compared to the pain that’s festered in me since the morning I woke up and found her gone. When she left me that way, she took something of me. Something I never got back. Something every particle of my being has been aching for. I’ve been incomplete since then, and nothing ever fills me up. Not sex, or drugs, or alcohol. I never thought a one-night stand could be the best and worst thing at the same time.

      Even music has been emotionless, and that’s something that’s always been there for me. In fact, it’s the only thing that’s always there for me. I could always depend on the escape into playing to avoid the cavernous hollows of my soul that echo constantly. The closest I’ve been to it again was with Skyler yesterday during her audition, and I suspect she had a lot to do with that, not necessarily the music.

      Her gaze softens as we stare at each other, and I wonder if she can see it - the outline of my missing pieces.

      “But you could have said goodbye, Skyler.” I didn’t mean to repeat it. I don’t want to dwell on the issue. And I certainly don’t mean for it to come out with all the anguish in my voice like it does.

      I finally give in to my overwhelming urge to touch her, smoothing the hair out of her face, the silken strands soft against my skin. It feels like heaven just to graze her cheekbone. My fingers are hungry for more. Now that I’ve touched her again, I want all of her. I need all of her.

      “Logan,” she puts a hand on my arm, and the side door swings open. We step apart quickly and find Cooper in the doorway, eyeing us curiously. Watching Skyler specifically and with obvious admiration.

      The look irks me more than it should, but I ignore it. “What’s up, Coop? You’re here early.” He is not a morning person.

      “I wanted to make sure our new drummer girl was settled in and comfortable,” he gives her a smooth smile but then turns back to me. “But I guess you’ve got that part covered.”

      “Yeah. I told you guys yesterday I’d come in early,” I say, glaring at him. I don’t like his tone and can feel jealousy land heavy in the pit of my stomach. With all the emotions bubbling to the surface about Skyler, past and present, including envy now, this is going to be a fucking nightmare. “We’ll be in in a second.”

      I keep his gaze locked, making sure I don’t flinch. One thing I’ve learned about Cooper is that if you’re standing up to him, it must be a complete effort. If he senses any sort of wobble, you’re done for. Not that he’s a bad guy, far from it. But he usually gets what he wants, including women. No, especially women. I need to mark my metaphorical territory right here and now.

      He nods at me and shuts the door, and I think he understands the situation. At least, I hope he does. The last thing I need is to be in a pissing contest with Cooper.

      “What was that about?” Skyler asks, alternating her gaze between me and the now -closed door.

      “What was what about?”

      “I feel like I’ve just been claimed by you or something.”

      The corner of my mouth twitches up, liking the idea at once. “Would that be such a bad thing?”

      “Considering I’m not a piece of property, yes. It would.” She crosses her arms again, and the stern look on her face sharpens her features, turning all of her softness into angry angles.

      Closing the distance between us again, I’m not sure what the fuck I’m doing, but I get close enough that she has to tilt her face up to mine. She’s not giving much away. Her gray eyes are stormy, and the tempest I know is inside of her is stirring. I’m dying to let her unleash that riot on me again.

      Studying her for a minute, she doesn’t back down or wilt under my intense stare, but I didn’t expect her to. Despite how vulnerable we were with each other back then, we both knew the thick walls we built around ourselves, our emotional armor, was only down for that night.

      After that, it was a steady descent into chaos. For me, at least. Until the accident and Andy’s death. That smacked some sense into me, but not completely. I’ve tried just about everything I can think of to forget about her, but nothing works. She got under my skin, and having her here, now, in front of me, is fucking with my head in ways I never expected.

      “You’re not my property, Skyler,” I say, boldly reaching up to trace the outline of her bottom lip with my thumb. Her lips part, and she glances down at mine, her breath shaky. The temptation to lean in and kiss her is unbearable. I think she wants me to, but somehow, I resist. “Just be careful with Cooper. He’s a bit of a wild card.”

      I force myself to let go of her and step back, feeling the tether between us snap taut as I go. She must feel it, too, because she leans forward briefly but catches herself, blinking wildly. A shiver skitters over my heart in the hope maybe she’s feeling things for me still, too. I won’t dare imagine that.

      She pulls herself together quickly and straightens her shoulders. “Oh, I read him like a book yesterday and already warned myself.” She pauses, her cheeks warming as she smiles and tucks a stray hair behind her ear. “Thanks for the warning, though.”

      “Sure thing,” I say, heading back to the bench. “Go on in. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Hesitating for a second, she’s about to say something else but must think better of it because she heads inside without another word. I don’t know if we resolved anything. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure we haven’t. It’s probably worse now than it was a half hour ago.

      A half hour ago, my memory of how her skin felt was hazy. Now it’s crystal clear and still resonating on my fingertips. A half hour ago, I hadn’t remembered how enthralling her perfume was. Now, the scent is making me lightheaded with desire. A half hour ago, the sound of her voice was becoming more myth than memory, and now it rings in my ears like a siren’s call.

      Now, I want more.

      But I can’t have more. I can’t be fucking around with our drummer. I’m trying to take this record deal seriously and act professionally. I honestly never thought our band would ever make it this far. I knew we were good, but we’re each so messed up it never occurred to me other people would take us seriously. We didn’t take ourselves seriously.

      Andy’s death changed everything. All of a sudden, shit got real. We recognized the harsh reality that we’re not invincible. Just because we’re young and stupid doesn’t mean life can’t reach out and bitch slap us upside the head when it feels like it.

      So, what do I do now about Skyler? I need to somehow keep my distance from her, so I don’t fuck it all up for everyone.

      Including her.
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      stop beating on my heart

      Skyler

      Throughout the morning, Sarah, the producer, plays the scratch tracks of the songs planned for the entire album for me. This way, we can get an overall sense of the record’s tone. There are no drums on the recordings, everyone played to a click track to keep time, so my job is also to develop the instrumentation for the drum parts. To be honest, it’s a little bit more than I anticipated I’d be doing, but I’m up for the challenge.

      When lunchtime rolls around, Sarah takes off to meet up with her husband, and the other guys invite me along with them to go eat. As we’re leaving, Jake notices Logan isn’t following us to go.

      “What’s up, man? Aren’t you coming with us?” he asks.

      Logan looks up at me and away quickly, and a muscle in his jaw clenches as he messes with his guitar pedals. “Nah, I’ve got some errands to run. You go ahead.”

      “Errands?” Remy laughs. “Since when do you ‘run errands?’ What, do you have a fur coat at the cleaners to pick up?”

      “He’s got to go buy stamps for his mail-order bride,” Cooper chimes in.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Logan replies, his cheeks turning pink. “Just go, losers.”

      I can’t tell what that was all about, but I try not to overthink it during lunch. And I definitely don’t ask about it. The last thing I need is for these guys to know about my past connection to Logan. Having a one-night stand is terrible enough for a reputation. Having one with a musician adds that little bit of grime to it you can’t wash off. It’s old-fashioned and wrong, but it is what it is. Sexual liberation lives on in my mind but not in most people. I do not want to have assumptions made about me by them either, so they can’t learn anything about it.

      The rest of the band is easy to get along with. Usually, being the only female in a band, I’m used to hanging out and being ‘one of the guys,’ and this is no different. However, previous bands I’ve been in, including Earth Sign, had an adjustment period at the beginning, where the token novelty of my being a female drummer in a rock band needs to be dealt with or worked through. Eventually, we land in a comfort zone of some kind.

      Not with these guys.

      There is no adjustment period whatsoever. There is instant acceptance, and I’m comfortable with them right away. They don’t interrogate me like another group would, and if they’re talking about something I’m out of the loop on, they’re quick to fill me in. It’s kind of a fantastic feeling to be part of something so – normal. I’d been expecting at least some dysfunction with all that’s happened with them recently. That’s not to say there isn’t any, I’m sure there is, but it’s not apparent to me yet. And coming from my own band’s dysfunction, this is just weird.

      In the afternoon, we work on the first song, a ballad Jake wrote for his fiancée, Cassidy, who is on the Blackmore Records legal team. It’s beautiful, and I think we’ve figured out a nice vibe for it that’s not too much of an ‘80s power ballad and more recent in flavor.

      Throughout the process, working with Logan starts out awkward because, apparently, neither of us wants to talk directly to the other person, which is strange. But by the end, it’s as if we’ve all been writing songs together forever. Logan and me especially. We have the same intuition for the feel of a song and how the groove should flow. And between the two of us, it’s like magic.

      And it’s impossible not to feel it. I try to catch his eye sometimes while we’re playing to see if he’s feeling it too, but whenever I look up at him, he looks away. But seeing him divert his gaze, I know he’s been watching me.

      I don’t understand the shift in him from when I got here this morning until now. I’d swear he had been inches away from kissing me, and I think I was going to let him, as crazy as that sounds. Being in such close proximity to him popped every single thought balloon I had about keeping my distance from him. It was overwhelming.

      And it’s like this for the whole first week. He goes out of his way to avoid being left alone with me, practically bending backward to evade me. It’s getting to the point where everyone else has definitely noticed, and they’ve started giving me strange looks whenever he declines to join us in whatever we’re doing. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what’s happening.

      I shouldn’t be hurt by it, but I am. Especially because when we play, everything about us elevates. Some sort of magic flows between us in the middle of these songs that transports us somewhere else. Somewhere with just the two of us. But then I’m slapped in the face with reality as soon as the song ends, and he looks away from me. I go home every night, totally confused.

      On the last day of the first week, when everyone starts getting antsy to call it a day, Sarah sets us all loose until Monday. I’m cleaning up the area around the drums as everyone leaves one by one until it’s me, Logan, and Remy. The three of us make small talk as we straighten up. Nothing too heavy, just general notes about the week’s progress.

      “Welp, that’s enough physical labor for one day. I’ll catch you guys Monday,” Remy says, saluting us both.

      Logan quickly throws the guitar strings he was sorting into a case and follows. “Wait up. I’ll head out with you.”

      Now I’m really offended. He’s now literally running away from me. I can only take so much of this. And it’s only been our first freaking week. I can only imagine how much worse it’s going to get as time goes on if he keeps this up.

      “Logan, can I talk to you for a minute?” I call after him.

      He freezes about halfway down the hall to the exit, where Remy is holding the door open, but he doesn’t turn or say anything.

      Remy lifts a brow at him, and his mouth twitches into a playful smile as he slowly shuts the door and sings, “See you Monday…”

      Logan’s shoulders have tensed up, and he still hasn’t turned back to look at me. That being offended from earlier is now morphing into plain old hurt. And it’s jarring how much his actions have hurt. I thought I had tougher skin than this.

      After another charged minute of silence, I finally gather myself and my thoughts enough to say something. “Did I do something wrong? Offend you somehow? Why are you avoiding me?” He looks back at me quickly, confused.

      “Blondie—fuck. Skyler, you didn’t do anything wrong.” He slowly walks toward me, dragging a hand through his shaggy hair. But he’s looking at the floor, not at me. It’s unsettling that he can’t meet my eyes. And him calling me ‘Blondie’ again releases butterflies in my chest that have been dormant for a long time. I feel like I’m about to free-fall into a massive void.

      “Then why can’t you stand to be in the same room with me?”

      “What are you talking about? We’ve been practicing in the same fucking room all damn week.” He’s coming off angry, and I don’t understand. His brow furrows and he finally looks at me, but he must steel himself to do it.

      “You know what I mean. You were just now, literally running away from being alone with me. You can’t deny that. I want to know what I did wrong.” I sigh in frustration, trying desperately not to sound so hurt, but I know I’m failing. “Because I’m not an idiot. I can see what you’re doing. You purposely haven’t gone to lunch with us. And now, you’re getting angry and defensive. Tell me if you’re mad at me or can’t handle this. I’ll walk away, and you guys can have someone else play for you. It’s only been one week--”

      “No.” He shuts his eyes tight as he stops a few feet away from me, his shoulders sagging as if in defeat, confusing me even more. “No, Skyler. I don’t want you to quit. That’s not it at all.”

      “Then what is it?”

      After a heavy minute, his body shifts somehow. It both loosens and tightens at the same time. His muscles tense, but the softness of him accentuates. It’s enthralling.

      “Jesus Christ. I can’t look at you and not think of that night.” He starts moving closer, each step slow and deliberate. He opens his eyes and lock with mine. The intensity is off the charts. “I don’t know if you remember much about that night, but I sure as hell do. I can’t see your hair move and not imagine you throwing your head back while we fucked. I can’t watch you get into a rhythm and not think of our bodies moving in sync with each other over and over. Just seeing and hearing you laugh reminds me of the conversations we had. I’ll be honest with you, that night fucked me up, Skyler. As much as the morning after did, if not more. Since that night, nothing and nobody has come remotely close.”

      Well, shit.
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      sugar

      Logan

      Skyler inhales a sharp breath, but she doesn’t look away. I’m taking a huge risk, telling her the truth like this. It wasn’t my plan. No, my plan was exactly how I deal with every other problem in my life – keep ignoring it and hope it magically went away, but it didn’t, and now here I am, spilling my fucking guts.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” I say, finally right in front of her. She has to tilt her head up to look at me, but she hasn’t stepped away. Yet. “But I’d gotten to a point where I at least wasn’t thinking about you every day. I had to get stoned or drunk to do it, but it worked for a while. Until it didn’t. I kept worrying you’d go back to that asshole who cheated on you, and he’d hurt you again. I’d wonder if you ever found the happiness you were searching for or who the lucky bastard was you found it with. I never expected you to be within touching distance of me again.” I tentatively swipe her bangs across her forehead. Her hair is slightly damp with sweat from practice, and I swear she’s glowing. She let me touch her that first morning, but we were both kind of freaking out back then. She might not let me now. But I’ve thought of nothing else.

      Blinking, she exhales slowly. “I didn’t think I’d see you again, either. And definitely not in L.A. or in a band. You said you worked in construction.”

      Something in her eyes is still closed off to me. And while she repeated my original sentiment of surprise at seeing her, she completely ignored or avoided everything else I said. That’s not lost on me.

      “I’ve missed you,” I say, cupping her cheek, her soft skin beneath my fingers. Fuck it. In for a penny, in for a pound. I may as well get this all out into the open. If she wants to know the truth, she’s going to get it. And if she’s going to dance around it, I’m going to keep after it. I don’t give a shit how it sounds anymore or what I look like saying it because it’s fucking true. “And having you here now, working with me, with us, is fucking with my head some more.”

      She leans into my palm, closing her eyes and releasing a sigh as if she’s giving in to something. Hopefully, she’s giving in to me.

      “I’ve missed you too. But we can’t--”

      “We can’t do anything about it. I figured.” Defeat washes over me, and I let out my own sigh. Of course, she can’t. Someone like her has to have a boyfriend. I should have expected that much. It’s a blow, but I need to be realistic. I reluctantly pull my hand away, my stomach coiling. “What’s his name? Is he a musician too? Or did you go back to that guy who hurt you?”

      Her brows draw down in confusion. “What’s who’s name?”

      I shove my hands deep into the pockets of my jeans to restrain myself from touching her again. Now that I’ve done it, I want to keep doing it. “Your boyfriend’s, or whoever is stopping you. Stopping us...”

      She shakes her head at me and laughs.

      Ouch.

      “There’s no boyfriend.”

      “Girlfriend, then?”

      “Logan, there is nobody. We can’t be anything because I signed a contract with a no-fraternization clause. I could get kicked off the record, and well, I need this gig.” She sounds remorseful about that at least.

      The chemicals in my brain start square dancing and trading partners, and my mood instantly shifts. My thoughts had gone to her not wanting me. And while we still can’t do anything about it, at least it’s not from a conscious choice.

      “Oh. Okay,” I say, relief clear in my voice. “But I almost kissed you that first day, and I swear you almost let me. What’s up with that?”

      A blush spreads across her cheeks, and I can’t fucking resist reaching up and touching her face to see what it feels like, my fingertips absorbing the heat of her skin. She’s still not moving away from me. But she is saying one thing and doing another, and it’s going to drive me fucking nuts.

      “I got caught up in the moment.” Her voice is full of air, and she’s staring at my mouth again like I’m staring at hers. It looks as delicious as I remember, and I want to taste it. No, I want to devour it.

      “Like now?” I can’t do it. I can’t hold back anymore. I slide my fingers through her hair and grab the back of her neck, pulling her to me. My other hand slips around her waist. Leaning down, I press my lips to hers softly, testing boundaries. But then her tongue slides into my mouth, seeking mine, and I lose all thoughts about contracts or clauses. I will break every rule on the planet to have her again. The taste of her is worth it all.

      My body instantly remembers how to kiss her, hungry, insistent, demanding. And hers remembers me too. Her hands are in my hair, pulling me deeper into the kiss, and she pushes her hips against me, making my desire for her ramp up even more. The feel of her in my arms again fills up that hole in my heart. The hole she made. Maybe she’s the only one that could heal me from that wound.

      As we break the kiss, and my mouth starts traveling down her neck, my skin vibrates with need. Every nerve ending is alive, alert, and wanting. Wanting her.

      But all of a sudden, Skyler stiffens, digging her fingers into my back painfully. I pull up to see what the problem is, and her eyes are wide, trained on something over my shoulder.

      Fuck.

      Looking back, I find Remy leaning against the wall casually in the corner of the room, a smirk on his face. My heartrate was already speeding up, and it goes into overdrive now that we’ve been caught.

      Shit. Skyler’s contract. I do not want to be the reason she gets fired. “Look, man. I don’t know--”

      “Chill, dude,” Remy says, pushing off the wall and raising his hands. “I forgot my jacket.” He points behind us, and I turn to see his jacket lying on an amp. I guess he couldn’t have gotten it without interrupting us. But still.

      I grab his coat and toss it to him. “Here. Take it.”

      “So, did you two know each other already or something?” he asks, because Remy can’t leave shit alone.

      We haven’t let go or jumped away like we did when Cooper almost caught us. We’re hanging on like we weren’t just trying to devour one another. I’m not inclined to let her go, either. I glance sideways at Skyler to check her reaction, and her face is now entirely neutral. Not a single emotion is on display. That mask sure came up quick. Too quick. Like she has practice doing that.

      Her lips are pressed into a hard line, so I guess this is for me to deal with.

      “Or something,” I mutter, trying not to glare at Remy, but it’s damn tricky. I desperately want to go back to what Skyler and I were doing and don’t want to get into the story of how we initially met.

      “Actually, I was heading out,” Skyler says, pulling back. The mask is still up, and she’s not giving anything away.

      What the fuck?

      My heart sinks as she lets go of me, and I can sense that familiar void opening up again. The same one I felt on the morning she disappeared. I was just getting back a sense of equilibrium, and it’s being ripped away.

      “Sure,” I say, trying not to appear as disappointed as I feel. I can’t shake the feeling that an opportunity is slipping through my fingers, but she obviously wants to leave now. “I’ll walk out with you.”

      We all exit the building at the same time, and it’s awkward as fuck. Skyler gives a tentative wave goodbye as she gets in her car and leaves. Remy and I watch her go, and once she’s out of sight, he turns curious.

      “So, ‘or something?’” he asks, standing next to me but staring straight ahead like I am. “I mean, I know things can accelerate fast sometimes, but shit, man, this kind of fast is a Cooper move, not a Logan move. How do you know her?”

      Debating within myself about what to say and how much, I’m torn. Remy and I are pretty close friends, and he’d probably have decent advice on navigating this. But I want to be respectful of Skyler too. I don’t want it to seem like a kiss and tell. I’ve gone this long without saying a word to anyone about it, suffered in silence as it ate away at me. Maybe it’s finally time for me to deal with it. Especially now that Skyler’s back.

      I let out a breath. “Let’s go grab a beer. It’s a bit of a story….”
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      come on over

      Skyler

      “You look like a woman in need of a drink if I’ve ever seen one,” Shelby says from the couch as I walk in. I barely have time to shut the door behind me when she continues, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What did he do?”

      I can’t stop the smile that spreads on my face, but I don’t respond. Instead, I drop my bag and keys on the side table and head into the kitchen for a glass of wine. She’s not wrong about needing a drink tonight.

      “Well, that tells me I’m right, at least,” she says. “Mr. Perfect-One-Night Stand obviously did something. I keep telling you to let me go to the studio with you, so I can keep an eye on things. I take it he finally stopped being a coward and talked to you. Am I right?”

      My smile hasn’t waned, and it grows the more she teases me about it. “I will not confirm or deny anything.”

      She gets up on the couch cushions, leaning on the back of the couch to face me. “Ooh. That means we got more than talking. Well, ‘we’ meaning ‘you,’ but I’m living vicariously through your weird hetero ways. How much more than talking? You’re home way too early for much more than making out.”

      “Shelby. I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “The hell you don’t. You told me all about your one-night stand with this guy. More than I wanted to hear, to be honest. But I’m invested in this now. Don’t leave me hanging.”

      “More than you wanted to hear? Then why’d you keep asking questions?” I laugh.

      She shrugs playfully. “I wanted to seem interested. But now I’m hooked, see? Tell me and get it over with. It will save you from having to tell me a longer story later on if I stay up to date.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “Fine. Yes. He kissed me. Happy now?” I take a big sip of my wine. “Or, rather, we kissed.”

      “I’ll be happy when I hear details.”

      The ramifications of everything are finally dawning on me now that I’m home. Not only did I kiss Logan, but Remy saw us. This could be bad for both of us, but especially me. The last thing I need is Blackmore Records getting the idea I’m not professional. I’ve been considering this opportunity, and it might be a way for Earth Sign to get on Blackmore’s radar. If I only do the Murderous Crows thing temporarily.

      There’s too much to consider. My heart is being pulled in so many directions for so many reasons I can’t think straight half the time.

      I fill Shelby in on the latest, and her reaction doesn’t surprise me.

      “Well, you two obviously need to fuck each other’s brains out again. Get it out of your systems.” She’s so matter of fact about it. It’s a bit disconcerting.

      “No. I can’t do that. I signed a contract.”

      “Do you think anyone is going to enforce that shit?” She waves a dismissive hand at me. “Girl, nobody is going to care who you’re bumping uglies with. Those clauses shouldn’t be legal unless it’s your boss or something.”

      That may be true, but I don’t want to take the chance. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and there’s a lot more to this than my physical attraction to Logan. There was more to our encounter that night that went beyond physical. We discussed a lot of the struggles we were going through at the time, and some of it was pretty heavy. I haven’t forgotten about that or what we talked about, and I’m not exactly sure how to bring any of it up with Logan.

      It doesn’t feel right to start a conversation: “So, is your dad still an asshole and a drunk?” Or, “Oh, by the way, I’m still an emotional wreck afraid of commitment.”

      We talked about things that night neither of us had ever spoken aloud before or probably since, and I don’t know how to bring any of that up. Or do I even do that? Maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe it should all stay in the secrets of that night.

      No. The stuff we discussed can’t be shoved under the rug, either. They will need to be dealt with, along with the physical attraction. Jesus. Where do I begin?

      “I’ve been thinking about Earth Sign and what’s going to happen with us in the future, too. The attraction I have to Logan almost solidifies the point that maybe I shouldn’t be messing around with another band.”

      “Well, you don’t have to make up your mind today, do you?”

      “No, but nobody has asked me about it either, so I don’t know what to do.” I don’t think there’s an immediate expectation that I am the new drummer of Murderous Crows. I can’t imagine any of the band members would think that, and the contract was just for recording.

      “So, then you go with it and see what happens, and in the meantime, you and Logan can do whatever it is you guys do.” She wiggles her eyebrows again at me.

      “You know there is more to life than sex, right?”

      “Not in my life. Besides, I thought you were all about that bass.” She starts dancing around, moving her hips suggestively, making herself laugh, so of course, that makes me chuckle.

      “You know, one day you’re going to find somebody, and you’ll see what a real connection feels like, and you’ll be eating your words.”

      “I’ll be eating something.”

      I take a sip of my wine and shake my head at her. Shelby has always been a very physical person with her girlfriends and boyfriends. Almost to the point where I wonder about an emotional connection with any of them. She avoids feelings at all costs. We’ve never talked about it, and I’ve never wanted to press her on it, figuring she would tell me if she wanted to.

      “Well, some of us require a little more.”

      “Now see, there’s your problem. That’s where heartbreak happens. Trust me, you can’t get hurt if you don’t expose yourself. I thought for sure you knew that, especially after Gabriel.”

      I look away, not wanting to recognize the truth in her statement, though I know she’s right. The only way you get hurt is by putting yourself out there. My ex, Gabriel, proved that to me in many ways and many times. Although part of me thinks it would be different with Logan.

      I take another sip of my wine and think about this past week. It sure has been full of surprises. First, seeing Logan and then getting to work with him has been incredible. But then I’ve gotten a few texts from Riley and Emery wanting to plan a visit to see Miles in rehab. I’ve been avoiding texting back for the simple reason that my heart is torn. Not that I wouldn’t want to support Miles. Far from it. But I don’t want my doubt to show through and screw up his recovery. He’s known me long enough to know when I’m bullshitting anyone.

      Once I got this job and realized Logan was in the band, a small part of me hoped it would go horribly. I didn’t want us to be as good as we are because that makes this more complicated. I’d be okay if I knew for sure they only wanted me temporarily. But I have the feeling they’re going to want me to tour with them too. It’s like the better it gets with Murderous Crows, the less I want to work with them because somebody is going to get hurt.

      My loyalties are in question right now, and I don’t know which way I should go.

      Shelby is eyeing me curiously. “What’s going on in that head of yours? You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders. And stop frowning, or you’ll get wrinkles.”

      “I guess it does feel like I’m carrying that weight. I’m not sure what I should do about Earth Sign. I can’t up and leave them after all this time. We’ve been through too much together.”

      “Your loyalty should be with Skyler. Nobody else. You don’t owe anybody anything. So, if Murderous Crows ask you to tour, what are you going to say?”

      I stare at my wine glass, slowly swirling the liquid, trying to gather my thoughts. “I don’t know, Shelby, I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon while I’m doing laundry, I get a text from Logan out of the blue.

      
        
          
            
              
        LOGAN: Hey, do you have plans tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I do not.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t know why I said that. I should have said I had a date or something. I’m leaving myself open for an invitation I’ll regret.

      
        
          
            
              
        Logan: How about dinner?

      

      

      

      

      

      And there it is. I knew better. I hesitate, my thumbs hovering over the phone’s keyboard, and I can feel myself start to shake. 99.99% of me wants to say yes, I’ll go to dinner. But that .1% is screaming its head off that I’d be stupid to go. Surely having a meal with him in public won’t lead to anything. Maybe we’ll make some headway on the communication front.

      God damn it.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: How about dinner?

      

      

      

      

      

      Because repeating questions back to someone is highly mature and not a stall tactic whatsoever.

      
        
          
            
              
        LOGAN: Well, I would like to take you to dinner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Then I guess we’re having dinner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LOGAN: Great. I will pick you up at 7

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Do I need to worry about how you got my number or address?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LOGAN: Nope. No worries.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: OK then, see you at 7

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Logan: Looking forward to it. 😊

      

      

      

      

      

      I almost reply with a “ditto” or “same,” but restrain myself.

      Great. I guess I have a date. With Logan Edwards.

      Now if only I could get the butterflies in my chest to settle down, maybe this won’t be so bad. Who am I kidding? This isn’t going to be bad. On the contrary, I think I’m more afraid it’s going to be fantastic. Because if that’s the case, I’m in real trouble.

      I am definitely in trouble.
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      shelter

      Logan

      I can’t believe she fucking said yes. I had hoped she would but honestly didn’t think she’d go along with it. I made up a bullshit story to Cassidy about wanting to read Skyler’s contract to secretly get her phone number and address. Not only do I think she was on to me when I asked, it’s totally worth the risk.

      Remy is letting me borrow his car. He’s the only other person that knows about me and Skyler. And after telling him the story last night, his advice was to ask her out on a proper date to see if that level of chemistry was still between us, as well as the physical.

      Since I’m going all out with this anyway, I figured, what the fuck? Why not? Considering how much I have thought about and missed Skyler these past 18 months, it would be dumb of me not to at least try for something more this time around.

      I’m not thinking about Murderous Crows at this point. It sucks to say, but I think my connection to Skyler might be stronger than it is to any of those guys, and we’ve been through a lot of shit. It’s incredible how close Skyler and I got in that one night. I told her things about me and my family that I’ve never told anyone. I only hope we haven’t changed much in the time apart. Or, if we have, that it’s for the better. We were both going through so much shit back then.

      When I arrive at Skyler’s house, a beautiful Black woman with short blonde hair opens the door and scrutinizes me from head to toe. I can feel the analysis running through her brain from where I stand. I must pass whatever test she puts me through because she steps back and smiles.

      “You must be Mr. Perfect One Night Stand.”

      My eyebrows go up in shock at the title. How much has Skyler told this person? My palms start sweating, so I don’t offer her one to shake. Though I do feel kind of like I’m meeting the parents, and I should be on my best behavior.

      “Perfect, huh? That is a lot to live up to tonight, I guess.” The heat rising in my cheeks has to be obvious at this point.

      “Indeed, it is.” She shuts the door behind me and gives me a stern look. “Don’t even think about hurting my girl, or there will be consequences. Get me?”

      My breath catches. Did she just threaten me? I can’t tell if she’s joking, but I have no intention of hurting Skyler either way.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I’m not exactly sure who this person is or her relationship with Skyler, but I can appreciate her protectiveness. I meet her gaze and think we have an understanding.

      “Shelby, please stop threatening my date,” Skyler says as she enters the room. As my gaze shifts to her, my heart stops. There’s an undeniable natural beauty about her, so she doesn’t need to do anything to impress me, but somehow seeing her in ‘date mode’ only magnifies that beauty 100 times.

      I can’t stop staring at her, and my mouth has gone dry. Words have left the building. She’s stunning in a deep blue dress that hugs her curves. Showing off those fantastic legs. And her blonde hair, which is usually wild and free, is now artfully pinned up, exposing her long, elegant neck. Perfect for kissing.

      “Logan? Are you ready?” Skyler’s voice pulls me out of my reverie. It’s impolite to stare, but I can’t help it.

      “Yeah, I’m ready if you are,” I say, moving to leave.

      “Don’t forget what I said,” the woman, who I guess is Shelby says. The threat in her voice isn’t lost on me.

      I nod to her and open the door for Skyler.

      The ride to the restaurant is awkward but in the best way. There’s a charged energy between us that is tangible. It ricochets around the inside of the car.

      “I wasn’t sure where we were going, so, I didn’t know exactly what to wear. I hope this is OK.” Skyler looks nervously down at her dress, which makes me look down at her dress.

      And again, words try to run away, but I grab some. “You look perfect.”

      She flushes, which again draws my eyes to her neck.

      I need to stop.

      She gives me an odd look when we get to the restaurant, which is a hidden-away fusion food affair. “You know about Viva’s? I didn’t think you’d been in town long enough to find this gem.”

      “Cassidy, Jake’s fiancée, told me about it. She’s been in L.A. for a few years.”

      “Oh. Blackmore’s attorney? Is that where you got my information?”

      My lips twitch up into a smile. “I may have had to break some privacy laws to get your info, so I’m pleading the Fifth.”

      “Break laws? I didn’t realize you were a criminal.” Her return smile is devious, as though she likes the idea of breaking the rules. I like that she likes the idea.

      “Oh, there’s not much I wouldn’t do for you,” I sigh, holding the door to the restaurant open for her. That probably comes off strong, but I don’t care.

      She avoids my gaze as she enters, and I can tell she likes what I said from her smile.

      Once we’re settled and our food is ordered, we stare at each other. Not in an uncomfortable silence, but in a way that lets the other know they are OK. It’s been over a week, and I still can’t believe she’s here. And not just playing with the band, but here in front of me. Sitting only a few inches away. When you’ve had to convince yourself, you will never see someone again, ever, it’s hard to reverse that way of thinking in your brain when they show up out of the blue.

      I reach across the table, taking her hand in mine. The calluses on her palms from holding her drumsticks remind me of when I noticed them that night. She avoided my question about it, presumably to avoid telling me what she did. It didn’t seem important at the time, and I guess it wasn’t, considering everything else we were talking about.

      “What have you been up to the last year and a half?” I ask, breaking the ice. “I take it you finally got out of that relationship?”

      Her grey eyes cloud over briefly, and I hate I’ve brought up a dark memory for her. That wasn’t my intention. I just know she had been on and off again with a man who didn’t treat her well, but seemed to hold some sort of power over her. It’s killed me this whole time thinking she might have gone back to him.

      She’s staring down at our twined fingers on the table, her thumb running over my knuckles. “Yes. I got out of that relationship, eventually. And what about you? How are things with your family? Your sister? Trish, was it?”

      It’s my turn to look down at our hands. I should have expected these topics to come up, but it’s still surprising for some reason, especially since she remembers details. “Um. Well, I don’t talk to my dad anymore. But my sister and I are closer now. And she randomly got married right before the accident to a guy that runs a casino, which is weird, but she’s happy. That’s all that matters.”

      “Oh wow, that does sound crazy. But if she’s happy, that’s cool. I am sorry about your dad, though.”

      I shrug as if it’s no big deal. Because it’s really not. My father and I not talking has been a strange relief in my life. I hadn’t realized how much his drinking both influenced and affected me. I was slowly descending into a carbon copy of him. Throwing my life away. The accident and losing Andy put my life in perspective. It’s a shitty way to do it, but it worked. I still drink, and even get high occasionally. But that’s all it is. Occasionally. That’s true for all of us in the band, I think, except maybe Cooper. He keeps that side to himself.

      “Yeah, my dad kind of went off the deep end and attacked my brother-in-law and his dog in a weird drunken rage. That was kind of the last straw for me. My sister and I tried to get him help, but he doesn’t want to help himself. So, we can’t force him. But we also don’t have to stick around and watch him destroy himself, either.”

      Her eyes glaze over a bit, and she nods as if she understands. “I totally get it. Miles, the singer of my band Earth Sign, is in rehab for the third time.” The grip on my hand tightens. “When I met you in that bar, and you noticed I was looking for someone, I was looking for Miles. He had disappeared. He often would. That time screwed things up for us for a little while. And he’s in rehab again now, which is why I can record with you guys.” She bites her bottom lip as if there’s more to say, but she doesn’t want to say it.

      “You say that as if you still have a band. I’m confused.” How could she take this gig with Murderous Crows if she already had a band? I guess I should have actually read the contract while I was stealing her information.

      “I do have a band. At least, I think I do. I don’t know what will happen when Miles gets out of rehab, but we’ve been together for four years.” She still looks uncertain.

      “If you already have a band, Skyler, what are you doing with us?”

      The waiter comes with our drinks and interrupts us. We let go of each other’s hands, and I instantly feel the loss. Combined with what she’s saying, my position is feeling very tenuous. I don’t like it. That old feeling of fear I’m about to be abandoned again creeps in and starts to fuck with my head.

      The interruption gives her time to compose herself and the mask is back on her face that I saw yesterday after Remy caught us. The practiced look of impassiveness.

      “My contract is only for recording the album with you guys. That’s it. There was talk of more, but I didn’t agree to anything else but the album for now.”

      I feel like I’ve been shot in the chest. The idea that this is only temporary makes me feel like the ground underneath me is about to open up any second and swallow me whole.

      “But we’ve played so well together. Can you not see how perfectly you fit into the band?” I can hear the anxiety in my voice and can tell she does too, and it’s making her uncomfortable. Shit.

      She swallows hard and looks away from me. “It’s been great, I agree. But I can’t turn my back on my band. Especially not now with Miles….”

      Damn it. I totally understand where she’s coming from. I wouldn’t be able to leave Murderous Crows now, either, with Jake still dealing with his own addiction issues. He’s doing great and might be on the other side of it, but I wouldn’t want to be the reason for his backslide.

      I nod slowly, trying to let this news settle in my head and my heart. If anything, this means I’ll need to make the most of our time together now. We can figure out the future when we get there.

      “I get it,” I say, placing my hand palm up on the table and motioning for her to take it. She does without hesitation, and my heart clenches. “And I admire your loyalty to your friends. It says a lot about you.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. It could mean I’m dumb and making a huge mistake.” Our eyes meet, and there’s a question hanging between us. What does this all mean for us? Is there even an ‘us?’

      “Let’s worry about all that later and focus on tonight. Okay?” I force a smile, but my heart is sinking. It’s heading toward that same low as before, but this time I can actually feel it slipping through my fingers, and it’s already torture. How can I do this, knowing how it probably ends?

      Her return smile feels as sad as mine, and there’s a small comfort in knowing she feels the same. Just because it’s shared doesn’t make it hurt any less.

      It feels like I’ve already lost her.
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      come undone

      Skyler

      This is not going how I thought it would. How I hoped it would. Things shifted as soon as I mentioned how this whole arrangement was temporary. There’s a sense of hurt already between us, and nothing has happened. Well, nothing but the truth. I guess the truth does always have a way of screwing everything up somehow. I should have expected that.

      The small talk we make during dinner is awkward, and we skirt around any topics that might cross over into meaningful conversation. I can’t go another minute with us acting like this, though. It’s not right.

      “I hate this, Logan. I hate that everything has changed since I told you about the situation with my band.” His eyes widen in surprise at my words. “Do I wish things were different? Absolutely. I would love to go on tour with Murderous Crows. But that’s not how things are. I can’t turn my back on four years with my band. No matter how tempting it might be.”

      And it is tempting. So fucking tempting. He is tempting. And I don’t know that that’s a great thing in a band mate. Things like that never end well in the music business. And after the bullshit Gabriel put me through, I’ve sworn off dating another musician.

      He must catch my deeper meaning because his dimple threatens to make an appearance as his mouth curves slightly. Fucking dimple.

      “Tempting, huh?” His smile is now shining on me with full force, and holy shit, this man.

      The ache that starts in my core as I watch him and remember our night together is almost too much. Temptation isn’t strong enough of a word for what I’m feeling for him, even if it were written in all caps.

      “That’s one word for it,” I say, and it barely comes out as a whisper as I stare at his lips, remembering and imagining what that mouth can do to me. Has done to me. I can almost feel it now, and it’s driving me insane. I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “Logan, I don’t think you and I are a good idea.”

      The smile fades quickly from his face, and I wish so hard things were different. “What do you mean? Not a good idea, why?”

      “It’s just--” I don’t know where to start on why or how this could go horribly wrong for both of us. I do not want to be hurt again. And I certainly don’t want to hurt him.

      “Skyler, I’m going to say this, and say it once. I never felt closer to anyone than I did with you that night. Being close to someone isn’t being in the same bed together or even having sex. Though, to be fair, it was pretty amazing. I mean, fuck, it’s not even being in the same state or country together. It’s being able to be open and vulnerable with somebody with no fear.” His intense gaze is full of fire, melting all my defenses. His words are breaking through my barriers. “We had that. That closeness. You can’t deny it because you felt it too. I know you did.”

      I can’t pull my eyes away. There’s a determination in him I’ve never seen in someone before. Could he mean all these things? After all this time, he still feels that way? Is it so far-fetched, though? Considering that he’s right, I can’t deny it. No, it’s not far-fetched at all.

      But I can still be afraid of it. Afraid of how much it will hurt when it all eventually falls apart. And this time will be so much worse.

      “That was a long time ago…”

      “It was yesterday,” he says, grabbing my hand again, “when I spilled my guts to you about that night and how I’ve felt since then.”

      “That doesn’t count--”

      “It was half an hour ago, too, when I told you about my relationship with my family. And not because I opened up about it, but because you cared enough to ask me. Not only that, but you cared enough to fucking remember. That means something to me. Doesn’t any of this mean anything to you?”

      “It’s just so fast,” I say, trying to get my bearings as I’m barraged with words I’ve longed to hear my entire life from somebody. It’s hard to accept.

      “Is it, though?” he asks, squeezing my hand tighter. His blue eyes pierce through me, straight into my soul, where I know he sees the real me. “Or is it something else? Or someone else? Is that why you agreed to dinner? To tell me about your band and try to let me down easy?”

      “What? No. Of course not.” It pains me he would think that. I can see where he’s coming from. I am being contradictory in everything, but this whole thing hasn’t been straightforward. I’m still recovering from the breakup with Gabriel. I don’t know if I’m ready for something else. And I don’t want anything with another musician. “I’m trying to figure out what I’m feeling, that’s all.”

      He’s visibly relieved, and his death grip on my hand relaxes slightly but not entirely. “Okay, good. Look, Skyler, I know I’m coming on strong, and I’m sorry for it, but I don’t want to let this opportunity with you go. If there is even a chance of us being an ‘us,’ I want to make sure I do everything I can to make it happen, you know? You have no idea how completely out of character this all is for me. I’ve never considered a real relationship with someone. And then, boom…here you are.”

      And, with that, I’m done for. My brain is now mush, and my heart just threw the doors wide open, eager to let him in. My body is sure as hell ready to get reacquainted with him again and rekindle that particular flame. It’s my head that’s getting in the way. I’m getting in my own fucking way.

      What the hell do I do with all of this? Is there maybe some way we can recapture what happened that night without either of us getting hurt?

      Why do I get the feeling that Logan Edwards will be my undoing?

      Maybe because I’m already undone.
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      dream born again

      Logan

      I don’t know how else to convince Skyler to give us a try. I’ve poured my soul out to her and been more honest with her than I have been with anyone. She must see I mean what I’m saying. Remy told me to be honest with her, but I didn’t need him to tell me that. I want to be honest with her. I want us to try.

      The hardest thing about this is it’s so not like me. I am not an emotional guy. I’m not romantic. I don’t typically dream about having a future with someone I love or shit like that. I never have. Seeing Jake and Cassidy get together changed that a little, but I never thought something like that would happen to me. Never.

      “Look, Logan, I just got out of that relationship with Gabriel a couple of months ago.” The pain in her eyes lets me know it’s still a fresh wound for her. And to be honest, I’m surprised it lasted that long. Or rather, I’m amazed she put up with it. I try to hide my reaction, but she sees it. Of course, she does. “I know. I’m an idiot for staying with him as long as I did.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.” She glances down at her wine glass, twisting it in a circle by the stem. “And you’re not wrong. I should have broken up with him a long time ago. Lord knows we had enough ‘breaks’ for it to hardly be called a relationship.”

      “So we’re clear. You were on a break when we were together, right? I remember you saying that.”

      “We were. One of many,” she nods, still not looking up. “When it was finally over, I swore not to get involved with another musician. And, well, here you are. A musician.”

      “Skyler, I would never--”

      “Don’t,” she interrupts. Her steely eyes flashing up at me. “Don’t say never. You’ll never do something because, sure, ‘you now’ might never do something, but ‘you in the future’ could. Things change. People change. Circumstances change, Logan. Do you know how many times I said I’d never take Gabriel back?”

      I don’t give an answer because I don’t think she really wants one. And talking about this guy, seeing how much he hurt her, raises my hackles. I don’t want to say something dumb or come off as overprotective. But I swear if I ever come across this Gabriel person…

      “Let’s just say too many.”

      “Just because one guy--”

      “He wasn’t the first. There were others before him. And it was all the same. They’d swear up, and down I was the one and only person in their life, but then as soon as there was any kind of physical distance, they’d fuck whatever was put in front of them. And then I’d get the honor of being lied to about it right to my face.”

      “I’m not like that. I’ve never been like that.” I don’t like being categorized as a slimeball because everyone else she’s met has been one. “And I sure as hell wouldn’t do that to you.”

      She smiles weakly at me, almost pityingly. As if what I’ve said is ‘the cutest little thing she ever did hear.’ Or ‘bless your poor naïve heart.’

      “I’m sure you believe that, Logan. I really do.”

      “I believe it because it’s true.” My irritation is starting to surface, and I need to be careful. I don’t want this to blow out of proportion. “You can’t assume everyone is going to cheat on you.”

      The sigh she lets out is heavy and full of exasperation. “Can’t I, though? If life shows me the same thing over and over, wouldn’t it be wise of me to believe it? You know what the definition of insanity is, right?”

      I run my hands down my face, frustrated and not knowing how to convince her I’m not like everyone else she’s been with. How can I prove a negative? I’m getting the feeling this is a lost cause, but I can’t let myself believe that either. Not yet.

      “So, why did you agree to go on a date with me then?” I ask. Because that now doesn’t make any sense.

      Her lip twitches up, but it’s tentative. She’s being careful but dangerous at the same time. “We’ve already proven we don’t need to be in a relationship to have fun together, right?”

      Electricity shoots through me. It’s as if that buzzing sound I get when I plug my guitar into an amp is radiating from my bones and into my bloodstream. I’m suddenly hyper-aware of every sensation around me, especially Skyler. The smoldering heat between us is insane, and my body reacts instantly.

      My brain, however, is taking a while to catch up. I’m still hung up on her not trusting me or wanting to have a relationship. Trying to juggle the two is impossible.

      “What about your contract? Aren’t you worried about that clause? Or what would happen if we got caught?”

      She tilts her head thoughtfully, her gaze intense. “Some things are worth the risk, don’t you think?”

      “I do. So, what are you proposing then? Friends with benefits?” I smile, but it’s all wrong. It feels hollow. It’s not what I want. But what choice do I have? I’m at the point where I think I’ll take whatever I can get with Skyler and deal with the consequences later. “Do you just want me for my body?”

      She arches a brow at me and chuckles. “Would that be so bad?” Leaning over to cup my cheek, she gives me a clear view of her excellent cleavage, making my mouth water. Her tone grows husky, “Isn’t that why you asked me out?”

      I jerk back and out of her reach. “Actually, no. It isn’t.” She looks hurt. Shit. “I mean, yes. Sure. I’d love to have your body. I think about your body all the time, and the things….” Then I notice people from tables around us looking at me. Fuck. I’m screwing this whole thing up. I lean back in and lower my voice. “I’ll take whatever you’re willing to give me.”

      Because I will. I am currently a desperate man at the mercy of a woman who is holding his heart in her hands, and she doesn’t look inclined to be gentle with it.

      But Skyler’s eyes soften, and she leans across the table to kiss me. The taste of her lips, the feel of her tongue, is captivating. It consumes my entire being, and I forget about everything else. Nothing else matters when I am with her. And when she pulls away, I feel the loss of her touch acutely.

      “Let’s go,” she whispers.

      That’s all I need to hear. The waiter is flagged, the bill paid, and we head to the parking lot. As we exit the restaurant, I feel a pang of guilt in my chest. I know this isn’t going to end well. The more I get involved with Skyler, the more dangerous it becomes for both of us. It’s as if my entire body is made up of emotion, wincing for the oncoming hit. It’s going to hurt like a bitch.

      “So…” I say, master of language that I am. I don’t know why I’m nervous. I know what comes next, and we’ve both been there before. Why I’m all of a sudden anxious about it, I have no idea.

      “So…friends with benefits, huh?” she murmurs, and I nod in agreement because words elude me. Whatever it takes to be with her, I’ll do it. Even if it means not having a “real” relationship. Skyler’s eyes darken with desire as they meet mine. The subtlety in her expression is gone, replaced by raw hunger. “Good,” she purrs, pressing herself against me. “Because I’ve been wanting you too, Logan. I just didn’t know if I could trust you or trust myself around you.”

      I wrap my arms around her, pulling her close. The familiar scent of her perfume is comforting, like a memory of home. “You can trust me,” I whisper, kissing her neck softly. “I won’t hurt you.”

      She moans, running her fingers through my hair. “You will. But right now, I don’t care,” she breathes, pressing her lips to mine. The kiss is hard and needy, full of the pent-up desire we’ve held back since we saw each other again. What she’s just said makes me want to prove her so wrong. I’m overcome with the need to show her I’m not like the others. I don’t care about anything else in the world when I’m with her like this. The past, and the future, all fade away.

      We break away from each other, both panting heavily. “So, what now?” I ask, hoping she’s thinking what I’m thinking.

      She grins, mischief twinkling in her eyes. “Now? Now we go back to my place and pick up where we left off.”

      I grin back, feeling alive for the first time in a long while. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      When we get to her house, I’m delighted to discover Shelby isn’t here, and I can hardly contain myself as Skyler leads me to her bedroom. The moment our lips meet again, all bets are off.

      I lose myself in her kisses and her touch. With each step closer to the bed, a piece of clothing disappears. I lay her back on the crisp sheets, hovering over her, and the sound she makes low in her throat when our bare skin finally meets almost throws me into a tailspin. Every second that passes, it’s harder for me to restrain myself and not ravage her like I want to.

      “I have been dying to do this since I first saw you again,” I say, sweeping my lips across her collarbone before inching my way down to her breasts. Sucking on a dark pink nipple, teasing it with my tongue, her back arches, pushing her torso into me, making my cock strain as I press back against her. I have to take a deep breath to contain myself. “Easy, babe, we have all night.”

      I take my time and reacquaint myself with her body, tracing every inch, every curve, with my hands and mouth. I nip at the small tattoo on her hip that still tastes as delicious as I remember, making her squirm when I kiss it. As my fingers find and caress her already wet center, the moans of pleasure that escape her fuel my desire, and I want to make her feel as good as humanly possible. I want to worship her body.

      I kiss and lick my way around and up her inner thigh until I reach the sweet spot between her legs. I keep my gaze on her, watching her reaction to every touch as she falls further and further into bliss. My tongue probing and savoring her, teasing then deliberate, until she’s fisting my hair and her entire body vibrates, her breathing ragged and unsteady.

      But as I’m lost in this moment of pure physical pleasure, something nags at the back of my mind. Is this all we are going to be to each other? Will I ever have her heart completely? The question lingers, and I don’t know the answer, but I do know one thing: I can’t let her go.

      Not now, not ever.
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      give

      Skyler

      The way my body responds to Logan is…breathtaking. Nobody has ever made me feel the way he does, and I want nothing more than to return the favor. After he kisses his way up my body, I roll him over, taking advantage of the position and taking my time to appreciate every inch of him.

      His cock is hard underneath me as I straddle him, and he pushes against me with a groan, eager to escalate the situation.

      I kiss slowly along his jawline and down his neck but slide back up to his ear, where I whisper his words back to him, “Easy babe, we have all night.”

      “Fuck, you’re killing me here,” he moans, cupping my breasts and rolling the nipples until their peaks ache. The sensation travels through me and straight to my core, where a familiar thrumming pressure starts to build again.

      Taking his firm length into my hands, the velvety skin warm and smooth, I slide myself down his body so I can return the favor, kissing the now-familiar apple-shaped birthmark on his inner thigh. He inhales sharply as my tongue swirls around the tip of his erection, and then I slide as much of him into my mouth as I can, the salt of him an aphrodisiac. With each stroke, I can feel his muscles tense. His entire body is feverish and charged. The aching between my own legs is growing, echoing the tremor building between us.

      Suddenly, he’s lifting my head, fingers tangling in my hair as he pulls me up. His mouth crashes into mine with an urgency and need that sets my soul on fire. When he breaks the kiss, his voice is flooded with desire.

      “I need to be inside you, Skyler.”

      The insistent greed in his tone starts my core throbbing, so I lean over to the bedside table, open the drawer, pull out a condom, and make quick work to get him sheathed. Positioning myself on top of him, I nestle my center against him, slowly dragging up and down his length, watching him writhe with want.

      When he can’t take anymore, he sits up, wrapping his arms around me and burying his face in my neck as he slowly lifts and guides me onto him. He stretches and fills me completely, and we moan at the perfection. I start rolling my hips, rocking into him, a vibration simmering right below the surface.

      He’s still holding me tightly against him but is now gazing into my eyes, and I’m entranced by the emotions that roll through him. He’s not hiding anything. The same as it was a year and a half ago, he’s exposing his inner self, and that vulnerability ignites something inside me. I don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing, but it makes me feel alive for the first time in a long time.

      My heartbeat quickens as our rhythm increases and a rush of sensation surges to my core until I’m pulsating around him, and he’s throbbing into me. Our eyes never waver, and watching him orgasm only makes mine course through me stronger and last longer until I’m nearly weightless.

      When we finally break eye contact, he pulls me against him, his hard chest against my soft breasts. As he returns to kissing my neck, he runs a finger lightly down my spine, causing me to shiver, and he flexes inside me. I lean back and raise an eyebrow.

      “Ready for round two already?”

      His smile is lazy but satisfied, dimple on full display, and I love I had something to do with putting that smile there. “With you, I’ll be ready any time, don’t you worry.”

      Oh, that’s not what I’m worried about here. Not even close.

      As our bodies finally separate, I’m not worried about anything physically, but our minds have yet to catch up with the feelings that are coming alive. Our reunion a week ago was totally unexpected, but there’s so much to talk about. Even though we had a strong connection before, it feels different somehow. So many things have changed since that night.

      His fingers carelessly run through my hair as his other hand caresses my arm tenderly, and I take the time to admire his body. There are scars on his left leg that weren’t there before. They’re obviously recent and even look painful. They must be from the car accident. It’s a reminder that a lot of life has happened to both of us since we were together last. So much has changed.

      I take a minute to reflect on all he’s seen and experienced in the time we’ve been apart. With his band getting a record deal, his friend’s death, and moving to California, a lot has happened to him. And I’ve stayed in one place collecting dust and holding onto memories of him like some mournful child clinging to her doll.

      There were so many times I wanted to try to find him somehow, to see how he was doing or tell him how much I missed our connection that night, but my life kept going without him. Thinking about him out there somewhere, living a more interesting life. The mere idea of me trying to interrupt that seemed like more than foolishness; it seemed almost cruel somehow.

      The air between us is heavy with things still left unsaid, secrets and stories never told. While we talked at the restaurant, we only scratched the surface. I’m dying to know what’s been going on in his life that he’s not saying and still keeping to himself, but I can’t speak the words. I can’t ask the questions. Instead, we discuss simpler things, like how the recording sessions have been going. The conversation flows easily, more comfortably than it has the last week, so for a moment, it’s like no time has passed at all. I never snuck out of that motel room under cover of the looming sunrise without a word. I never disappeared without a trace or saying goodbye. I never left.

      Though it’s only been an hour or two, as soon as I begin to notice the time slipping away, I realize how much time has already passed by, and neither of us has uttered a single worry about the future. Where do we go from here? Do we try to be together or move forward separately?

      Neither possibility feels quite right.

      I feel my soul stirring in its depths after being dead for so long; something familiar and comforting that makes me think maybe there is still hope within me for a life with someone. Whether or not Logan’s going to be a part of it is still to be seen, but for now, there is solace in simply knowing I’m still capable of these feelings. I’m not entirely broken.

      I hope this time nobody gets hurt.
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        * * *

      

      The following weekend, I beg off hanging out with Logan to go with the rest of Earth Sign to see Miles in rehab. He’s been in for a few weeks now and already looks a million times better than he has in a long time. This isn’t a regular visit, though. This is a therapy session, and I was not prepared. We haven’t done this sort of thing with Miles before during any of his other attempts to get clean, so I’m completely lost in what my role in this is supposed to be.

      After discussing how important communication between us as a band is, the woman directing the session, Robin, moves on to the impact of Miles’ behavior on the rest of us. Her voice is calming and sweet, perfect for this environment where everything feels fragile and teetering on a livewire.

      “Everyone here knows Miles has been struggling with substance abuse for some time, and this isn’t his first attempt at getting sober. It’s important for us to take some time to discuss how this has affected the band as a whole and each of you individually. How have you personally experienced the impact of Miles’ substance abuse? Let’s start with you, Skyler. How has this affected your own motivation and commitment to the band?”

      Guilt immediately rushes through me, and I can feel everyone’s gazes. Fuck. This is not how I pictured telling them about the whole Murderous Crows thing. I’ve been wavering in my thoughts about how temporary it is and seriously reconsidering touring with them since the sessions have been going so well. From the expectant looks on the guys’ faces, I’m rethinking that yet again.

      We just got done talking about honesty and clear communication, so I can’t, in good conscience, start off with a lie about my commitment to the band. Though technically, that hasn’t changed.

      “Well, with the time off we’ve had to take, I found another gig.” Everyone’s eyes widen in shock, so I’m quick to qualify, “A temporary one. And it’s only for a few more weeks.”

      That last part doesn’t appease anyone.

      Everyone glares at me, but Emery is the first to question me. “With who? And why didn’t you tell us about it?”

      I swallow hard, not wanting to say much more. My heart is being torn right in front of me now. I look down at the floor in the middle of our circle of chairs. “I’ve been recording with Murderous Crows. Their drummer--”

      “Died. Yeah, I know. I also heard they were auditioning a while back for a permanent replacement,” he says, his voice rising and growing with irritation.

      “It’s not permanent. There’s an option to tour with them, but I’m not going to take it.”

      “Why not?” Miles asks, and I can’t read him. There’s a cross between guilt and sadness in his eyes, but his question comes out as angry as Emery’s. “Why would you turn down an opportunity like that?”

      I stare at him, dumbfounded. After all this time together and all the shit we’ve been through with each other, he wants me to quit?

      “Are you saying you don’t want me in the band anymore?” I ask, my voice starting to get shaky. I knew I shouldn’t have brought it up. I knew but did it anyway. This is what I get for being honest. “Because I told them at the beginning, I was only on board for recording, and we’d see how it went from there.”

      “And how has it been going?” Riley chimes in, looking concerned instead of his customary indifference. Something I’ve said has finally captured his attention.

      The guilt that flowed through me a second ago is now settling into my bones, becoming a permanent part of me. This is so far from what I expected today to be. None of this was supposed to be about me at all. And the anxiety radiating off everyone is unmistakable.

      “Let’s remember the goal here is to create a safe and supportive environment where you each can share openly and work together to address these challenges,” Robin says smoothly. I wonder abstractly if anything could ever ruffle her feathers.

      “It’s been going great, but you guys, I’m not leaving Earth Sign.” I look around at all of them, even Robin because I feel the need to convince her, too, for some reason. “My commitment is here with all of you. It’s why I’m here. We’ve been through too much for me to walk away.”

      Glancing up at Miles, I catch his eye and hold his gaze, making sure he knows I’m here for him. He has to succeed this time at getting clean because I don’t think he’ll survive another slip. And I need to do whatever I can to support him. I can’t pull the rug out from under him right as he’s getting his footing in sobriety. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      “Well, Riley and I haven’t done shit,” Emery says, proud of himself for not joining another band temporarily, I guess. “Don’t forget, we’ve got dates lined up in a few weeks with the Twisted Festival tour. Not only do I not want to get out of those, but I also don’t think we even could. We’re locked in. And don’t forget Europe after that.” He looks nervously at Miles and Robin as if the idea of us going on the road again is going to screw everything up. And I wonder if he’s right. Can Miles manage it this time?

      Robin speaks before Miles can address the question hanging between all of us. “I see everyone is a bit nervous about the future and how Miles will deal with the touring lifestyle. That’s where I come in. I’m going to be his sober living coach for the next three months, so I’ll be around to help navigate all of that on your summer festival tour. I’ve had experience with traveling musicians before, and it’s been very successful.”

      The combined relief between all of us is almost tangible, and my incessant guilt lessens, but only by the smallest margin. Me and my guilt are still BFFs at this point.

      While I get the sense the discussion of my helping Murderous Crows record isn’t over, we’re done with it for now and move on to other topics. My brain, however, is still stuck on it. No matter what I do, I’m going to feel horrible. I’ll be hurting someone.

      The question becomes, who would I rather hurt?
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      dying in the heat

      Logan

      The next few weeks are arguably the best I’ve ever had in my life. The recording sessions are going amazingly, and Skyler and I are together almost every night. I wasn’t kidding when I said she makes me insatiable. I can’t get enough of everything about her. And when we’re alone together, it’s like we’re on fire. Our chemistry is off the charts.

      And we’ve proven that our connection isn’t just physical. We spend all of our free time with each other, on top of recording all day, and neither of us is even close to being sick of the other person. That alone tells me this is special. We go to a club or show almost every night to see other L.A. bands. Or, we go to the movies and don’t watch the movie. We’re always finding something to do, and even if we’re busy doing nothing, it’s never dull.

      But as much as I love being with her, there’s always this nagging feeling in the back of my mind that this is all temporary. Once the recording sessions are over and we find a permanent replacement drummer, she’ll go back to Earth Sign, which will be the end of us because I’ll be off on tour. We’ll never climb out of the ‘friends with benefits’ status to something more. In fact, we’ll be back to nothing.

      It’s not that I want her to choose me over them. I don’t want to lose her. It’s as simple as that. And the thought of not having her in my life makes my heart ache like nothing else ever has. As we get closer to the end of the album, I can feel her slipping away from me. She’s gotten quiet when it’s the two of us alone, and an uneasy feeling is growing in my stomach.

      One night in the middle of our last week of recording, we’re lying in bed together, tangled up in each other’s limbs, and I can’t keep the thought bottled up inside anymore. I have to know how she feels. “Skyler,” I say, propping myself on one elbow to look down at her. “What’s going to happen when this is all over?”

      Her eyes meet mine, and I can see the confusion and concern in them. “What do you mean?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I mean us,” I say, gesturing between us. “What’s going to happen to us when we’re done recording?”

      She bites her bottom lip, her brow furrowing in thought. “I don’t know,” she finally admits.

      My heart sinks. Her answer isn’t what I was hoping for. “What do you mean you don’t know?” I press, unable to keep the frustration out of my voice.

      “It’s just…complicated,” she says, sitting up and pulling the sheet up to cover her naked body. “We’re both going to be so busy and wrapped up with our own bands and tours, I don’t think we should try to put any of this in a box.”

      “I’m not asking you to put this in a box,” I say, sitting up as well. “I want to know where we stand. Are we something more than just ‘friends with benefits’ now? Or is this all going to end once we finish recording?”

      “I don’t know,” she repeats.

      I can see the doubt, wariness, and uncertainty in her eyes. After all the time we’ve spent together recently, for this still to be in question isn’t going to work for me anymore. I’ve been clear about my feelings for her. More than I should, and to be honest, despite not knowing exactly how she feels. It’s starting to feel like I’m the only one that wants to make this work between us.

      I can’t live like this any longer.

      Deciding that I’ve had enough of her ambiguous answers, I stand up and grab my clothes. “Fine,” I say, pulling on my jeans. “I’ll take that as a no. Thanks for the clarification.”

      “Logan, wait,” Skyler says, grabbing my arm.

      I turn to face her, my anger and frustration fueled by the fear of losing her. “What, Skyler? What else is there to say?”

      “I want to be with you,” she blurts out, her voice filled with emotion. “But I can’t give in so easily. And especially not when we’re about to go our separate ways. It’s unfair to either of us to tie the other down.”

      I stare at her for a moment, my heart pounding in my chest. There’s more going on here. I can feel it. “What are you really afraid of?” I ask, recognizing that my worst fear is coming true. This is all slipping through my fingers like I knew it would, and I am powerless to stop it.

      “What do you mean? I’m not afraid of anything.” I can see the lie right away as she averts her eyes from mine.

      So, we’re lying to each other now.

      My heart craters, and I stand in silence, giving her a chance to tell me the truth. If I speak now, it’s as though I accept the lie, and I don’t. We’re nothing if we’re not honest with each other. And if she can’t be honest with me now after all that we’ve shared together, there’s nothing for me to stick around for.

      After a minute of continued silence, I take her in one last time. This will probably be the last time we’ll be alone together, and I want to remember it forever. The pink of the sunset outside gives the room a soft glow, and Skyler kneels on the bed, holding the sheet up to cover herself, her hair a wild mess from our lovemaking is pure perfection. I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful as her, and I never will again.

      This woman has changed me. Nothing I do from now on will ever be the same because it will be without her.

      This is going to hurt like hell, but it has to be done.

      I approach the bed, wrap my arms around her shoulders, and kiss her forehead. I take one last long inhale of her perfume, something to haunt the rest of my dreams, and I leave.
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        * * *

      

      Skyler avoids me the rest of the week, and we have a little wrap party in the studio on the last day of recording. Since our producer Sarah’s husband is Ryan Crawford, the singer for Indigo King, their band is here too. They played with us at a benefit in Vegas for our late drummer Andy not long ago, so it’s cool they’re still interested in us.

      Jude Lockwood, my counterpart, is here with his wife Ren, daughter Charlie, and son August. Skyler is showing Charlie, who I think is around five or six, how to play the drums, and it’s the cutest thing ever. Extremely loud for any of us to try to have a conversation, but cute just the same. August is having fun running laps around the studio.

      “He’ll tire himself out at some point,” Jude says, handing me a cup of champagne. “When he does, gravity will find him and drop him where he stands. I swear it’s narcolepsy or some shit, but his mother swears it’s not. The looks we get in grocery stores...” he shakes his head solemnly. “But hey, congrats on the record. It sounds amazing.” He indicates the sound system in the room playing the new album with his cup before taking a drink.

      “Thanks, man,” I say, my gaze snapping back to Skyler as always. She’s so good with Charlie that I wonder if she wants kids. We’ve never talked about it. But then, she avoided discussions of the future at all costs.

      “So, you and Skyler, huh?” he asks, giving me a knowing look. Everyone knew Skyler and I were an item during recording, but nobody said anything about it. I think even Sarah knew, so I guess it makes sense that Jude would know. “I hear she’s heading back to Earth Sign now. How’s that going to work for you guys?”

      While I’m kind of surprised he’s asking such personal questions, it’s not unheard of. We have hung out before. I just don’t know how to answer.

      “That, my friend, is a great question,” I say, taking a big gulp of my champagne. “Weren’t you like an ‘International Ladies Man’ before Ren? Any advice?”

      He smirks with a sage nod, “Ah, my former reputation lives on. Good to hear.” Turning his attention to Skyler, he studies her for a minute. “Communication, man. If you guys are going to try the long-distance thing, definitely keep the channels open, and use them often. Doesn’t matter what time zone you’re in or how dead tired you are. If you want it, make the time.”

      My mind races with ways to bring these things up to Skyler and get her to talk about them. I don’t want to scare her off, but I can’t be the only one trying. And with her going out of her way to avoid me the last few days, it doesn’t bode well for my chances.

      “And what if she’s still on the ‘friends with benefits’ idea, but you’ve sort of escalated? Any words of wisdom for that scenario?”

      Jude raises an eyebrow at me, curiosity piquing his interest. “There are no benefits. But ‘FTF.’ Friends That Fuck?” He shakes his head. “No such thing. Once you cross that intimacy line, you are no longer just friends. I don’t care what anyone says, and they can fight me on this. It’s a bullshit premise so people can get their rocks off without the responsibility of feelings. But there are always feelings, so somebody inevitably gets hurt. It’s fucking dumb.”

      “And what are you guys talking about that’s so serious?” Remy asks, joining us. Great. This is going to become a thing. I did not want this to become a thing.

      “Your boy here is taking a poll about the old ‘FTF’ scenario with Drummer Girl. What do you think? Yay, or nay?”

      Remy eyes me, then looks at Skyler. “Sorry, but I’d have to say nay.”

      I glare at him. “Why would you say that?”

      “Dude. She’s a runner.” He shrugs as if this should be common knowledge.

      “You don’t know that,” I say, not sure what I’m trying to defend here.

      “You specifically told me she was. Did you not?” Damn it Remy. I was hoping he forgot the details. “You’re going to get the old Doc Martens’ kick in the heart. Be ready.”

      “That was a long time ago. This is way different.” Even I don’t believe what I’m saying, but I feel like I have to go through the motions. If I say it enough, maybe it will be true. Cause, sure, that’s how things work.

      Jude watches our conversation, letting us have our say. But then he chimes in. “If Logan says things are different now, then things are different now. There’s no reason to think things will end the same way as whatever happened a long time ago….” He holds his hands up. “Nope. Don’t tell me. I don’t think I want to know. Just remember what I said. Communication. It’s the only way it’s going to work. And good luck.” He pats me on the back. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a hell spawn to peel off the floor in the corner.”

      Remy and I watch as Jude walks over to August, now fast asleep on the floor near a monitor in the corner. I guess he wasn’t kidding about him falling where he stands. He picks him up gently, careful not to wake him, and rests his head on his shoulder, smoothing his hair. I didn’t realize he was such a hands-on type of dad. It’s cool to see and gives me hope for an actual relationship and family like he has.

      Ren is trying to convince Charlie that it’s time to go, and Skyler encourages her to listen to her mother, with a promise of future lessons someday. But when Charlie tries to pin down specifics, because all kids need concrete plans, she hesitates. Ren steps in with some placating words of working things out later, and Charlie reluctantly agrees to leave, but not without crashing into Skyler for a hug.

      She’s surprised but melts at the gesture and returns the hug. It’s a different side of Skyler I’ve never seen before. I again consider the kid question. Would she ever want kids? Would I, for that matter? I didn’t exactly have the most stellar role model in that regard. As a matter of fact, I probably had the worst there could have been. I spent my childhood with my father deployed overseas or drunk. I don’t think we would have survived if my little sister Trish hadn’t stepped up when our mother left us. I didn’t do a damn thing to help, so I can’t imagine that experience molded me into ‘Dad Material.’

      What exactly do I have to offer, then?

      Not much.

      I don’t get to think too much about it, because Charlie apparently is giving everyone hugs goodbye. She makes her way around the room, charming everyone as she goes, her wild red hair like her mother’s a mass of curls around her sweet face. When she gets to me, I squat down for my hug, and ask, “You sounded good on the drums, are you going to be a drummer some day?”

      She nods enthusiastically, and glances over at Skyler not far away, whispering, “If Sky can be my teacher, she’s good.”

      I laugh and nod my agreement. “She is a very good drummer.”

      “And she’s pretty.” This time her voice is more of a stage whisper than quiet. “Don’t you think?”

      Looking up at Skyler, who absolutely heard Charlie and is turning red at the compliment, I meet her eyes and try hold her gaze. “I do. I think she’s very pretty.”

      She looks away.
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      little black submarines

      Skyler

      Giving little Charlie a drum lesson was so much fun. I sometimes forget how rewarding teaching can be, and times like this make me miss it. But she’s got a natural talent for it, which is extremely helpful. Drums are not easy to play by any means, especially for a little kid. Having a musical stepdad like Jude must be rubbing off on her.

      Towards the end of the party, Jake comes up to me with a present. It’s got a ribbon tied around it and a bow. I was not expecting gifts of any kind, so this is surprising.

      “Jake, what is this?” I ask, noticing the crowd now gathering around us. I can already feel myself blushing under the unexpected attention.

      “This is from all of us to thank you for working so hard on our record with us. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “You didn’t have to--”

      “Just open the damn gift, woman,” Cooper demands, a smile spreading.

      “What’s in the box?” Remy chimes in.

      “Fine, fine. I’ll open it,” I say, struggling to stretch the ribbon over the box’s corners. When I finally get it open, I find a jean jacket with Murderous Crows patches on the front pocket and back panel.

      “While it’s not official or anything, you are, and will always be, a member of Murderous Crows. It’s been great working with you, Skyler,” Jake says, placing an arm around my shoulders.

      I would have been fine if only he hadn’t done that. If he had just left it to words. My eyes well up with tears, but I blink them back quickly, hoping nobody has noticed. My gaze meets Logan’s briefly, and of course, he saw. He’s been watching me like a hawk all day, though I tried not to let him know that I knew. I avoided his gaze as much as possible so I wouldn’t break down. But now I can’t keep the tears at bay any longer. I lean into Jake’s embrace, feeling the warmth and the love of these guys. We’ve only known each other for a relatively short time, but I feel like we’ve gotten close, and this gesture means more to me than they could ever know. When I finally pull away, I wipe my eyes with my shirt sleeve and smile at them all.

      “Thank you so much, guys. This means a lot to me,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s been amazing working with you all, and I’m so excited for the record to be released.”

      When the crowd around me breaks off, Logan steps forward, clearing his throat, his eyes still fixed on me. “I know we got you that jacket as a band, but I wanted to give you something, too,” he says, reaching into his pocket. He pulls out a small velvet box and hands it to me.

      My hands still shaking slightly, I open it to find a necklace with two silver drumstick charms on it. It’s delicate and simple, but it’s perfect.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, my fingers tracing the charms.

      “I thought you might like it,” Logan says, smiling at me. His dimple is out in full force today. “And I wanted to make sure I gave it to you before...” he drifts off, not finishing the sentence.

      I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks again, but it’s not from embarrassment this time. Something about how he looks at me, like I’m the only person in the room, makes my heart flutter. I try to push the feeling aside, reminding myself we need to stay just friends. Especially now we’re both heading in different directions and despite how I feel.

      The rest of the party flies by in a blur of music and laughter, but there’s still a constant tension between me and Logan. When I think the time is right for me to leave, I make my way towards the door, saying goodbye to everyone, but Logan catches my arm, stopping me.

      “Hey,” he says, his hand warm on my skin.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can we talk for a minute?”

      I nod, following him outside to the back deck. The early evening air is cool against my skin, and I pull my new jacket tighter around me.

      “Look, Logan,” I say, trying to head off the discussion I know is coming. “I know I’ve been distant lately, and I’m sorry about that. It’s not that I don’t want to be around you. It’s just that I’m trying to figure things out,” I say, my eyes fixed on his.

      “Figure things out?” he repeats, confused.

      “Yeah, with our separate tours coming up, I’ve been thinking a lot about what I want. And... well...the truth is, I can’t do a long-distance thing.” My stomach drops as I say this. The dejection on his face is heartbreaking, but I have to power through. It’s for the best, and he has to know it too.

      “Yeah, I get that,” he says, nodding, his words coming out as a whisper. His expression is now flat. Gone. The walls are up again, and that hurts me more than anything.

      “But I don’t want things to be weird between us. I still care about you, Logan. Maybe, when we both come back from our tours, we can see where we’re at?”

      He swallows hard and turns to squint into the sunset. Collecting his thoughts. “This isn’t how I wanted things to go, Sky. We had a connection. You know we did.”

      His words are arrows to my heart. Of course, he’s right. We do have a connection. One that I’ve never had with anyone else. But that doesn’t always count for everything. Some circumstances make a solid future impossible. Like ours.

      “I’m just being realistic.” I take a deep breath, getting ready to inflict more pain, though if it’s on him or me is still to be seen. “Besides, you know those were the rules we agreed to. No commitments. No promises. No strings.”

      He stares at me for a long moment, fists shoved in his pockets. I can tell he’s trying to figure out what to say next to convince me to try for more. His eyes are studying me for a sign I’ll cave. It kills me, but I straighten my shoulders and return his gaze. I don’t waver.

      After long silent minutes, Logan leans in and presses a kiss to my forehead. “I’m not saying goodbye, Skyler. But good luck on your tour.” He squeezes my hand before turning and walking back to the party.

      I stand there for a moment, watching him go. It feels like something important has ended, and I’m not sure if I’ve done the right thing after all. I don’t like second-guessing myself. I thought I was okay with the idea of breaking things off so we could each move forward, but the hollowness I now feel in the pit of my stomach is telling me maybe I was wrong about that.

      Maybe I’m wrong about all of it.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, after Earth Sign’s last rehearsal before the Twisted festival tour starts, I slam the door to the house when I get home. If I could breathe fire, I would torch the entire city. I don’t think I’ve ever been this mad.

      Shelby stares at me from the couch, mouth hanging open in shock.

      “Don’t ask,” I snap, throwing my bag into the corner by the door. I think I hear my phone break, but I don’t care. I’ve never been this angry in my life. “No, you know what? I’m mad. No, I’m livid. And I’m going to tell you why.”

      “Okay…” she replies, not moving.

      I start pacing around the living room, my adrenaline spiking with my anger. “I just found out Earth Sign will be sharing a tour bus with Another Angel on the Twisted Tour.” It feels like my nostrils are flaring. Maybe I really could breathe fire.

      “Another Angel is Gabriel’s band.”

      “I know!” I yell, throwing my hands up in frustration. I’m still in shock.

      “Don’t the rest of your band know your history with him? How could they do that?” At least Shelby gets it and understands why this is such a big deal for me. I thought my band would understand too.

      “They know,” I sigh, burying my face in my hands. I still can’t believe this is happening. “They didn’t think it was a big deal, and we can’t get out of it now. Arrangements have already been made. I’m stuck.”

      “Wow. That is so rude.”

      I nod, agreeing with Shelby. It is beyond rude. It’s a slap in the face. We don’t have a real band manager or a tour manager. Emery handles everything for all of us. It’s always been that way. But I thought for sure he’d know better than to make this kind of arrangement without talking to me first about it. I thought we were friends, not just band mates.

      Maybe I should have stayed with Murderous Crows after all.

      I flop down on the couch, staring at the wall as my mind races with possibilities. The last time I saw Gabriel, things didn’t end well. He is the last person I want to be trapped in a small space with for days on end. But now, I don’t have a lot of options.

      “How am I supposed to live with my ex-boyfriend for three months?” I ask, knowing a real answer doesn’t exist. “I’m going to go crazy. But I have to make this work somehow,” I say, more to myself than Shelby. “For the sake of the tour and my band.”

      “But what about you?” Shelby asks, concern etched on her face. “You can’t be in close quarters with someone who hurt you like that.”

      I bite my lip, knowing she’s right. But I also can’t get out of it. “I’ll figure it out. I don’t exactly have a choice,” I mutter, getting up and heading to my room. I need to start packing for the tour and mentally prepare myself for the worst.

      Over the next few days, I try to distract myself as much as possible with preparations for the tour. But the closer we get to leaving for the first show, the more nervous I become. What if I can’t handle being on the same bus as Gabriel? What if he tries to talk to me or, worse, flirts with me? Or, try to get back together?

      I try to push those thoughts aside and focus on the music, but it doesn’t work. We all pile onto the bus the day we leave, and my heart sinks when I see Gabriel and his band already inside.

      He looks up as we enter, his eyes widening in surprise when they meet mine, but I’m sure he knew I’d be here. It’s all a show. I avoid his gaze and everyone else, too, sitting in the back corner of the bus’s open area and putting my headphones in. I don’t want to have to deal with him right now. Not when my nerves are already shot. Everyone else is going to be collateral damage because of Gabriel. I can’t help that, though.

      As the bus pulls away toward our first venue, I feel his eyes on me. It’s like a physical sensation, and I can’t ignore it. I take a deep breath and turn to face him.

      “What do you want, Gabriel?” I ask, pulling off my headphones and trying to keep my voice steady.

      He runs a hand through his black hair. “I just wanted to say hi,” he replies, the expression in his green eyes surprisingly sincere. “It’s been a while since we talked.”

      I scoff, shaking my head. “Yeah, and it’s probably best if we keep it that way.”

      He leans forward, his gaze growing more intense. “Skyler, I’m sorry for what happened between us. I was a total asshole.”

      I glare at him, not wanting to be vulnerable in front of him. I try to keep my voice from carrying to the rest of the people on the bus. “You don’t get to say sorry and expect everything to be okay, Gabriel. You hurt me.”

      “I know,” he says softly, his eyes searching mine. “And I have to live with that. But maybe we can move forward, at least for the sake of the tour? We are going to be spending a lot of time with each other, after all. No reason for us to make it even more uncomfortable.”

      I bite my lip, considering his words. I’m not exactly here to make his life easy. Far from it. However, I don’t want to make it hard for everyone else. “Fine,” I say reluctantly. “But don’t expect anything to change between us.”

      He nods, a small smile playing at the corner of his lips that makes me uneasy. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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      everything everywhere always

      Logan

      The band has hired the first guy that auditioned for us months ago, Jon Taber, to join us on the road. It’s not a permanent gig. Yet. We’ll see how it goes. It was bad enough not having Andy. Now, I’m still having difficulty not seeing Skyler on drums. I highly doubt I’ll get used to anyone else at this point.

      We’re headlining a small club tour for two months to support our first real album, and it’s been nonstop since we hit the road. The press Mackenzie is making us do is grueling, but it’s working. With each show, the crowd gets bigger and bigger. And since our second single was released and is doing well, the venues are getting larger too. The buzz around us is exciting and should be easy to get wrapped up in, but I can’t. I can’t let myself enjoy any of it because all I can think about is Skyler.

      It’s non-stop.

      Every show, I’ll see a blonde in the crowd and have to look closely to see if it’s her. Of course, it’s not. It never is, but I have to check. After every show, there are tons of women backstage and more than a few have offered themselves to me for the taking, but I’ve turned them down. Not to say I wasn’t tempted, because I was. I’m fucking human. And the energy running through me after a show can be intoxicating. But nobody else is interesting. None of them are Skyler.

      I’ve wanted to text or call her to see how she’s doing, but I can’t bring myself to do it. The best I can do is catch shaky and blurry YouTube videos of Earth Sign’s performances on their festival tour. Those are hard for me to watch, and I’ve only forced myself to sit through one because she looks so happy.

      Happy without me.

      And why shouldn’t she be? The other thing that keeps me quiet is that I heard her band is traveling with Another Angel, Skyler’s ex-boyfriend’s band. I know what that means. I don’t need to be hit over the head with the implications of that. I’m not entirely clueless. So, with Skyler back with her ex-boyfriend, why don’t I move on? Have my way with one of the groupies that pop up after every show? It would be easy if I wanted to. I just don’t want to.

      I don’t want anyone but Skyler.

      We’re getting ready to take the stage at a theater in Phoenix when Mackenzie pulls us into a group meeting. This is either going to be really good or really bad. With two weeks left on this tour, it could go either way.

      She twists a long braid excitedly as she looks at us. “You guys, I have the best news.”

      We all stare at her in anticipation, but she doesn’t go on right away.

      “What the fuck, Mac. Tell us already,” Remy says, running a hand through his short hair.

      “Alright, alright,” she smiles. “We’re joining Indigo King’s tour in two weeks.”

      “No way,” Jake says, stunned like the rest of us.

      “Way,” she says, her smile widening. I don’t think I’ve seen Mackenzie this happy before, but she immediately shifts back to business. “They’re giving us thirty minutes since there’s another band before us, so we’ll need to rework the set list.”

      “Who’s the other band?” I ask, half hoping it’s Earth Sign. Half hoping it’s not.

      “Chaos Fuel. Have you guys heard of them?” She asks. “They haven’t been on my radar for this kind of gig yet, but I guess Blackmore recently signed them. No album yet that I know of.”

      My heart sinks when I hear the name. I guess I was hoping for Skyler’s band more than I thought.

      We all shake our heads, never having heard of them before.

      “Makes sense. They’re an L.A. band, so no reason we’d know them.” She claps her hands together, the excitement back. “Isn’t this fantastic, though? Oh, one more thing.”

      “You mean there’s a cherry on top?” Remy asks, “This is too good to be true. Am I dreaming or some shit?”

      “Want me to punch you and find out?” Cooper asks. I think he’s joking, but it’s hard to tell with him.

      “Fuck off,” Remy laughs. “What is it, Mac?”

      “We’re doing regular amphitheaters with them only for a couple weeks until the end of August, then we’re all joining up with the Twisted Festival tour. They’ve added dates at the end of the schedule, and not all of the current bands can extend their run. Indigo King is going to headline the A Stage, and we’ll be last on B Stage. I’m not sure what happens with Chaos Fuel at that point.”

      Everyone starts whooping and high-fiving, and I join in, but my stomach is in knots. Knowing I’m absolutely going to run into Skyler now has me completely messed up. But with our set about to start, I don’t have time to think about it much.

      I go through the motions on stage during the show, but Remy pulls me aside before we hit the green room.

      “Dude. What the fuck was that?” he asks.

      “What do you mean? What was what?” I have no clue what he’s talking about.

      “Who the fuck was that robot on stage just now? And what have you done with Logan?”

      I scoff and move to go around him, but he pushes me back.

      “I’m serious, man. What the fuck is going on with you lately? This isn’t the first time you’ve been less than enthusiastic about a show. But today? After the fantastic news we just got? I thought for sure you’d be bouncing off the risers out there.” The crease in his brow deepens as he studies me. I’m not sure what he’s seeing that has him so worried.

      “So, I wasn’t into a show. Big deal,” I shrug. “I didn’t mess up or anything. And everyone goes through the motions sometimes.”

      “Dude. That was more than going through the motions. Talk to me.”

      Now I study him, wondering how much I want to get into this right now. I don’t want to pull Remy down when he could be celebrating.

      “Skyler’s on the Twisted tour with her band.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Okay, that’s great. Well, cool. You guys will be able to hook up again.”

      I glare at him. “She wasn’t just a hookup, Remy. You know that.”

      “Okay, wrong words. My bad.” He thinks for a second. “Well then, why is seeing her a bad thing? I guess I’m not understanding the problem. This should be good.”

      I let out a long breath, my chest aching with the hurt I keep going through. Right when I think I’m okay, something else comes along to remind me that, no, I’m not. I’m not OK with any of it.

      “It’s bad because she’s been traveling with her ex’s band this whole time. Although I highly doubt he’s still an ex if she agreed to tour with them.” My shoulders sag at the thought. “I would love to see her again, but not if it’s going to rip my heart out and stomp on it.”

      Remy nods, finally understanding. “I get it now, man. That sucks. But look, try to look on the bright side of this. Sure, your love life is total shit, but your career is taking off. And plenty of women are in that green room behind us, ready to celebrate that fact with you and maybe help you forget your troubles. To me, that’s a win-win.” He smiles, but I can see it’s forced. He’s just trying to cheer me up.

      But he’s not entirely wrong. I am free to fuck around with whoever I want. I’m not tied to anyone. As Skyler said, there were no commitments, no promises, no strings between us. Maybe I should explore that possibility. Maybe getting lost in someone else will help me to forget Skyler.

      Maybe.
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      get thru this

      Skyler

      Two and a half months. I’ve survived touring with Gabriel for two and a half months. We’ve even come to some sort of truce and might have ventured into something that looks like friendship. It’s weird as hell, but at least I don’t want to kill him on sight anymore. There have been a few deep conversations between us I never thought would happen, and we both agreed we weren’t ready for a relationship at the time. Well, I mostly agreed that he wasn’t. For my part, I wasn’t ready to be in a relationship with someone who wasn’t ready. It makes sense in my head, anyway.

      We can at least joke around with each other now, and the vibe on the bus isn’t full of animosity that affects everyone. I feel a bit like I’ve sold a part of my soul to the rock ‘n roll gods to go along with this, but I keep telling myself it’s the professional thing to do. People collaborate with colleagues they hate all the time. This is no different. Well, except for the fact we’re basically living together 24/7. That doesn’t always happen.

      Lucky me.

      I’ve been able to talk about it with Robin, Miles’ sober living coach traveling with us. She sees what I’m dealing with and gets what I’m going through. She’s been great at giving me perspective, and tips for how to handle Gabriel. He’s a bit of a Jekyll and Hyde when it comes to emotions, so getting a third-party witness’s input has been invaluable.

      We’re almost winding down the tour when Emery tells us all that dates have been added to the tour schedule, and Indigo King is joining to headline. Of course, everyone is stoked about that news, but butterflies start banging around my chest because I know Logan’s band has been touring with them recently. I was happy for him when I heard they got that gig. I almost texted him to congratulate him but stopped myself. I don’t want to open that line yet. It still hurts.

      “What about Murderous Crows?” I ask.

      Emery glares at me. He still hasn’t completely forgiven me for recording with them while Miles was in rehab. I don’t care what he thinks, though. I didn’t have much choice but to find work elsewhere.

      His tone is snide. “Yes, your precious Murderous Crows will be there, don’t worry.”

      “Get off her case about that already, Em,” Miles says. “She needed to pay her rent. You can’t blame her for that.”

      “What’s the big deal with you and Murderous Crows?” Gabriel asks me later by the food trucks. Of course, he overheard, and of course, he’s going to be nosey about it.

      “Not really your business now, is it?” I plaster a smile on my face as I look up at him. He is a good-looking man. I’ll give him that much.

      He laughs and nudges me sideways with his hip. “No, it’s not, but I’m allowed to be curious. What’s your connection with them?”

      I swear I see something like jealousy in his green eyes, and the thought makes me feel warm and fuzzy since turnabout is fair play. The idea of making him jealous about anything may be petty, but after all he’s put me through in the past, I don’t really care. It also makes me want to rub it in even more.

      “I recorded their new album with them,” I say, my smile now genuine and proud. I try to push the thoughts of Logan and how much I miss him aside, but as always, that’s impossible. All I can do is not show how I’m feeling. I’m getting pretty fucking good at that.

      His eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Oh wow. How am I only now hearing about this?” He nudges me again with an elbow, this time harder. We’re suddenly best buddies. “How could you keep something huge like that to yourself? You should have told me.”

      “Like I said, not your business.”

      “Come on, Sky. That’s huge. Congratulations. I mean it. That’s awesome.”

      I study him, trying to see what he’s up to now. There’s got to be something else going on I can’t see yet. Narrowing my eyes at him, I ask, “What’s your game?”

      He shakes his head at me, his shoulders slouching. “I can’t believe you think I have ulterior motives in wishing you well, Sky. That hurts.” I think he might be telling the truth. History has proven it’s hard to know with him. “Just because I’m a walking, talking asshole doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you succeed or be happy. I can be happy for you.”

      I instantly feel bad for not believing him. He’s right. “I’m sorry. And thank you. I appreciate it.”

      It’s finally my turn to order food, so I step away from him, still kind of lost in thought. Yes, Gabriel is an asshole, but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t have feelings too.

      As I read the menu board, my mind drifts back to Logan. I can’t help but wonder how he’s doing on tour with Indigo King. It’s been driving me crazy, but I haven’t reached out to him. I’m not sure if I’m ready to hear what he has to say. I’ve been so focused on work and surviving this tour with Gabriel that I’ve tried to push those feelings to the back of my mind. But now, with the added dates and the definite possibility of running into Logan, those feelings are coming back in full force.

      “Hey, Earth Sign, you gonna order or stare at the menu?” The voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I turn to see Marshall, the bassist for Another Angel, looking bored and impatient. He’s been a real jerk since I turned him down a few weeks ago. Just another reason to stay away from musicians.

      I roll my eyes at him. “I’m ready now. Thanks for your concern.”

      He scoffs and shakes his head. I return to the food truck and place my order though my appetite is gone.

      “Hey.” Gabriel is standing next to me again, his plate now full. “You okay?”

      “Just tired,” I lie. “Missing home.”

      He nods in understanding. “Yeah, I hear that. It’s been a long one. Oh, I’ve been meaning to tell you, but I keep forgetting. Michaela said to say hi.”

      Michaela is Gabriel’s younger sister, who I consider a good friend. She’s still a teenager but has the voice of a rock goddess, and I’ve been giving her drum lessons when I’m home. I predict she’ll soon be eclipsing her brother’s talent. We always got along, and when Gabriel and I broke up, I swear I felt her loss more than his sometimes. Luckily, I still keep in touch with her, despite her brother being an asshole.

      “Nice. I miss seeing her. Tell her I said hello back and I’ll call her soon. Plus, I need to see how she’s progressing with all the drum homework I gave her.”

      “I will…”

      We fall into silence for a moment, but the tension between us is gone. It’s almost comfortable, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. Part of me wants to keep this distance between us, but another part craves some connection, even if it’s just for now. I can’t do that with him, though. I know better than that. Talking about Michaela blurs that line sometimes since it’s a connection we have, so I need to be careful.

      He senses my internal conflict and moves closer to me, his voice softer.

      “You know, Sky, we don’t have to be enemies. We’re both just trying to survive this tour.”

      I raise my eyebrows at him, surprised at the sudden change in tone. “I’m not your enemy, Gabriel. You make it sound like I’m out to get you or acting like a bitch. I’m not.”

      He chuckles under his breath. “Well, you have kept your distance since the tour started. Sure, we’ve had a few good private conversations here and there and can joke around and stuff, but it still doesn’t feel like you’ve completely forgiven me.”

      I shake my head, smiling despite myself. “I’m not trying to hate you, Gabriel. Honestly, I couldn’t care less, so there’s nothing to forgive. I don’t even think about it.”

      “Good.” He grins at me, and I realize how close we’re standing. Too close. I step back, clearing my throat. He’s been doing that a lot lately.

      “We should get back to the bus. Everyone’s probably waiting for us.”

      “Right, yeah.” Gabriel nods, taking his plate with him as we walk back. “Hey, Sky?”

      “Yeah?” I ask, glancing over at him.

      “I get the feeling something’s going on with you and someone in Murderous Crows.” Gabriel’s words catch me off guard, and I can feel my face flush. I’m not sure how he knows that, and honestly, I’m not sure I want to know. Did I give myself away somehow when I mentioned them? “Just know whatever is going on there, I won’t get in the middle of it. I don’t want to cause any drama.”

      How could he tell I was thinking about someone from Murderous Crows like that? Nobody here knows about Logan and me. Not even Robin. Right?

      I nod, unsure of how to respond. Part of me is grateful for his words, but another part is suspicious. Is this another one of his games? Trying to get on my good side by pretending to care about my personal life?

      But as we board the bus and I settle into my usual corner seat, I can’t help but think about his words. Maybe, just maybe, Gabriel isn’t all bad. Maybe he does have a heart buried deep down somewhere.
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      Logan

      When we show up in Nashville for our first stop on the Twisted Tour, we’re about two hours late, which is never a good start to anything. The air conditioning on our bus broke about halfway from Cleveland, and it’s nearly a hundred degrees in the shade. To say we’re not happy when we arrive at the fairgrounds would be the understatement of the summer.

      We’ve finally been able to get showers and eat, and are meeting by the equipment trucks to go through our gear with the load-in supervisor. Mackenzie is holding court, as usual, and directing the poor guy on how exactly he should handle our equipment. The rest of us stand there like idiots, watching the carnage.

      “What are we doing here?” Remy whispers under his breath to me. “I feel like Mac’s fucking backup dancer.”

      I hide my laugh behind my hand, making sure she can’t hear us while glancing around to see if anyone else is watching. It’s then that I see her.

      Skyler.

      My heart stutters as I take her in. Long blonde hair blowing in the breeze, tanned skin glowing in her tank top and cut-off shorts. She is sheer perfection. I can hear my sharp inhale and turn it into a fake cough, so nobody pays attention.

      I can’t take my eyes off her, though I’m about to change my mind on that. It’s only now I notice the group she’s talking to, and I don’t think any of the guys surrounding her are from Earth Sign. One, in particular, grabs my attention - a tall guy with dark hair who now casually has his arm around her shoulders, like he does it all the time. Gabriel. That must be her asshole ex. But apparently, he’s not her ex anymore.

      My instincts were right. She’s back with him.

      She’s laughing and looking up at him, and it sure as fuck looks genuine. Exes don’t look at each other that way.

      My heart, that stuttered a second ago at the sight of her, is now cracking and splitting into a million tiny shards. I didn’t want to believe it, but I can’t deny what I see with my own eyes. Of course, she’d go back to him. Isn’t that what everyone in my life does? Abandons me? Tell me they care and then pull my life out from under me? I knew as soon as I started having feelings for her, it would end in pain like this. I would get burned. I fucking knew it. I should have known better than to think her feelings for me were real.

      I fucked up and cared too much. This is what I get.

      How can I be jealous, though? I don’t have a single fucking right to be.

      She was clear from the beginning, no strings, no promises. And man, am I glad for that now. But honestly, no matter the situation, I don’t think it would hurt any more than it already does. Regardless of our status, seeing Skyler with someone else was always going to crush me.

      I finally pull my gaze away from her and head back to the bus. Ignoring Remy, who calls after me several times. I can’t be here a second longer. My battered heart can’t take it. I need a minute or twenty to get my head straight.

      We’ve still got a few hours until we need to take the stage, but Mackenzie has press interviews lined up for us beforehand. Just what I need. Smiling and lying about how fucking happy I am to be here.

      I have to pull my shit together by then.
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      all i wanted

      Skyler

      “Thanks for the assist,” I say to Gabriel as we walk away from the group of guys that swarmed me. I pull his arm off my shoulders and roll my eyes at him. This isn’t the first time he’s had to do this for me, and most likely won’t be the last. Despite the security that’s always hovering in the backstage area, assholes always get through somehow. And they always find me.

      “Anytime. Luckily, I was walking past. You shouldn’t be by yourself back here. I keep telling you that, but it’s as if you purposely won’t do what I suggest. I’m starting to get offended.” He grips his chest as if it hurts.

      “Oh, please. I could have handled them, and you know it. You just like pretending to be a tough guy.”

      “True enough. I’ll catch you later.”

      “See ya.” I give him a wave as he heads to the B Stage for his band’s set. That means I’ve got about an hour before ours.

      I stand still and look around, trying to figure out how to kill some time. I’m not in the mood to watch any of the bands today. It’s too hot, and being around a large group of people will only make that worse.

      Out of the corner of my eye, someone is waving at me from the grass area by the equipment trucks, and when I look over, I see it’s Jake from Murderous Crows. So, they’re finally here. Waving back at him, I smile and head over. On the way, I surreptitiously look around for other band members but don’t see anyone else. I’m not surprised that I’m disappointed by this. I’ve been anxiously craving to see Logan again, though I know I shouldn’t.

      As I approach Jake, he beams at me. He’s looking a lot healthier than the last time I saw him. Not that he looked sickly before, but I could tell he was going through something. Now he looks vibrant. Whatever his fiancée Cassidy is doing to keep him happy, it’s working. “Hey, Skyler! Good to see you. How’s the tour been for you so far?”

      “Hey, Jake. Good to see you too. So far, so good. Can’t complain.” Although there’s plenty I could complain about. “When did you guys get in?”

      “Just a little while ago. The A/C on our bus broke, so we’ve been running a little late.” He doesn’t look too put off by the trouble.

      “Ooh, that’s painful. Especially with this heat,” I say, sitting next to him on the grass. “How’s Jon been working out for you guys?”

      Jake nods from side to side, not committing to an opinion. “It’s working. But he’s not you.” He bumps his shoulder into mine, and I can’t help but blush a little.

      “Well, it’s true. I am irreplaceable.” The idea makes me question my choice to stay with Earth Sign. Day by day, my decision to follow my loyalty gets murkier. But I don’t like having things unsettled or leaving questions in the air. Everything in my life needs to be simple and straightforward. Black and white.

      “You guys are up soon, right? Are you ready for your set?” He gives me an encouraging smile. It strikes me sometimes what a perfect front man he is. So much infectious charisma.

      “Yeah, as ready as I’ll ever be. When do you guys go on?” I ask him, glancing around once more. Still no sign of Logan.

      “We’re last on B Stage, so a couple bands after you guys.” He eyes me curiously as if reading my apprehension. “Hey, Logan should be around any minute now. We did some press interviews a bit ago, but I know he likes to wander these things.” He nods in the direction of the Main Stage area. I turn my head back quickly, not wanting him to catch me looking, but secretly hoping Logan will come walking up any second now, but also wanting to avoid it simultaneously. My heart has been nearly beating out of my chest all day in anticipation of seeing him, but suddenly, that seems like the worst idea ever.

      I get up, trying desperately to look normal. Whatever the hell that is. “Well, cool. Tell him I said hello. I’ve got to go warm up. Good to see you,” I say, walking backward toward the stage area.

      Jake looks confused but nods. “Okay…good to see you too. Kick some ass.”

      That makes me laugh as I turn and head toward the back of B Stage, where Another Angel is still playing their set. I keep my head down so I’m not swarmed again by testosterone-fueled assholes with entitlement issues. With Gabriel on stage and not in my vicinity, I don’t have the backup I need to deal with that at the moment. Sure, I say I can handle it myself, but you never know, and I don’t want to find out.

      I meet up with Liz, my drum tech, and go over our usual setup and breakdown routine. Things don’t change much from city to city, but I like to keep an eye on my equipment. Most of my kit is already pre-assembled and just needs to be placed and secured. I find some sticks and my practice pad and start warming up.

      Miles, Emery, and Riley finally show up, and immediately I can tell something is wrong. Though for the life of me, I can’t figure out what. They don’t look drunk or stoned, but they definitely look uncomfortable.

      “What’s up, guys? You all look like somebody caught you with your hand in the cookie jar. What’d you do?” Because they did something. It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out.

      “Nothing,” Miles says flatly, moving around me to check out the crowd. “We didn’t do anything.”

      Glancing between the three of them, I know that’s a lie, but I’m not sure if I want to pursue it. Especially right before we go on stage. The other two make themselves busy tuning their guitars, and I decide to let it go. Whatever it is can wait.

      Finally, it’s time for our set, and the cheering from the crowd starts as soon as we’re spotted in the wings. For being one of the few independent bands on the tour, it’s nice to see we’ve garnered at least a small following. Anticipation hangs in the air like electricity sparking through everyone here. I love this feeling right before going on. The adrenaline rush is powerful.

      As we step onto the stage, I try to clear my head of Logan, whatever my bandmates are hiding, Gabriel, and the idiots always backstage. I throw myself into the music, and it’s not hard for me to do. It’s what I live for, and I feed off the crowd’s energy. It gives me the ability to ignore the physical punishment my body takes every set, and fuels me to power through. It’s a synergy between us that sustains each other through every song.

      The crowd is wild tonight, more so than in other cities we’ve played. The fans are electric. I don’t know if it’s because we’re in the south, the heat of the evening, or if it’s this particular venue, but something’s got them riled up. It feels like they’re all vibrating at a higher frequency. The energy is contagious, and I can feel it deep down in my bones and soul.

      It’s like nothing else in the world exists except for this moment. Being on stage, in the spotlight, with the audience screaming and bouncing, is the most authentic feeling of freedom I’ll ever know. It’s a drug I’ve been addicted to since I was fourteen, and I’ve never once wanted to quit. I’ve never wanted to experience anything else.

      We’re on our last song, and my arms feel like they’re made of rubber. But I’m pushing through because I want to give the audience everything I’ve got. I want them to feel like we’ve left it all on the stage, that they’ve gotten their money’s worth. I take a quick breather while Emery and Riley play the intro to my drum solo, and then I come back in with a vengeance. I hit the drums as hard as I can, letting my hair fly wild. It’s a primal release and the closest I ever come to losing my shit. But it’s all controlled. Everything about what I do is controlled. Sweat drips down my face and stings my eyes, but I don’t care. This is where I belong.

      We finish our set, and the crowd roars with applause. As exhausting as it was, I could run a marathon after that performance. But as soon as I get off stage, the bubbly euphoria fades, and I’m left feeling empty again. Logan still hasn’t shown up, and I can’t shake the nagging feeling something is off with my bandmates.

      After finding the showers and changing into a fresh set of clothes, I go for a walk around. Maybe some fresh air will help clear my thoughts. As I wander backstage, I see the Murderous Crows’ tour bus parked nearby with several people working on it. I assume they’re fixing the A/C. For a moment, I hesitate. Should I go say hi to Logan? Or keep my distance?

      My curiosity wins out, and I walk over to the bus, my heart pounding in my chest. I knock on the door, and a moment later, it swings open. Logan stands there, shirtless, and sweaty, a towel draped around his neck. My eyes rake over his toned abs, and I feel my mouth go dry. Damn, he’s hot. So, nothing’s changed there.

      But then I notice the look on his face, and the spell is broken. His piercing blue eyes are narrowed into slits, and his jaw is set in a hard line. He’s mad, but I have no idea why. What could have made him so upset?

      “What do you want?” he asks, his voice cold and distant.

      “I-I just wanted to say hi,” I stammer. My confidence crumbling beneath his gaze. “I haven’t seen you and thought maybe we could talk.”

      He stands there for a moment, still as stone, before finally stepping aside and motioning for me to enter the bus. I can feel my heart racing as I step inside, my mind filled with questions about why he’s so angry.

      Logan sits on one of the couches while I stand awkwardly in front of him. He takes a deep breath before speaking up again.

      “I saw you and Gabriel earlier. Things looked… friendly.” His words come out clipped and full of anger. “Are you two back together now? After everything he put you through?”

      My heart sinks when I realize what he’s implying, and it dawns on me that he’s jealous. I almost laugh at how ludicrous the suggestion is, but I hold back because he looks like he genuinely believes it. I’m not so sure how I feel about that.

      “No!” I exclaim quickly, shaking my head fervently to emphasize my point further. “We’re just friends. We’ve settled on a truce.”

      “A truce? What does that look like?” he growls, and it’s ugly. On his beautiful face, hatred is grotesque. “Because from where I was standing, with his arm around you and you smiling up at him, it sure looked like more than a truce. That must have been one hell of a peace treaty.”

      I try to think back to when he could have seen us together and remember the guys who swarmed me earlier, and Gabriel stepping in to help me. So, yes, there was a reason for his arm around me, but Logan’s not taking my word for it.

      “Oh, my god. Really?” I put my hands on my hips, not sure what else to do with them besides strangling him for being so dense. “I said we’re just friends. You can’t believe me?”

      He crosses his arms, the coldness in him not dissipating. “I know what I saw, Sky, and it doesn’t exactly match your explanation.”

      “What right do you have to be jealous anyway?” I ask, my anger rising. This is not how I thought our reunion would go. How I wanted it to go. “Even if I was back with Gabriel, which I’m not, it doesn’t give you the right to be a dick toward me. You don’t own me, Logan.”

      He jerks back as if I’ve slapped him, and it almost feels like I did. My anger rose to meet his, and I think I went too far. But I also meant everything I said. So, I’m conflicted.

      “Wow, Sky. Tell me how you really feel.” He pushes off the couch, wiping his face with the towel. It is hot in here without the A/C, and it’s probably adding to our agitation. “I guess I know where I stand now. And, hey, don’t let me keep you. I have to get ready for our set anyway.” He points at the exit and then heads to the back of the bus.

      “Logan, wait--”

      He stops and glances at me over his shoulder, his eyes weary and sad. He looks utterly defeated. “As you can see, I’m busy, Skyler. And as you so correctly pointed out, you are free -- to leave. So, please do.” Pulling the curtain aside to the bunk area, he leaves and shuts it behind him.

      And I’m left alone without a clue as to what just happened.
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      good enough

      Logan

      That is not how I thought seeing Skyler again would go. But then, I didn’t exactly expect to see her with her ex hanging all over her first thing, either. I want to believe her when she says they’re just friends. But I also know from our discussions about it in the past that she has a weakness for Gabriel. She always has. She’s given into it multiple times before. Why not again now when they’re so close all the time?

      I know what I saw. And I’m not an idiot.

      Hitting the showers before our set, I run into Remy on the way to the B Stage. The backstage area here is massive, and it takes a while to get from one end to the other, especially while dodging equipment racks and VIPs drunk off their asses.

      “Hey, did you see Skyler? She was around here a little while ago. Did you see their set? She was amazing. That solo—”

      “I saw her,” I interrupt. “Next subject.”

      The last thing I want to do right now is talk about Skyler. I need to get my head straight before our set, or it’s going to be another one of those “going through the motions” nights Remy gets on my case about all the time.

      He throws his hands up. “Geez. Fine. Sorry I brought it up.” I can feel him sneaking sideways glances at me, and it’s almost worse than talking.

      “Dude. Let it go,” I say, speeding up my pace.

      “I didn’t say a thing,” he says, playing innocent.

      “No, but you keep looking at me. Knock it off.”

      “Fucking hell, dude. I’m trying to see if you’re alright. You admittedly won’t tell me, so I have to look at you to see for myself. Damn.” He shakes his head.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “I’ll be fine.” That’s a little closer to the truth. Not much, but some.

      We reach the B Stage in time for a quick soundcheck through the monitors, and I’m glad to have something else to focus on. Remy gives me my guitar, and I start warming up my fingers as Jake checks his mic. Jon takes a few extra moments adjusting his drums before he’s ready to go. Cooper knows exactly what he needs and just does it—no chitchat or fussing about.

      Once we’re all ready, Mackenzie reminds us that tonight is our chance to make a statement with our show. We don’t always get this kind of crowd size, so we need to take advantage of it while we can. A little inspiration goes a long way, and we’re pumped to get started.

      We all put our hands in and say our before-show mantra. ‘Murderous Crows, mates for life!’

      The stage lights dim as Cooper hits the first chord, which triggers an eruption of cheers from the crowd. They have been primed and are ready. I glance around, secretly hoping maybe Skyler will be somewhere in this ocean of faces watching. Surprisingly, she’s there, standing near security, looking like an angel lit by moonlight despite being surrounded by hundreds, if not thousands, of people, screaming for us.

      We launch into our set full force, and I’m so distracted by Skyler I almost miss my cue on the third song. Remy gives me a sharp look and says, “Get it together, man, you’re fucking up. We can’t fall apart now.” I take a breath and jump back in but keep glancing up at her as we play. She looks as beautiful as ever, but she doesn’t look happy.

      When the show wraps up with wild applause, I can’t help but feel overwhelmed by all the emotions coursing through me. But before I can fully process them or make any move toward Skyler, she disappears into the crowd quickly, like she was never there at all. I try not to let it bother me as Mackenzie gives us one last pep talk. But I don’t pay attention because a voice in my head screams that this moment has been here and gone too fast.

      I push my way through the crowd backstage, determined to get cleaned up in time to watch the Indigo King set, and it feels like I’m on an island of loneliness in an ocean of chaos out here tonight. Knowing Skyler is here somewhere in this sea of people but is probably avoiding me now isn’t helping my feelings of isolation in a crowd.

      I’m standing amid a mass of people, and I’m lonely as fuck.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been affected by loneliness like this. My independence never bothered me before, and I don’t know why it does now. I’m sure seeing Skyler today is contributing to all of this. I was looking for a reunion and ended up with a punch straight to the heart. That’s enough to make anyone question things, I guess.
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      hell finds you everywhere

      Skyler

      “It’s nothing personal, Sky,” Miles says, but I barely hear anything. All of us from Earth Sign are sitting around a makeshift fire pit next to our bus, and we were talking about how great the show was tonight.

      That is until they all told me the band was breaking up. The band I have given my heart and soul to for four years. The band I gave up a chance with Murderous Crows to stay with because of my misplaced loyalty. The band I gave everything to.

      “Nothing personal…” I laugh at the irony and shake my head, watching the flames between us flicker in the night breeze. “This band is my life. Of course, it’s fucking personal.”

      “We were going to tell you in Austin, but it’s never felt like the right time,” Emery says, his eyes fixed on the fire too. Nobody is looking at each other.

      “The right time?” I ask. “The right time would have been before we took on this tour. Before we spent all that money on stupid visas for a European leg that’s not even going to happen now. The right time would have been back when you all decided without me what our future was going to be.”

      “What, so you could join another band like you did?” Emery shoots back. He’s never forgiven me for that, though it’s not entirely true.

      “I didn’t join another band, Em. I took a job. There’s a difference.”

      “Guys. Guys,” Miles says calmly, trying to soothe the mood between everyone. “All of these are valid points. And yes, Skyler, we should have talked about this earlier, and I’m sorry for that. But the point is still that we need to go our separate ways when this festival tour is over. We’re all going in different musical directions and haven’t written anything new in months. You know this isn’t working out.”

      I glare at him, not wanting to accept his apology but knowing he’s right about everything else. We haven’t really clicked in a long time. Not like we used to. And he’s also right. We haven’t written any new songs lately, either.

      Glancing over at the ever-stoic Riley next to me, I see he’s lost in the fire too. I’m not going to bother asking his opinion on all of this. As a matter of fact, arguing against any of this is pointless. If they don’t want to be in this band, there’s no way I could force it. I wouldn’t want to force it. What good would it do to make someone play music they hate? Or with people they hate? Sure, hate’s a strong word, but I’m feeling strong emotions about all this.

      Standing, I take a look at each of them, and the sadness that falls over me is heavy. Too heavy. I suddenly don’t want to be here with them anymore, so I leave without a word and start wandering the makeshift camp of all the bands and crew.

      I need to clear my head.

      There are scattered fire pits like ours next to buses, with groups of people drinking and talking surrounding them. Occasionally there’s guitars playing and singing. Everyone is enjoying the warm summer night. As they should. All the bands were fantastic today, and having Indigo King headlining tonight, there’s an extra buzz in the air that wasn’t there before.

      But now I feel as though I’m looking at it all as an outsider. I’ve been cut off from my air supply. Over four years of my life now feel entirely wasted. And they were four prime years. Being twenty-six, I’m still relatively young, but drumming is hard on a body. Who knows how long my playing career will be.

      This is a definite pattern in my life - betting on the wrong horse. Choosing the wrong people to give my time and attention to. My loyalty. Hell, my loyalty doesn’t count for shit anymore, apparently. That’s just been well -proven.

      “There’s my girl,” a male voice calls from somewhere to my left. I stop and look but can’t tell in the darkness who it is. “She’s not just another angel. She’s my angel.”

      It’s Gabriel. And he sounds drunk. Shit.

      As I focus harder in the direction of his voice, I finally make out the small group heading my way. It looks as though his band is traveling from camp to camp and getting wasted in the process. He breaks off from the group and heads my way. I do not want to be dealing with this right now.

      “Where are you going, walking in the dark? You shouldn’t be by yourself without me protecting you,” he says as he approaches, staggering only slightly.

      “Gabe, this isn’t the time…” I regret it as soon as I say it because I know he’s going to ask what’s wrong.

      “Time for what? What’s wrong?”

      Fuck. I knew it.

      “Time for your antics. You’re drunk. You should head back to the bus. Sleep it off.”

      He steps closer and puts an arm around me. “But I’m your bodyguard. I’m your protector. I want to look out for you out here by yourself like this. You shouldn’t be.”

      “Really, I’m fine. I just want to be alone for a little while. Go back--”

      Before I can finish, he pulls me closer, wrapping his other arm around me and squeezing my body against him. The smell of his cologne mixing with the alcohol he’s been drinking turns my stomach. I squirm but can’t move.

      “I’m not leaving. I’m not leaving you alone. You shouldn’t be alone. It’s not safe out here.”

      God damn it, this is the last thing I need.

      I slide my hands between us and push him on his chest, trying to pull away from him, but he tightens his grip. Drunk Gabriel is not just overly sentimental, but he’s very strong.

      “Gabriel…stop--”

      “She said to leave her alone.” The angry voice comes from behind me somewhere, but I can’t turn to see who it is. I don’t need to. I’d know that voice anywhere.

      Logan.

      I’m surprised to hear him. After what happened earlier between us, I didn’t think he’d defend me against anyone. But now that he has, those stupid sleeping butterflies in my chest wake up again.

      Gabriel squeezes harder, and now it’s starting to hurt, and getting hard to breathe.

      “Move along, asshole. This isn’t any of your business,” Gabriel drawls. “I’m protecting my girl here, probably from the likes of you.”

      Boy, does he have that backward right now.

      “She’s not your ‘girl,’ and she told you to leave her alone,” the voice says again, but this time it’s quieter and laced with fury. It is Logan, but I still can’t see him. “So, I’d suggest you do as she says.”

      “Or what?”

      “You really want to find out?” The threat gives me chills and is not even directed at me.

      “Gabriel, let me go,” I whisper. I don’t want anyone to get hurt over me. “Please.”

      I can feel him freeze for a second, probably considering his options and hopefully letting my plea get through to him. I know he’s drunk and doesn’t mean any harm, but Logan doesn’t.

      There’s a sudden lightness to my body as he releases his hold on me and steps back.

      “Fine. Fine. My angel knows I was just looking out for her.” He reaches out and caresses my cheek. “Don’t you angel?”

      I ignore his question and step out of his reach. “Can you make it to the bus okay? Or do you need me to help you?”

      “I got it. I got it.” He waves dismissively as if the last two minutes didn’t happen, and points somewhere behind me. “My guys are right over there. I can see ‘em.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask. As much as I don’t like what he did, I don’t want him to get hurt.

      “I can handle myself, Sky,” he says, suddenly sharp. But then his eyes widen as Logan steps up behind me. “I’m going. I’m going.” He raises his hands and turns to walk away from us and toward the rest of his band. He doesn’t even reach them before he wraps his arm around another girl he passes on the way. She doesn’t resist and is obviously very familiar with him.

      I can feel that old part of myself that cared so deeply about Gabriel cry out, and it echoes through me. Even though I’m over him and have been over him for a long time now, it doesn’t mean things like this don’t still hurt. It’s actually a reminder of that pain. An emotional post-it note that says, ‘THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU CARE TOO MUCH.’

      Logan and I watch him go, not saying anything to each other. I’m afraid to look at him after all the anger I’ve witnessed in him today, and all I’ve gone through in the last ten minutes. My emotional bank is already overdrawn.

      When the silence gets to be too much, I say, “Thanks, Logan,” and continue my walk away from him. I’ve got too much shit going on right now to worry if he’s still mad at me for no reason.

      Things like my entire future, now that I’m without a band.

      I’ve only taken a couple of steps when I hear Logan catching up to me. “Skyler, wait.”

      I don’t stop walking and, in fact, speed up my pace. Where I’m going, I have no fucking clue, but I feel the need to keep moving.

      Logan reaches out and grabs my arm, stopping me in my tracks. His grip is firm but not painful, and I find myself momentarily frozen under his touch.

      “Let me go,” I spit out, trying to tug my arm free. But his grip only tightens as he pulls me closer.

      “Not until you tell me what the hell happened back there,” he says, his voice low and angry.

      I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks as I try to avoid his gaze. “It was nothing, Logan. Just leave it alone.”

      “Bullshit,” he growls, his hand now gripping my waist. “That asshole was all over you, and you didn’t seem to care.”

      “I did care,” I snap back, finally meeting his eyes. “But I can manage a drunk Gabriel. I don’t need you to come to my rescue.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” he mutters, his grip loosening slightly. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, Sky. You deserve better than that piece of shit.”

      I scoff at his words, trying to push him away from me. “And what would you know about what I deserve?”

      He catches me off guard as he steps even closer, our faces inches apart. “I know I would never treat you like that,” he whispers, his breath hot against my cheek.

      “Oh really? Do you think you’re any different from every other musician here? Huh? Everyone else with a fake promise of loyalty at the ready to serve up to the next gullible target?”

      “You think I would lie to you? When have I ever lied to you, Skyler? Tell me.” His anger is fading and morphing into sadness again. I hate that we’re doing this.

      “Well, you think I’m lying when I’m not. Just a few hours ago, you were convinced I was back with him.” It still stings that he didn’t believe me.

      “Yeah, well, a few hours ago, I was a jealous fucking idiot. I’m sorry.”

      I can’t help the shiver that runs down my spine at his words, and suddenly I’m acutely aware of how close we are. The tension between us is thick, and I know things will get more heated if I don’t say something.

      But before I can say anything, Logan crashes his lips onto mine. His kiss is rough and urgent, his hands gripping my waist tightly as he pulls me against him. My mind is screaming at me to push him away, to stop this before it goes too far, but my body is betraying me as I find myself responding to his kiss.

      We pull apart briefly, gasping for air, and I know deep down this is all kinds of wrong. But Logan doesn’t give me a chance to back away as he claims my lips once again, deepening the kiss.

      I moan into his mouth, my hands gripping his shoulders as I taste him. There’s no denying the chemistry between us, but I know this will all end in disaster if we don’t stop now.

      Reluctantly, I pull away from him, gasping for breath. “Logan, we can’t do this,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

      He looks at me, his eyes smoldering with desire. “Why not?” he asks, his hands gripping my waist. “What’s holding us back now?”

      I take a deep breath and try to steady my racing heart as I remind him of our arrangement. Or at least the one I thought we had. “You know why,” I say slowly. “This isn’t real, Logan. It’s just... You and I agreed we wouldn’t let ourselves get carried away like this.”

      He steps back and runs a hand through his hair. “Damn it, Sky,” he mutters darkly. “You can try to push me away all you want, but you know there’s something between us—something special.”

      I gaze into his eyes, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks once more as my emotions threaten to overtake me. I can hardly think straight, but at this moment, all I want is for him to wrap his arms around me and never let go—and from the way he’s looking at me, I’m pretty sure he feels exactly the same way.

      But as he makes his feelings known, my mind is spinning with confusion. Gabriel’s drunk advances a minute ago have rattled me enough, but Logan’s sudden confession has thrown me for a loop. And I haven’t even told him about Earth Sign breaking up. I’m not sure I want to. Honestly, I’m still coming to terms with it.

      I step back, putting some distance between us, and try to get my thoughts in order. “I... I don’t know what to say, Logan,” I stammer. “I thought we agreed this was supposed to be us having fun.”

      He cocks his head to the side, studying me intently. “Do you really believe that?” he asks, his voice heavy with emotion. “You and I both know there’s more to this than just having fun, Sky. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.”

      I feel a pang in my chest at his words, and a part of me wants to believe him. But another part of me fears what this could mean for us. After what happened a minute ago with Gabriel, I’m reminded of the hurt I’ve gone through before, and the idea of opening myself up to him scares me more than anything else.

      My entire future is up in the air, so I can’t possibly commit to anything. Especially Logan. Regardless of how much I care about him, the pain I know deep down that would eventually be inflicted on me is too much to risk. I’m out of a band, and he’s traveling the world now. That never works. Not for me, it doesn’t. I have to protect what’s left of my heart.

      “I can’t,” I say, trying to express how hard it is to say no without going into details. My heart is splintering because I want to give in. I want to be that person who lets herself fall in love. But I’m not. Not anymore, anyway. At least, not right now. “I can’t be who you want, Logan. I can’t be that--”

      “Oh. My. God. Is that The Logan Edwards?” A smooth female voice purrs from somewhere behind me, and I hear heels clicking on the asphalt, steadily approaching. They giggle, and I see a blonde in a Murderous Crows tank top knotted under her chest to show off her toned stomach. Her bright blue eyes are trained on Logan like a lioness hunting her prey, and my skin prickles. “How ‘bout giving me another bite at the apple? This girl is hungry. I haven’t seen you since, what, Phoenix?” Her grin turns deviously wicked as she approaches Logan. “I’ve missed you.”

      He looks like a deer caught in the headlights, ready to let himself get run over.

      “Sheila,” is all he says, his voice flat. He’s obviously surprised to see her.

      The lump that had formed in my throat now craters into my stomach, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. Their Phoenix show was only a few weeks ago. And I totally get the inference to Logan’s birthmark. His reaction, or non-reaction more like it, is all I need to see to know I have to get away from here.

      Now.

      I don’t say a word. I don’t even glance his way as I start heading back to my bus. This walk that was supposed to clear my head has only made things worse. My whole world is shifting underneath my feet, and I’m about to fall off.

      “Skyler, wait.” Logan catches up and tries again to grab my arm, but I shrug him off without a word, and he eventually stops following me.

      Isn’t this what I wanted? How the hell can I be jealous if I insisted there were no strings? I have no right to be jealous at all. I’ve put myself in this position with Logan and have nobody to blame but myself.

      While I realize all this intellectually and emotionally, I’m still hurt. There are reasons for zero commitment, and this is at the top of the list, so I shouldn’t be surprised when it shows up. It’s why the emotional armor is there in the first place. This reinforces it.

      ‘…you know there’s something between us—something special.’

      Bullshit.

      If it was so special, who the fuck is Sheila?
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      waste my time

      Logan

      What the actual fuck just happened? I feel like I’ve been kicked squarely in the gut. First, Skyler kisses me back but then shoots down my confession, and right when I’m about to question her further, Sheila shows up like a freaking vulture circling a pile of carrion. I know how Sheila operates, she’s nothing but trouble, and I have no desire to get involved with her again.

      But now, as I watch Skyler walk away from me in a huff, I can’t help but wonder if I’ve made a colossal mistake. I know there’s something between us, something real, and I can tell she does too, but she’s scared. Why can’t she admit it?

      I kick a nearby trash can in frustration, the sound echoing off the surrounding trees. I don’t know why I’m so hung up on her. She’s gorgeous, sure, but there’s a lot more to her than looks. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I feel like I’ve only scratched the surface of who Skyler truly is. She hides so much of herself from everyone.

      I start running my hands through my hair, trying to come up with some kind of plan to fix this mess. But as I’m lost in my thoughts, I hear a cough behind me.

      I turn around to find Sheila with her arms crossed over her chest, an amused smirk on her lips. At first glance in this near darkness, I’d swear I was looking at Skyler. Long blonde hair, similar height, great body. Something in my brain skitters over the idea. Is that why I…?

      “Well, well, well,” she says, sauntering over to me. “Looks like I’m not the only one interested in Logan Edwards these days.”

      I roll my eyes. “Cut the crap, Sheila. What do you want?”

      She steps closer to me, invading my personal space. “You know what I want. I want you, Logan,” she purrs, running a hand down my chest. “I’ve missed you. And I think we both know you’ve missed me too.”

      I take a step back, trying to put some distance between us. “That’s not true. I have no interest in getting involved with you again.”

      She laughs. “Oh, come on. We both know how much fun we had together.”

      I shake my head. “No, Sheila. I’m done with that kind of bullshit. I want something real, something meaningful. Shit you would know absolutely nothing about. I thought maybe Skyler was that for me, but...” I trail off, feeling the hurt and confusion creeping back up.

      Why the fuck am I saying this out loud?

      Sheila’s eyes light up with interest. “Skyler, huh? That’s the cute little Earth Sign chick, right? I’ve heard some rumors about you two.”

      I glare at her. “Don’t even go there. Skyler is off-limits.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Is she really, though? From what I’ve heard, she doesn’t seem too interested in committing to anyone right now. Except maybe a certain singing angel….”

      I clench my fists, feeling the anger and jealousy boiling inside me. “That’s none of your business. Just leave her alone, okay?”

      Sheila shrugs, but I can tell she’s not giving up easily. “Hey, I’m just saying. You know where to find me if you ever change your mind.” And with that, she slithers away, leaving me alone with my tortured thoughts.

      I can’t believe I let myself get caught up in a conversation with Sheila. It’s like every time she shows up, all my rational thoughts go out the window. But what she said about Skyler not being interested in commitment except for Gabriel, that stings. And, of course, it’s him she was referring to. That’s perfectly clear.

      I glance back to where Skyler disappeared, feeling a knot form in my chest. Maybe I should try talking to her again to see if we can work things out. But what if she’s not interested? What if Sheila’s right?

      But I swear she kissed me back…

      I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. This isn’t the time or place to be lost in my own head. And as I walk back to the bus, I can’t help but feel like something has shifted between Skyler and me, something that might be impossible to fix.

      I let myself get so caught up in all of this. It’s like a constant battle between my head and my heart. I’m stuck in a never-ending cycle of heartache and confusion. All I know for sure is I need to figure this out before it’s too late.

      Back at the bus, Jake and Remy are sitting around a makeshift fire pit, the flames dying slowly. They appear to be at a lull in their conversation. Jake hands me a beer.

      “You look like you lost your dog,” he says with a crooked smile. “What’s got you so shaken up?”

      I open the beer and take a long pull. The cool liquid is refreshing in the oppressive humidity of this Nashville night. Taking a minute to consider how to respond, I simply say, “Skyler.”

      Remy nods to himself, staring at the burning embers as if he expected this answer. Jake, on the other hand, is surprised.

      “Skyler? What about her? I talked to her earlier when we first got here, but she seemed fine. A little quiet, maybe, but fine.” He leans in. “Did something happen between you two? I thought it was just casual.”

      I’m not sure how to explain any of this. Everyone knew Skyler and I hooked up while we recorded, but they didn’t know the extent of it, and they didn’t say a word about it. Remy might be the closest to knowing everything.

      “I don’t know, man. I was excited and scared to see her once I knew we were joining the festival. But then, when I finally did see her, she was with her ex. Then she explained that they were just friends, and we kissed. Then Sheila showed up out of nowhere, fucking everything up, and Skyler took off. Then Sheila tells me Skyler’s actually back with her ex.”

      They widen their eyes in surprise at my rambling story, then give each other odd looks.

      “Dude, I told you Sheila was a shit show on steroids and to stay away from that,” Remy says, opening another beer. “She’s only one ring short of a full-blown circus.”

      “Yeah, well, Phoenix was a bad night for me, okay?” That was the day we found out we’d be joining the festival, and my emotions were scattered to the four winds. I knew I’d be seeing Skyler, and I was so conflicted.

      He appears to remember that day and my behavior, and nods. “You’re right. You were pretty fucked up that night.”

      Jake looks confused. “What happened in Phoenix?”

      I stare down at my beer for a second. I hate talking about shit like this. “That’s when we got the festival dates…I got a little wasted, and, well, Sheila was there…”

      “Man, have we not learned our lesson about keeping our shit in check?” Jake shakes his head. He’s not looking at either of us, but we know what he’s referring to. The accident that killed Andy.

      “That’s a bit extreme, no? There’s a big difference between getting a blow job and….” I start, but he doesn’t let me finish.

      “Is it, though? Because it sounds to me like you might have fucked up something good with Skyler you might regret for the rest of your life. I’d say there isn’t much difference in the grand scheme of things. And I sure hope to God you got tested after that.”

      “How did I fuck anything up? We weren’t together. It was made clear to me there were no strings. No commitments. No promises. And we haven’t seen or talked to each other since the wrap party at the studio months ago. And yes. Of course, I got tested. I’m not a complete idiot.”

      Jake raises his hands in defense. “Good. I’m just saying, from her perspective, you might have moved on rather quickly.”

      Remy chimes in. “And with a groupie? Dude. That plays into her original fears to begin with, doesn’t it?”

      I stare at them both, realizing how completely out of my element all this truly is. I’m in such uncharted territory. I’m completely lost. “Guys. This is all so fucking new to me. I’ve never felt like I do for Skyler. I’ve never been all-consumed with anything but music before now, and I don’t know what to do with it. Actually, I don’t know what to do about any of it. Obviously.”

      “Talk to her,” Jake says, patting my knee before standing up and stretching. “Don’t assume anything, and fucking talk to her.”

      I nod, mesmerized by the irregular flickers of dancing light, watching the flames get lower. When I look up again, I notice that Jake’s gone, and it’s just Remy across from me. He’s staring at the flames too.

      “You do know why you fucked around with Sheila, right?” he asks, shifting his gaze to meet mine. I can’t read his expression, though. It’s almost sad.

      “I get the feeling you’re going to tell me.”

      “She looks like Skyler.”

      I try to picture the silhouette of Sheila from a little while ago and how it forced me to really focus to see it wasn’t Skyler.

      Fucking hell. He’s right.

      The realization bugs the shit out of me, and I need to move. Sitting and staring at a fire isn’t cutting it for me.

      I get up, and I start walking.
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      clique

      Skyler

      When I get back to the bus area, I find the members of Another Angel sitting around the fire. Each has their own company for the night on their laps, getting cozy. None of them have any shame whatsoever, so things are happening I’d rather not see if given the choice. This isn’t anything new for these guys, but it still irks me. I purposely avert my gaze from Gabriel. Not that I’d be hurt or anything, but I can do without the awkwardness that might invoke right now.

      When I step onto the tour bus, I find it in complete chaos. The members of Earth Sign are arguing over tour expenses. Apparently, Robin wasn’t included in the initial per diem budget, and now it’s becoming a problem with these extended dates for some reason.

      I slide into my usual seat in a corner and put on my headphones to drown out the fighting. The satellite radio app on my phone is tuned to Octane, and since it’s a Friday, they’re playing the results of this week’s Fan Friday contest, where two indie bands face off against each other for a public vote. To my surprise, the winner is the band Chaos Fuel, who we toured with years ago, and who fired us in Vegas when Miles disappeared.

      The night I met Logan.

      How crazy is that?

      The song that won the contest starts playing, and it’s not one I’ve heard before. It’s not bad, actually. Not that I didn’t think they were a good band before, but they’re stronger now, more polished. Good for them.

      A pang of jealousy strikes a chord in my chest, knowing bands that are our peers are finding success now while Earth Sign is headed straight for disaster. Geez. Gabriel’s band, Another Angel, got signed last year, Murderous Crows this year, and Chaos Fuel is sure to follow now they’re getting radio airplay. It only makes sense. Meanwhile, I’ll head home soon, just in time to twiddle my thumbs and do nothing.

      What a fucking failure I turned out to be.

      My eyes are closed as I listen to the song, but I suddenly sense something breeze past my face and hit the wall hard right next to me. The impact causes my eyes to fly open, and I find everyone staring at me with fear and guilt etched into their faces. When I glance down, there’s a dirty combat boot next to me on my seat. A heavy, steel-toed combat boot. That just narrowly missed my face.

      What the hell?

      They all look to start talking to me and then start fighting with each other again. Luckily, I can’t hear them with the music blaring in my ears, but I’ve had enough. I can’t take it anymore. I get up, storm out of the bus, and keep walking, with no specific destination in mind.

      Nobody tries to stop me.

      I again walk past the public orgy happening right outside the bus and head into the darkness toward the stages. It’s at least a route I haven’t taken yet tonight, so I won’t look like an idiot to anyone who saw me already treading the same path.

      The song on the radio changes to something else I haven’t heard in a long time, and I try to let myself get lost in the music as I walk. Trying not to think of everything in my life that is going wrong. But that is hard to do. When things are weighing on your mind, they smother anything and everything else.

      Hearing that Chaos Fuel song and the memory of that first night with Logan is first and foremost in my thoughts. And while things were crazy back then, they seem simpler somehow. The perspective of hindsight must put a shine on the past, making it feel better than it was, when in reality, it was just different. I have more life experience now. Plus, I survived whatever trouble was happening back then, so it must not have been that bad, right?

      Sure. Keep on telling yourself that.

      As I get closer to the Stage B area, the night’s humidity finally gives in, and it starts to rain. It’s not hard rain, just a drizzle, but it’s oddly perfect. The steam rising from the asphalt as the rain hits makes the entire area foggy and gloomy. It suits my mood.

      I’ve had it in my head to call Shelby today to talk about everything, and I almost do now since it’s still early in L.A., but as I’m about to pull out my phone, someone wraps their fingers gently around my wrist. I haul my other hand back and curl it into a fist, about to punch whoever would have the nerve to grab a woman in the dark like this, when I see who it is.

      Logan.

      He flinches, awaiting the oncoming assault, but I stop myself from swinging. My lungs pull in the air sharply, and my heart starts pounding in my chest. It’s always jarring when the person you’re thinking about magically appears in front of you like this. After what happened earlier, I did not expect to see him again so soon.

      I pull my headphones off. “Logan, what the hell? You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.” It’s hard to read his face in the dim light, but his voice is soft. “You shouldn’t be out walking alone in the dark like this with headphones on. You can’t hear anyone approach you from behind like I did.”

      I turn away and start walking again. “Thanks for the advice, Mr. Safety Town. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Maybe guys shouldn’t approach women from behind in the dark. Why is that never the issue? Why is it always our fault?

      Logan catches up and starts walking beside me.

      “I wanted to go for a walk by myself,” I say, not looking at him.

      “You are. And so am I.” He shrugs. “We just happen to be doing it side by side. That’s all.”

      I stop to glare at him, sighing heavily. The rain is picking up a little, and it’s not just a light drizzle anymore. I can’t help but notice how his t-shirt now sticks to his toned shoulders, accentuating his biceps. My mouth goes dry, and my heartbeat increases more.

      “Logan--”

      “I need to apologize about earlier…About Sheila.” He swallows hard, making sure to meet my eyes. He looks scared.

      “You don’t need to. You don’t owe me anything, Logan. You’re a free man. You can do whatever with whoever you want.” I start walking again but say over my shoulder, “That’s what we agreed to.”

      While it hurts to say, it’s true. He’s not tied to me in any way. And I have no right to be upset. Though, deep down, I am.

      He catches up again and, this time, grabs my arm, turning me to him and placing his hands on my shoulders. “It didn’t mean anything to me. She didn’t mean anything to me.”

      Those words hurt more than anything he could have said. How many times have I heard that in my life? How many more times will I put myself in this position just to get hurt? How dumb am I?

      “Cool. I’m happy your conscience is clear,” I say, wrenching away from him and walking yet again. I need him to leave me alone. I need to be alone. I think I was momentarily excited to see him just now, hopeful of maybe a reconciliation between us, but not anymore. Not after that.

      “Skyler, wait,” he runs up next to me. “Please, let me explain. Remy pointed out something about it to me I didn’t realize at the time. She looked like you.”

      I stop and stare at him. “Am I supposed to be flattered or something?”

      “What? No. Of course not.” He runs his hands through his wet hair, slicking it back, then dragging them down his face in frustration. A low rumble of thunder rolls ominously in the distance. “It was the day we heard we’d be joining the Twisted tour, and my mind went into a tailspin, knowing I’d be seeing you again. It just reminded me how much I fucking missed you, so I got completely shitfaced and went looking for someone or something like you, I guess. I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Like I said, cool. I’m happy for you. Ecstatic, even. Out of everyone in the world, you were able to find someone to fuck that kind of looks like me. Can you leave me alone now, please?” My voice is rising along with my anxiety at all of this. And the more he talks, the less I want to hear.

      “We didn’t fuck. Jesus Christ.”

      “You just said--”

      “No. I didn’t. You assumed.”

      “But--”

      “Did we mess around? Yes. Absolutely. Did we fuck? No. Do I regret all of it? You can bet your sweet ass I do. But Skyler, I haven’t heard from you in months. I didn’t think I’d ever hear from you again. When I saw you last at the wrap party, you were pretty clear you were completely done with me. You ‘couldn’t do the long-distance thing.’ Doesn’t get much clearer than that.”

      He’s right, of course. I know he’s right. I did say those things. I also know I have zero right to be jealous of anything he’s done.

      “I know,” I admit, crossing my arms over my chest. I lower my head to gaze at the ground, my wet hair falling to curtain my face. Raindrops start dripping from my nose and chin, and I’m sure whatever mascara I have on is now sliding down my face. I don’t care what I look like right now, though. All I know is I need to start owning up to my part in this. I did push him away.

      Logan closes the distance between us, lifting my chin so I’m forced to look at him. His light blue eyes are sparkling as they reflect the distant flood lights. “I’m in love with you, Skyler.” His hand shakes slightly under my chin, and his voice is rough with emotion. “I think I’ve been in love with you since the first day we met. And that doesn’t change no matter how much time, distance, or bullshit we throw between us. I don’t think that’s ever going to change.”

      Well, shit.
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      rain

      Logan

      Skyler bites her bottom lip nervously, and she tries to look away, but I move to hold her gaze. I can almost sense my words drying up, so I say them as soon as I think of them. The smile growing on my lips is automatic as I realize what I’m saying and feeling.

      “I have never felt this way about anyone before, so I obviously don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, Sky. You, on the other hand, have been in love before, but you’ve been burned by an asshole who didn’t love you back. Or at least didn’t love you the way you deserve to be. So, now you’re afraid to be hurt again. I don’t want to hurt you. I would never intentionally hurt you. I hope you know that.”

      She nods, biting harder on her lip, and I want to lean in and take that insecurity away with a kiss, but I need to finish what I’m saying first.

      “You are the only person I care about, got it? Nobody else.”

      Searching my eyes, I can only pray she sees how honest I’m being. I’m taking a chance baring my soul to her right now. I’ve never been this open or exposed with anyone before, and it scares the fucking shit out of me.

      Before I can say anything else, she leans into me, her lips parting as she wraps a hand around my neck and pulls me into a kiss. Needless to say, I don’t resist and give in to her.

      As our lips meet, I feel a wave of emotion wash over me, and I wrap my arms tightly around her waist, pulling her closer to me. The rain starts to pour down on us in a torrent, but I barely notice it. All I can focus on is the taste of her lips, the feel of her body pressed against mine, and the sound of our heated breaths.

      Eventually, we break apart, gasping for breath, and I catch her gaze once more. “Sky, I promise you, I will never hurt you. Like I said, though, I’ve never done this before, so I’m probably going to fuck this entire thing up. If I do, please talk to me about it. Tell me how to love you. What you need. Don’t shut me out.”

      Drawing a finger along my cheekbone, she nods. “I’ll try my best.”

      At that moment, I know nothing else matters. Not the bands we’re in, not the distance between us, or the mistakes we’ve made in the past. The future is scary as shit, but I can’t imagine it without her now.

      We don’t need words anymore; instead, we just stand in the rain and kiss. Nothing else exists but us right now. It’s like the world stops spinning, and it’s me and her in an infinite void of passion. Our clothes are soaking wet and cling to our bodies as we lose ourselves in each other. We start exploring every inch of one another with our hands, caressing, reacquainting, and memorizing until neither of us can hold back.

      I tug her closer and kiss her again, this time slower. I savor all the little details of being with her. Her soft lips, the way she slightly inhales when I pull away, and how she delicately pulls my bottom lip between hers before we split apart. Our tongues lightly brush against each other as our hands eagerly explore each other’s bodies, searching for pleasure that will only increase as we unravel together.

      The rain keeps pouring down on us until we finally break away, panting and eager for more. We look into each other’s eyes at that moment, and I can almost see a million words in them. She smiles gently before planting one last kiss on my lips, brushing away all my lingering doubts with one gesture.

      Stepping back, she keeps a tight grip on my hand and leads me to a private area behind the B Stage. It’s covered, protecting us from the rain, but it’s also nearly pitch black, so we move by touch. I don’t need any reminders about her body and know exactly where and how to touch her to make the little sounds of pleasure that I love escape her lips.

      I lift her by the waist onto a table, nestling into her and pulling her close. Her wet shirt is the first to go, and I pull it over her head. While I’m doing that, she undoes the fly and zipper of my jeans and takes hold of my rigid cock, rubbing her thumb along the sensitive tip, making me shudder. I push her bra aside and suck a stiff nipple into my mouth, using my teeth to tease and taunt her until her body arches, seeking friction.

      I take that opportunity to reach into her shorts, and she spreads her legs to give my hand better access. She’s more than ready and pushing against my hand, so I dip in a finger, then a second, while caressing her clit with my thumb. She sucks air in through her teeth and throws her head back with a groan while rocking into me. I thrust into her hand, each of her strokes taking me that much closer to climax.

      I have been imagining this so hard for the last three months, it doesn’t take long for me to reach the edge. Skyler starts moving with me, increasing the pressure and the rhythm of our combined touches. Trailing hot kisses along her neck, I roll a nipple between my fingers with one hand while penetrating her with the other.

      As she starts to tremble and her muscles tighten, her touch becomes insistent. Greedy. Hungry. A flash of light catches in the corner of my eye, and not long after, a crack of thunder peals through the air, but we don’t stop. We don’t pause. We keep going, determined to get that euphoria we can only find with each other.

      Suddenly, a powerful rush of intense sensation floods through me as I come, throbbing and pulsing with heat as I take her mouth with mine, stealing her moans for my own as she reaches her own peak. Grinding against me, her ragged breath whispers my name over and over, and it’s the sweetest sound in the world.

      We’re both panting and breathless, clinging to each other in the dark, the rain pounding loudly on the tarp above our heads. The storm in here between us is mirrored outside. Wild. Untamed. Cleansing.

      I pull her to me, crushing my mouth onto hers, trying to express how important she is to me without words.

      You know what? Fuck not saying it.

      “I love you, Skyler.” It’s easier each time I say it. My entire life, I thought it would be so hard, but here I am now, eager to repeat it. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

      Her responding laugh is music, and she reaches up, pulling me down into a kiss so deep I think we’re about to start this entire cycle again, which I am more than happy to do. In the back of my mind, though, I note to myself the one disappointing fact about all of this.

      She didn’t say it back.
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      vivien

      Skyler

      The next morning on the tour bus is still rife with tension, and now it’s between everyone, not just Earth Sign. When I got in late last night, most everyone had gone to sleep except for a few guys from Another Angel still sitting around the fire pit.

      Logan and I parted last night with a promise to get together this afternoon before our sets. With this being the second day in the same city, his manager Mackenzie has a bunch of press interviews lined up for Murderous Crows.

      I didn’t tell Logan about Earth Sign breaking up when we talked into the early hours last night. I’m not exactly sure why, but something inside makes me want to keep that bit of information to myself for a while. Maybe I’m still in denial about it myself. It is still hard to believe it’s going to be over.

      Robin sits next to me where I’m sitting outside the bus, watching the festival day come to life slowly but surely. Something is calming about watching an event like this start going into motion. You can almost see the energy building as the crowds start trickling in. By the time we go on this evening, the entire area will be packed full of people. It’s a slow crescendo that’s incredible to watch if you take the time.

      “So, what’s got you so dreamy today?” she asks, sipping her coffee. It’s got to already be in the mid ‘80s. How she can drink hot coffee right now is beyond me.

      My cheeks heat as my mind drifts to Logan and me last night. Even though that wasn’t what I was thinking about when she asked, it’s where my thoughts automatically went. I instantly think about him saying he loved me. And my not saying it back. I couldn’t. It stuck in my throat and nearly choked me. It’s not that I doubt myself. On the contrary, I’m afraid I’ll completely lose myself if I give in to it. Whenever I’ve given in to it and said it to someone before, it was used as a weapon against me. ‘If you loved me, you’d do xyz.’ ‘You said you loved me, so you have to forgive me for *insert whatever unforgivable item happened this time here.*’ Its power to hurt is endless. And because it’s a ricochet, a rebound of your own emotion, your own love, it wounds you that much deeper. So, I don’t trust myself to say it. I don’t want to give up that power yet.

      She nods knowingly, a coy smile playing on her lips. “Mmm hmm. I thought so. I wasn’t sure, but I could swear I saw Logan walking behind you when you left last night.”

      I arch a brow. “Oh, really? Was he that obvious about it? I’ll need to have a talk with him.” We both start chuckling.

      Gabriel falls into the seat on my other side, looking like he had a rough night. And considering how drunk he was, I don’t doubt he’s extremely hungover.

      “Have a talk with who?” he asks, putting on his sunglasses to keep out the sun that’s already brutal. The storm last night did nothing to cool anything off.

      “None of your business,” I say with a smile, before Robin can say Logan’s name. I’m not embarrassed or anything, but I also don’t want to stir up trouble when I don’t need to.

      His mouth turns down into a frown. “Damn, Sky. I thought we were friends.”

      I shrug. “We are friends. But everything isn’t everybody’s business. Some things I like to keep to myself. How’s your head today?”

      Maybe if I change the subject and focus on him, he’ll drop it.

      He stares at me for a minute, studying me curiously. “My head is fine…”

      “What?” I ask. He hasn’t stopped scrutinizing me, as if he’s looking for something specific from me. “What are you looking at?”

      After another minute, with the frown still persisting, he says, “I don’t know. Something about you is off. Different. What did you do last night? I looked for you.”

      What does he mean, he ‘looked for me?’ “Nothing. I was here.” I lie. He was so drunk, he won’t remember, and I don’t need a fight today. “You were…otherwise occupied…out here.” I stare back at him, not backing down. It’s the only way to deal with Gabriel.

      His neck flushes, and he clears his throat uncomfortably. Yeah, let’s talk about what you were doing.

      “Cool, cool.” He gets up and stretches, and I look away as his shirt rises up, exposing his abs. I don’t need to see that. He starts to head back into the bus, apparently bored with us already, when he turns around. “Hey Sky, Michaela wants me to video chat with her later and asked if she could say hi to you. Can I get you to maybe join me on the call?”

      “Of course. I’d love to say hi.”

      “Cool,” he says again. He hesitates briefly before getting on the bus.

      Robin gives me a look. “What was that all about?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “C’mon. You had to see that. He was definitely feeling things out with you. Doesn’t he know about you and Logan?”

      I scoff. She’s seeing things that aren’t there.

      “He’s not feeling things out. And yeah, I think he knows about Logan.”

      “You think? You’re not sure?”

      “Well, Logan chased him off yesterday, so that’s a pretty big clue.”

      She scrunches her nose. “Not always. And if he was drunk, he may not remember it.”

      “Speaking of, how is Miles doing?” I ask, changing the subject. I’m done thinking and talking about Gabriel. Plus, I want to know if Miles is okay.

      She nods her head from side to side. “He’s doing alright. Though I think the tour can’t end soon enough for him. He wants to get back to whatever normal is going to be when he’s home. But that’s something he still needs to figure out. It’s a process.”

      “Touring is hard on everyone. I can imagine it’s even harder for him.” As the idea of the band ending settles in, I’ve come to accept this is just one of the reasons it has to happen. If it’s what will help Miles in the short or long run, then it must be done.

      “Hey, now that Earth Sign is over, you could probably go back to Murderous Crows if you wanted to, huh?”

      The question startles me. “What? No. They already found another drummer. I can’t push my way back into the band. I’ll find something. I’m not worried.”

      But that’s a complete lie. I’m extremely worried. I’m soon to be unemployed. I’m back to square one, like when Miles went into rehab, and I had to take the Murderous Crows job.

      It’s another reason I can’t tell Logan I love him, even if I do. His star is rising. He’s going to be gone a lot. Telling him how I feel would be like snaring him with a lasso, tying him up. And he doesn’t need that right now. He should be enjoying his newfound success, not getting pulled down by me.

      Besides, isn’t that what love is anyway? Sacrifice?
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      foxglove

      Logan

      I fucking hate interviews. I always have. Nobody wants to know anything about the damn bass player anyway. Jake is the one everyone wants. Or Cooper. So why we all need to suffer through these is beyond me. If Mackenzie hadn’t taken all of our phones before we started, chances are most of us would be on them right now.

      While I’m not a wallflower by any means, I’m also not a front man. Never wanted to be. I’m perfectly happy to stand on stage right and do my thing while Jake and Coop put on the show for the fans.

      Jon is the lucky one. He doesn’t have to sit through these and gets to sleep in. Being our touring drummer for now, he’s still not considered a full-blown member of Murderous Crows yet, so it’s just the four of us getting grilled.

      “So. After the Twisted tour, you guys are about to head to Europe for your first tour abroad. What are you looking forward to most?” The reporter conducting the interview from Rough Cutt Magazine is attractive but is all business, and obviously used to dealing with musicians’ egos.

      Jake jumps on this one first. “Always meeting the fans. No matter what country we’re in, that will be the most important thing to me. I like to make those connections during meet-and-greets or signings. I think we have a bunch of those lined up for Europe, right?” He looks over to Mackenzie, who nods back in agreement.

      “Awesome,” the reporter says, writing something on her note pad. She looks up and leans in as if getting more personal. Here it comes. She’s going to bring up… “Finally, I’d like to talk about Andy, your late drummer.” I knew it. Fucking hell. We all shift in our seats uncomfortably. This is not a topic we like to talk about publicly. “You had Skyler Evans from Earth Sign on drums for the new album, and now Jon Taber with you on the American leg of the tour. Will he be going to Europe with you as well? Is he a permanent member of Murderous Crows now? Or will it be an open rotation of different people?”

      Hearing Skyler’s name gets my full attention, and I’m instantly thrown back to last night and our time together during the storm. My skin heats as I remember her hands on me, her mouth, her whispering my name…

      Everyone is getting up and shaking the reporter’s hand, and I’ve totally missed whatever the answer was to the question. But I know what the answer is - we don’t know yet. We’re still considering Jon to be on some sort of probationary trial period, but I don’t know when that ends or when we need to decide. We’re going with the flow now, and nobody wants to rock the boat with major decisions. So long as Blackmore isn’t pressuring us to decide, we won’t.

      As we leave the interview room, my mind is still on Skyler. I need to talk to her. To see her. To feel her again. Now that she’s back in my life, I can’t let her go. Not again. We’re rebuilding that bridge between us, and it still feels tenuous. I don’t know if I’ll ever feel secure about us. My mind sometimes replays Remy repeatedly saying, ‘She’s a runner,’ and I wonder if that’s changed. I hope it has.

      I find myself wandering towards the Earth Sign bus, my heart racing with anticipation. We have a while before we take the stage, and I suddenly need to talk to Skyler and confirm that I’m not crazy in feeling this way about her. Have her pinch me to confirm that last night really happened because it still feels like a dream.

      It still bugs me that she didn’t say she loved me back last night, but I can’t force her to say it if she doesn’t mean it. Does she not care about me the same way I care about her?

      I push those thoughts to the bad corner of my brain as I approach her bus, but when I get closer, I find her sitting beside Gabriel. He’s got an arm draped over her shoulders, and their heads are bent together as they stare at something on a phone, smiling and laughing. My heart sinks, and my stomach coils with disappointment. Just when I thought it was safe to let my feelings about her known and tell her the truth, I get this thrown in my face again.

      Again.

      How many times am I going to do this?

      The people milling about backstage skirt around me as I stand and stare at the two of them, obviously engaged in whatever they’re doing. I don’t even have the anger that rushed through me yesterday at the sight of Gabriel. I can’t muster that emotion.

      I’m too hurt.

      I should have known better.

      I should have fucking known better.

      I turn, and I walk away.
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      bull

      Skyler

      “Bye, Michaela. It was great to talk to you! I’ll call you when I’m back in L.A., and we’ll get together, okay?” I wave at Gabriel’s sister on the video call before he hangs up. As the backstage area around the buses gets more crowded, it gets too loud to have a phone conversation anyway.

      “She misses you something fierce,” Gabriel says, shutting off his phone. He turns his face to me, still close. His green eyes are incredibly bright today. “She’s not the only one, Sky.”

      I jump out of my seat and out of his reach. “Don’t say stuff like that.”

      “Why not?” He runs a hand through his dark hair. “It’s the truth.”

      “Because I don’t miss you, Gabriel. We’re over. Done. And I’ve moved on.” I look up to the sky, trying to think of words to finally convince him. When I look back, the hurt in his eyes makes my stomach coil with regret, but not at what I said, at how it made him feel. “Look, I’m not trying to hurt you. But we’re never going to be anything more than friends. I thought we hammered all that out at the beginning of the tour.”

      “We did,” he says, frowning, his eyes darkening. “But being around you this much for this long made me realize what I’ve been missing, and what a fucking idiot I was for screwing things up with you.” He stands and puts his hands on my shoulders. There’s pleading in his eyes I’ve never seen from him before. “Are you sure? Positive? Absolutely no way we’ll ever get back together?”

      I hate that he’s doing this. Putting me in the position of having to be the bad guy when he has to know the answer. It’s not fair.

      “Yes. I’m sure.” I back up, making his arms drop to his sides. “I’m sorry, but like I said, I’ve moved on. Now you need to move on too.”

      Again, I don’t know why I’m apologizing. I hate that I’m apologizing. Especially since it’s for something I shouldn’t be sorry about.

      Gabriel’s hurt expression turns into something darker, something that makes me feel uneasy. “Moved on to what, Sky? Or, who? You’ve been with so many guys I can’t keep track anymore.” His voice is low and filled with bitterness. “Is there anyone left for you to fuck next?”

      I feel my blood boil at his words. Just because we’re not together doesn’t give him the right to slut-shame me. “First of all, you, of all people, have a lot of God-damned nerve accusing me of anything. Secondly, it’s not true, and you know it. I haven’t messed around with anybody this entire tour. And even if it was true, if I’d slept with every fucking guy here, that’s none of your business.”

      “It is my business, Sky,” he steps closer to me again, his eyes boring into mine. “Because I still love you. And I can’t stand the thought of you being with anyone else.”

      I step back again. This time, he doesn’t follow. “Well, that’s too bad. I didn’t sit around and wait for you to figure out what you wanted. It’s too late for that. Blame whoever you want, but I’ve moved on. I can’t make that any clearer.”

      I can see the anger flash across his face, but it’s quickly replaced by something else. Something I can’t quite place. “It’s that Logan Edwards, isn’t it?” he asks, his voice hoarse with pent-up emotion.

      I freeze. Why does any of this matter to him? “What are you talking about?” I ask, my voice shaky. I suddenly get the feeling he’s up to something. I don’t like it.

      He stares at me for a minute, making some sort of internal decision. “Fine. Never mind. I said my peace and now know where I stand. Thanks.” Pushing past me, he opens the door to the bus but hesitates before getting on. “I hope he knows what he has with you.”

      When he disappears inside, I remain frozen. The remnants of the emotional tornado that just blew through here are finally easing.

      What the hell was all that? And why now?

      Gabriel has always been all over the place with his feelings, but lately, he’s been pushing the limits. My limits. From his sloppy display yesterday in front of Logan to this now, I don’t understand what his deal is all of a sudden. Is it because he saw me with Logan? Well, as I told him, too bad. After all the bullshit he put me through over the years, it might be shitty of me to think, but I like knowing he’s jealous for a change. It won’t make me do anything differently, but it’s still nice to know I have that power.

      Determined not to deal with him anymore, I head toward the stages to catch some of the acts before we go on. We’ve only got a few shows left, and I want to soak in this environment while I can. Once I get home, who knows when I’ll feel this energy again, or if I ever will.

      Shit. This might actually be my last tour. I hadn’t thought of that.

      What if I can’t find another band? Or if I never tour again? The thoughts make my pulse spiral out of control. Suddenly, watching everyone else enjoying themselves is too much for me, and I need to walk away.

      Shelby. I need to talk to Shelby.

      I feel bad that I haven’t talked to her much during this tour. She will read me the riot act for not keeping her updated on the Logan thing. I don’t mind, though. I need my friend.

      She picks up after the first ring and is instantly sarcastic. “Well, if it isn’t Little Girl Lost. To what do I owe this honor of your call?”

      “Knock it off,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. “It hasn’t been that long.”

      “It’s been three weeks, and I know Murderous Crows is on the Twisted tour now. So, I want all the gory details about what’s going on with you and loverboy Logan.”

      That automatically brings a smile to my face. “He’s fine…” I’m blushing, but I can’t help it either. She can’t see me anyway.

      “Yeah? And…? Don’t leave me hanging. I said I want details.”

      “Well, you’re not going to get them, but I will say things are good. It was a bit of a bumpy start, but after last night, I think things are finally back on track.”

      “Last night, huh?”

      I can feel my blush deepen further. I’ve been wandering through the crowd backstage, but the late afternoon sun is getting to be too much, so I find shelter in the shade of a nearby semi-truck and sit on the ground for a few minutes.

      “Like I said, no details.” My smile has to be evident in my voice.

      “Fine. Fine. I’ll get it out of you when I see you, in what, a couple weeks now? It’s going by so fast. Have you told Logan about Earth Sign breaking up? What did he say about it?”

      I internally cringe at the questions. I’ve been avoiding it all around, not just in telling Logan about it, but even thinking about it. I don’t want to. I don’t want to face the fact it’s over yet. I’ll deal with it when it comes time.

      Taking a deep breath, I force myself to speak the words. “No, I haven’t told him yet. I don’t know how.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know how?” Shelby’s voice is full of confusion. “Just tell him. Rip the band-aid off.”

      “I can’t rip the band-aid off, Shelby. This was my dream. And it’s over. I don’t know how to tell him that without feeling like a total reject. And I don’t want him to feel weird about me not choosing to join Murderous Crows when I had the chance. Because lord knows I feel shitty about it now. I don’t want him thinking I’m trying to use him to get back in.”

      “Skyler,” Shelby’s voice is soft now. “Logan’s not going to care about that. He’s going to care about you. He’s going to support you. He does support you. You have to trust he will be there, no matter what.”

      I know she’s right. And I do trust Logan. At least, I think I do. But it still doesn’t make the words come any easier. “I know,” I say finally, my voice quiet. “I’ll tell him. Eventually.”

      “And until then, what? You’re just going to ignore it? Pretend like it’s not happening?”

      “Do you have to be so blunt?” I grumble, but she’s right. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll deal with it when the time comes. Right now, I just want to enjoy the last few shows.”

      “That’s fair. But you can’t avoid it forever. And don’t forget I’m here for you, okay? No matter what.”

      “I won’t forget,” I say, genuine gratitude in my voice. “Thanks.”

      Shelby always does have a cooler head. The better perspective. And straightforward honesty. She doesn’t bury her feelings about anything or anyone. I sometimes wish I could be more like her instead of hiding all of my emotions away from everyone else. I’m always in defensive mode, actively deflecting any and all hurt heading my way, constantly on the lookout for the next villain about to reduce me to a pile of ashes.

      It’s exhausting.
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      tissues

      Logan

      During our set, I see Skyler standing near the monitor bay on the side of the stage, and I do my best to avoid looking that way, but it’s impossible. She’s with her drum tech Liz, and they’re smiling and laughing and singing along as if nothing is wrong. As if I didn’t see her and Gabriel cozying up with each other a little while ago.

      I can’t stand it.

      I don’t smile in return. I don’t react at all. And I don’t look back.

      But knowing she’s there is fucking with my head. I miss two song cues, and by the time we reach our finale, Cooper looks as if he’s ready to kill me.

      Once offstage, I’m already ditching my guitar and rushing towards the monitor bay. I see Skyler and Liz looking toward me, smiling, and waving as if everything’s perfect, but I can see how Skyler’s eyes hold back something more. Something she isn’t telling me.

      “Hey, Logan!” Liz greets me first, her smile wide and friendly.

      “Hey,” I manage to say, eyeing Skyler warily. She’s still quiet, but her eyes are still on me. Finally, I snap. “Can we talk?”

      Skyler nods and follows me as I push through the backstage chaos, the noise, and chatter of fans overlapping with music blaring from the nearby system speakers. I ignore the people around us, march straight into one of the empty dressing rooms, and shut the door.

      The room is small, cramped, and barely furnished, but it’s the only space I can be sure no one will interrupt us. Skyler doesn’t say anything. She stands with her arms crossed, waiting for me to say something.

      “I saw you with Gabriel,” I start, my tone clipped.

      Skyler’s eyes widen, and I can feel her tension rising. “When?”

      “What? Do you really think I’m stupid?” I step closer to her, my voice rising with every word. “Just a few hours ago, in front of your bus. You were all over each other.”

      “What? It wasn’t like that-”

      “Don’t lie to me, Skyler.” I’m yelling now. “I saw the two of you. He had his hands all over you, and you were laughing. You two sure looked happy.”

      Her eyes narrow, and anger sparks. “I was video chatting with his sister. Who is my friend.”

      “He had to have an arm around you for that?”

      Clenching her jaw, she sighs deeply and shakes her head. “I can’t keep doing this with you, Logan.”

      “Can’t keep doing what? Explaining why it’s okay that Gabriel gets to put his hands all over you?”

      Her voice rises, and her hands ball into fists at her side. “For the last time, he didn’t have his hands all over me.” She moves toward the door. “And you know what? None of this matters. If you can’t take me at my word or trust me, I don’t want to be here.”

      I move quickly to block her exit. “Skyler, I want to believe you. I want to trust you, but I keep running into you two together, and he’s always got an arm around you, or he’s holding you, or…fuck, it’s always something. Help me to understand it. Make it make sense to me.”

      “Why can’t you trust me?”

      Running my hands through my sweaty hair, I grab it in my fists, frustrated. “Because I don’t know what this is, Skyler. I feel like I’m chasing my own tail here. I told you last night that I loved you, and not only did you not say it back or even acknowledge it, but I also see you with Gabriel yet again today. So, yeah, I’m going to have some issues with it.”

      Her face softens, and she puts a hand on my chest. I want to pull her to me at that moment, but I can’t. My emotions are too fucking raw.

      “Logan…”

      “You say you can’t keep doing this. Well, neither can I.” Grabbing her hand, I take it off my chest and let it go.

      She stiffens, and her expression changes into something with no emotions. The mask I’m all too familiar with is back. Her gray eyes are cold, though I’d swear I see a deep pain. But I don’t know what any of it means.

      “Fine,” she says, her voice low and even. “If that’s what you want, then let’s end this.”

      My heart sinks as the finality of her words hit me. “No, Skyler, that’s not what I want…”

      “Then what do you want?” she demands, her eyes flashing. “You can’t have it both ways. Either you trust me, or you don’t. Either you love me, or you don’t. There’s no middle ground.”

      “I do trust you. I do love you,” I say fervently, knowing it’s the truth. “But I can’t shake the feeling that….”

      “That what?” she prompts, her eyebrows raised.

      “That you’re slipping away from me,” I admit, feeling vulnerable. “That no matter how hard I try, I’m going to lose you. You’re going to up and disappear or run away just like everyone else in my life has.”

      Skyler looks at me for a long moment, her eyes searching mine. “I need some time to think,” she says quietly. “I’ll call you when I’m ready to talk.”

      And with that, she steps around me and leaves the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Leaving me to relive this entire conversation over and over again, to try to see where it all went wrong.

      Shit, it was wrong as soon as it started.
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        * * *

      

      Days have passed since that conversation with Skyler. We’re heading to Atlanta for the last show on the Twisted tour. I’ve done everything I can to avoid running into her and have been successful so far. Everything feels so off with us all the time. I’m getting discouraged. Whenever I zig, she zags, and vice versa. We’re like magnets, but we’ve got the wrong fucking ends together. We’re supposed to be close. Our nature is to be near each other. That’s what’s supposed to happen. We have that part right. But there are forces at work beyond our control, determined to keep us apart. And it’s never ending. No matter how hard I try, I fail.

      Maybe I’m not cut out for this love shit after all. I might have been better off staying the loser who only wanted to get high or wasted. At least then, I didn’t feel this kind of pain. Nah, even I know that’s bullshit. The pain was there. I was just smothering it.

      Every moment feels like an eternity. It’s like I’m living in a nightmare and can’t escape it no matter how hard I try. My bandmates are noticing the change in my behavior. They try to cheer me up or distract me, but their efforts are futile. Nothing can take away the pain that has consumed me since that day with Skyler.

      Remy’s the only one who knows what’s going on and keeps pushing for me to act. To do something to fix it.

      “Dude, you’re fucking miserable, and you’re miserable to be around,” he says after our show in Baltimore. We’re the only two still awake besides the driver and sitting in the open area of the bus. “If you don’t say something by the time we leave Atlanta, I will.”

      “It’s not that simple, man,” I say, yawning. Between the exhausting shows and lack of sleep, I’m beat.

      “But it is. Just talk to her. Apologize for being a fucking idiot so you can both get over it and move forward.” He takes a swig of his beer. “And then maybe I can finally get some fucking sleep.”

      He’s right. Of course, he’s right. If I don’t do something before this tour ends, I’m going to regret it. I know I have to do something to fix this. I can’t wait for her to call me. I have to fight for her and make her see that I love and trust her.

      When we get to Atlanta, it’s still early morning, but the buzz of all the equipment being loaded in fills me with energy. I’m determined to see this out one way or another.

      I nervously step up to her bus and knock on the door. Everyone’s probably still sleeping, and I’m being an asshole coming this early, but I don’t care. When you get it in your head to start your future, you want to do it as soon as possible.

      Luckily Skyler opens the door, and she looks surprised to see me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to talk to you,” I say, shoving my fists in my pockets. My anxiety is getting the better of me, and I swallow hard. “I know I messed up, Skyler. I shouldn’t have accused you of anything without knowing all the facts. I’ll understand if you won’t forgive me, but I need to apologize. I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      There. I said it.

      She doesn’t say anything, and I take that as a sign to continue. “I love you, Skyler. I trust you. I know I haven’t handled anything right, but I want to change that. I want to be there for you, and I want us to work.”

      Sighing, she steps off the bus and shuts the door behind her. In the early sunshine, she’s radiant. Not only that, but she’s also incredibly sexy when she just wakes up. Being reminded of that makes my heart lurch.

      Please let this be a good sign.
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      love abuser (save me)

      Skyler

      “It’s not that easy, Logan. We have a lot of issues to work through. Trust is something that’s hard to gain back once it’s lost. And I don’t know if I can trust you not to jump to conclusions like this again.” I’ve had a few days to think about this, and the distance I’ve kept from Logan, and him from me has given me the space I needed to do that. Gabriel, too, is keeping away from me.

      Actually, everyone is.

      “I know it’s not easy. None of this has been easy.” He looks tired. His blue eyes, usually bright and lively, seem dim somehow, even in the bright light of the day. It hurts my heart to see, knowing I’m at least a part of why he looks this way.

      “I’ve never been on this side of it, Logan. I don’t know how to handle somebody not trusting me, especially when I know I’m not doing anything to earn that mistrust.” I step closer and grab his wrist. Just this slight touch sends electricity through me. A familiar feeling, but one I’ve only gotten with him. “It’s usually the other way around, and with blatantly irrefutable evidence shoved in my face. This is new to me, so I’m sorry if I don’t know how to react.”

      Great, here I go apologizing again. At least, this time, it feels right. I am sorry if it’s me that is making him feel insecure.

      “And I’m sorry, I don’t know how to be in love. Because I don’t. And I’m fucking this all up.” He raises his hand and runs his fingers through my hair. It feels so good I close my eyes and lean into him, taking in the feel of his solid body against mine. I can’t help it. His touch completely undoes me every time. “It scares me how much I care about you, Skyler.”

      I wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze, resting my head against his chest. I inhale a deep breath, and his scent permeates my senses, breaking through any defenses I had left against him.

      I’m going to give in, and that scares me more than anything.

      “I care about you too. And I’m scared this will all blow up in our faces, and it will be too much for us. I don’t think either of us is ready for the level we’re getting ourselves into. And I don’t want us to get hurt in this, Logan. Because I know if something did happen, it would hurt so much more since we both care so deeply about each other already. That kind of pain can crush someone. I’m having a hard enough time just surviving arguing with you. Anything more would….” I can’t finish.

      He exhales a slow, steadying breath as he wraps his arms around me and holds me tight against his chest. “I won’t let anything bad happen between us. I promise you that much.” We stay like that for what feels like forever. When he finally speaks again, his voice is thick with emotion and something else, something strong and powerful that says there’s nothing but good left between us no matter how much we’ve gone through already. “I want this to be real.”

      It’s then it hits me why my heart feels so full whenever I’m near him; why he makes my heart skip a beat every time he looks at me or holds me close; Why everything feels…right—it’s because sometimes the only thing you can do is keep trying until it finally sticks, until your heart knows without a doubt this is where it belongs.

      Logan leans down and captures my lips with his, and all thoughts of doubt or fear vanish. His kiss is everything I’ve ever wanted, everything I’ve ever needed. It takes me to another world where just the two of us exist. His tongue slips into my mouth, and I moan, deepening the kiss.

      We separate only when we’re out of breath, our foreheads touching. “I don’t want to be without you, Skyler. I’m at a place where now I can’t imagine a life where you’re not in it,” he whispers, his eyes searching mine.

      “I don’t want to be without you either,” I reply, and I mean it with every fiber of my being.

      He pulls away from me reluctantly, but I know there will be plenty more moments like this. We’ll make this work because we want it to work. We both know what we want, and that’s each other. And even with all the baggage, all the trust issues, and all the uncertainty, there’s nothing that can stop us from being together. Because, in the end, love will always find a way.

      I hope. God, I hope this is right.

      With a deep breath, I step back and look into his eyes. “Okay. Let’s try again. But we have to take things slowly. Build back up the trust and work through our issues together.”

      Logan nods, a small smile playing on his lips. “I can do that. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      I smile back and take his hand, leading him toward the food trucks and buffet tent. “Good. Let’s start by getting breakfast. I’m starving.”

      As we walk, I can’t help but feel hopeful for our future together. There’s still a tiny voice in the back of my mind nagging at me that this is dangerous territory. But then, I can never be completely happy with anything, can I? I’m always waiting for the other shoe to drop. Holding my breath until the bad thing shows itself and proves all of my fears correct.

      I do my best to beat back the negativity, but damn, it’s hard. Maybe my problem is that I don’t know how to be happy. Or, rather, I don’t know how to let myself be happy. If I could let go of the doubt that constantly edges every thought, I’d be that much closer to letting that happen. It’s hard to change a reaction that’s become second nature, though, because until now, everyone has proven me right.

      I need to be proven wrong. Just once.

      Please, Logan. Be that person to prove me wrong.
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      follow you

      Logan

      With it being the last day of the Twisted tour, and the only time I’ll have with Skyler before we separate to get ready to go to Europe, I want to make the most of the time we have together. But I also want to look forward to the future.

      Our future.

      “I’ve been looking at our European tour schedule, and it looks like we might be in Glasgow around the same time. Budapest too.” I hope I’m not sounding too pushy.

      Skyler’s face falls, and my stomach instantly coils with fear. Maybe I am pressing too hard, but damn it, one of us has to.

      She starts pushing the food around on her plate with her fork. “I take it Emery didn’t update the band website yet.”

      “Oh? Did your dates change? Let me know which ones, and I’ll try to find other cities we can meet up in.” I start reaching for my phone.

      “Don’t bother,” she mutters, her frown deepening. There’s anger lacing her words, and her shoulders are tense.

      “Sky, what does that mean? Talk to me.” We’re at a picnic table under a large tent where the buffet for bands and crew is set up. It’s still early, so it’s not crowded yet. I reach across and grab her hand. “What is going on?”

      She eventually looks up at me, and I see it isn’t only anger in her steel gray eyes, but something that looks like fear or disappointment. Maybe both.

      After a long sigh, she says, “Earth Sign is breaking up. Today is our last show. We won’t be going to Europe.” Her eyes start to fill with tears, and I can see she’s fighting hard to hold them back.

      I’m so shocked. I can’t be sure I heard her correctly.

      “What? Since when? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She pulls her hand away from mine and runs it through her hair.

      “Since a while ago. I didn’t want to say anything…” she looks away, considering her words, “because I didn’t want you to think I was using you to try and get back into Murderous Crows or something. I wouldn’t do that.”

      Her eyes finally meet mine, and I can see defiance sprouting up when there’s no reason for it at all.

      “Sky, I wouldn’t have thought that.” I reach for her hand again, running my thumb over her knuckles. “I can’t believe you’ve been dealing with this all by yourself for so long. You should have told me. I want you to be able to talk to me about anything.”

      I’m torn between feeling hurt she didn’t think she could tell me something so huge like this and concerned for her and what she’s going through.

      She nods but looks away again, shaking her head slightly. “I guess I was embarrassed too. I was so determined to keep my loyalty to Earth Sign I lost my big chance with you guys. I seem to be the Queen of Bad Choices, huh?” She laughs, but it’s cynical. “Or maybe the Jester of Bad Timing would be more like it.”

      Seeing her so upset and disappointed with herself physically hurts, but I don’t know how to make her feel better.

      “Well, you didn’t lose your chance with me, so they’re not all bad choices….” I smile, pulling on her hand and making her attention switch to me.

      She smiles back, and the pink rising on her cheeks is sweet.

      “I guess not…”

      “What happened with the band, though? Did it have to do with Miles’ recovery?” I can remember when Murderous Crows’ future was in question after the accident and Andy’s death. Jake was headed down a destructive path, but luckily his fiancée Cassidy pulled him out of it before it got too bad. We both were being stupid before the accident.

      “It’s a part of it, but not all of it. We haven’t gelled in a long time or written anything new in forever. It kind of ran its course, you know?”

      “You make it sound like it’s no big deal.” I know that’s not the case, but she needs to talk about it. She can’t keep bottling all of this shit up inside.

      Her eyes snap up to mine, the defiance back. Good. “Of course, it’s a big deal. I gave up four years of my life to Earth Sign, and what do I have to show for it?”

      “A hell of a lot of experience, and a Special Guest billing on the debut Murderous Crows album.” I give her an encouraging smile. “I hear they’re pretty good. Going to be the next big thing, apparently.”

      “Oh really? I’ll keep an eye out for them then.” Her return smile is incandescent, and I feel a warmth spread in my chest as I take her in. The sun shines behind her, creating a halo effect around her, making her even more angelic than usual. I have to remind myself to breathe.

      “So, what are you going to do now? Have you started planning yet?”

      “No. Not yet. I might start giving lessons again…who knows. With the money from the tour, and the refund from our Europe expenses, I have some time to figure it all out. Not a lot, but some.”

      “I saw you working with Jude and Ren’s daughter Charlie at the wrap party. Showing a little kid how to play drums like that can’t be easy. You have a knack for teaching.” And it’s true. She has the talent and patience to be a great teacher.

      She shrugs. “It’s easier than you think. Young kids don’t have bad habits to try to unlearn like older people do. There is some truth to the ‘old dog, new trick’ saying as far as that goes.”

      “Well, easy for you. I don’t have the patience to teach anyone.”

      Her smile widens, “No comment.”

      “What? You’re agreeing I have no patience?” I squeeze her hand playfully. “I should be offended.”

      She squeezes back, laughing. “Like I said, no comment.”

      I’m glad she’s at least laughing now after being so low a minute ago. Hopefully, that means she’s not too upset about the demise of Earth Sign. It can’t be easy for her.

      “Well, if I can do anything to help, let me know.”

      She eyes me cautiously for a long minute, her thoughts unreadable. She is probably trying to see if I’m being earnest, and ultimately, I think she decides I am.

      “I will, thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      After spending the day with Skyler, hiding in the crowd, and watching the bands, something I’ve been unable to do before today, it’s time for Earth Sign to play. I take a page from Skyler’s playbook and watch the performance from the monitor bay on the side of the stage.

      As much as I watched her play during the recording of our album, I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of it. I could watch her do absolutely nothing all day and be a happy man. Her energy is off the charts, and the precision of her play is spot-on for every single song. And she never looks tired.

      Miles is a great front man who knows how to work the crowd like a maestro in front of an orchestra. Emery and Riley, to me, are unremarkable. That might be me being biased against what Skyler has told me about them, though. My previous good opinion of them is tarnished now with how they handled breaking up the band.

      Surprisingly, there isn’t a single word said about it being the last show or about the band breaking up. You would think they would have said something to thank the fans at least or acknowledge the band members. That’s another strike against those guys for me. It’s callous.

      Right before their last song, I catch Skyler’s eye, and she’s desperately trying to hold on to her emotions and keep them under control. I nod to give her whatever strength I can from the side of the stage. It’s not much, but it’s all I can do. She blows me a quick kiss, and I pretend to catch it, my grin uncontrollable. It’s silly, and sappy as fuck, but God damn, it does something to my heart.

      She blew me a fucking kiss.
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      the steeple

      Skyler

      Every single emotion I have ever felt in my life is hitting me all at once while I play. I don’t know how I’ve made it through the set without majorly screwing up. Maybe all the adrenaline rushing through me is causing me to focus more on what I’m doing.

      Having Logan on the side stage has helped much more than I thought it would. It’s been nice being able to glance over to the monitor bay briefly and see him there, smiling or getting into the music. It reminds me of our time in the studio together and how well we play music with each other. It’s giving me the confidence to get through this without doubting myself and my future completely.

      When Emery told me before our set that we won’t be announcing anything about this being our last show, rather than getting upset like I expected of myself, I went numb. I think everyone expected me to be pissed off, so my reaction surprised everyone.

      Maybe that means I’m finally coming to terms with the band ending. Talking to Logan about it earlier helped a lot, too. Shelby was right. It did make me feel better about it all.

      As I’m about to play my last song with Earth Sign, I take a deep breath, wiping my hands on a towel I keep nearby. Looking up quickly, I meet Logan’s gaze, and warmth blooms in my chest. Overcome with emotion and not thinking about it, I blow him a quick kiss, and he pretends to catch it, which makes me laugh. Something I needed right at this moment.

      Miles thanks the fantastic crowd and leads into our last song. Using mostly muscle memory from playing this song so many times, I make it to the end without screwing up. We take our bows, and as usual, I toss my sticks into the crowd, watching the fans dive for them. After a smile and a wave, I make my way to the side stage where Logan is, not caring that the rest of my band went to the other one.

      As soon as I see him, I rush into his open arms, burying my face in his chest, and not holding back the torrent of tears that starts to flow. He wraps me up tightly, not caring I’m sweating and crying all over him.

      “I got you, Blondie,” he whispers into my ear. “I got you. I’m right here.”

      The words he says are perfect because I genuinely do feel like I’m falling straight into an abyss full of nothing but darkness. With my future so unknown for the first time in my life, knowing Logan is a constant I can count on, and wants to be a permanent fixture, it’s probably the only way I’d get through this.

      When my tears finally subside, I look up, and Logan’s bright blue eyes bore into me with such intensity my knees get a little weak. Nobody has ever had the effect on me he does, both mentally and physically. Our trust issues aside, there hasn’t been much wrong between us.

      He doesn’t say anything else but smiles, and the dimples come out, melting my heart completely. Grabbing my hand, he leads me backstage and, after looking around for a bit, pulls me into the same dressing room we argued in not long ago, locking the door behind us. It’s empty, except for a bunch of abandoned beer bottles and cans, and other assorted trash rockstars inevitably leave behind in their wake.

      Not letting go of my hand, he sits on the small couch and pulls me onto his lap. I don’t resist and fold myself into his arms, letting his strength hold me together. Resting my head on his shoulder, I listen as our breathing and heartbeats synchronize over time, and it calms me beyond measure.

      This is something we’re so good at – just being with each other. No words. Because none are necessary. He’s my sanctuary in this stormy life. When we’re not together, this is what I miss most. This is what I long for.

      His presence.

      When I lift my head to look up at him, he rests his forehead against mine, staring straight into my soul and caressing my cheek softly. This side of Logan always surprises me a little bit. The night I first met him, he was initially so cocky, so self-assured. I never expected him to have a softer side like this.

      But here he is, being so gentle. So thoughtful. So amazing. I can’t believe my luck in us finding each other again. And now, after tonight, he’s going to be leaving again soon for Europe. I try not to think about what that might mean for our relationship, but it’s hard.

      “I’m going to miss this,” I say, brushing a light kiss against his lips. “I’m going to miss you.”

      He pulls me tighter to him. “I’m going to miss you too. But we’re not going to be gone for that long.” He kisses my forehead. “Besides, we’re pretty good at surviving time apart, right?”

      I can’t help that my mind automatically goes to Sheila and whatever their connection was in Phoenix. I still haven’t asked for details about it. I never will, either. But I believe Logan might be trustworthy. Deep down, I think I know I can trust him. That’s something I’ve not been able to say before about anyone, and the feeling is foreign to me. It’s almost scary, it’s so unfamiliar. Security shouldn’t be scary.

      But that’s what trust is. Scary as hell.

      I’m not sure I’m entirely that brave yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I finally get home from the Twisted tour, Earth Sign needs to deal with our equipment and our practice space. Maintaining a lease for a spot we won’t use doesn’t make sense. Before breaking down my kit, I invite my friend Michaela for a final lesson. Well, the last one for now, anyway. Who knows when I’ll be able to do this again.

      She practically knocks me over with a hug when she sees me, despite her being much smaller than me.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispers, squeezing me tightly. She really gives the best hugs.

      “Well, I’ve missed you too, chick. How’s school going? Senior year…driving the boys crazy, right? Or have you moved up to college guys, already?”

      “Oh my god, no. You know Gabriel would kill me if I dated a college guy.” There’s a slyness to her smile, though, that tells me she might be fibbing.

      “Mmm hmm. I’ll ignore that little deviation from the truth.”

      “What? I’m not dating a college guy. I swear.” The deep shade of red her cheeks are turning is telling me otherwise.

      “Are you playing with semantics with me again?” I laugh. “I get the feeling the word ‘dating’ is key here. Am I right?”

      The red deepens somehow. Nailed it.

      “I am eighteen….” She lifts her shoulders shyly, and her green eyes that match her brother’s sparkle with mischief. It’s definitely a family trait.

      “True. You are. You are growing up way too fast, girl.” I ruffle her hair and start talking like an old mother hen. “I remember when you were a knee-high whippersnapper….”

      She slaps my arm, “Oh, shut up.” She tosses her backpack onto the couch along the wall and sits down, patting the cushion beside her. “But then don’t really shut up. Tell me all about the tour. It sounded like you guys were having a great time when I talked to you and Gabriel that one time. And, of course, you’re still all he talks about.”

      She at least rolls her eyes, so I know she doesn’t expect anything to come of that. She is well aware of her brother’s faults and how much he hurt me. But he is still her brother, and she’s decided not to take sides, which I can appreciate.

      It’s my turn to shrug coyly. “Well, he’s going to have to get over it.”

      “Oh really? Do tell.”

      “I’m seeing Logan Edwards from Murderous Crows now.” It’s apparently also my turn to blush like crazy. I swear, whenever I’m with Michaela, I devolve back into a teenager along with her. I mean, I can do this with Shelby, but something about gossiping with a teenager about guys makes it more romantic somehow. It’s weird.

      Her mouth drops open, and her hands fly to her chest. “Oh, my god. Are you serious? He’s a snack and a half. You go, girl. I bet Gabe was all kinds of jealous on tour, huh? And you had to live with him on a bus the whole time? Ugh.”

      “Actually, it was the other way around, which is odd, now that I think about it.”

      “Really? That is odd. But then, I’m sure he wasn’t making it easy on your yummy McRockstar either.”

      She’s not wrong there. He did do a lot of things to make Logan jealous. Maybe it was more deliberate than I thought.

      “Anyway, the tour’s over now, and it’s in the rearview mirror.” I straighten my back, trying not to let my fear of the unknown future show too much.

      Michaela senses it as she looks around the room. All of Emery and Riley’s equipment is gone, and only my drum kit is left. It seems a little sad by itself in the room.

      “I hate that this is going to be my last lesson,” she says with an exaggerated pout.

      “Last one for now. Not the last one forever. You’re too good to quit.” My heart hurts at the thought that this could be our last lesson. What if I can’t find a rehearsal space I can afford? How will I teach anyone, let alone Michaela? “Plus, I don’t need to give you drum lessons to see you. We can still shop and get coffee and stuff like we do anyway. You make it sound so final.”

      “I know we can,” she nods, and there’s a real sadness to her this time that I don’t quite understand. “You just never know what’s going to happen.”

      That’s cryptic. I wonder if there’s something else going on she’s not telling me.

      “Are you doing okay? Something else going on…?” That look of hers is making me nervous. Gabriel never said anything on the tour about any trouble. It didn’t stop my worrying about her, because I always do, but I think he would have said something.

      Her smile widens, and I want to believe it’s real. I think it is. “Yeah. I’m fantastic, actually.” She grabs my hand. “Really. I’m good.”

      After searching her eyes for a second to see if I need to dig deeper, I pat her hand. “Good. Then, let’s rock, shall we?”

      “Yes, we shall.”
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      limbo

      Logan

      We only have a week at home in L.A. to get ready for our European tour. For me, that will primarily entail catching up on my sleep, and spending as much time with Skyler as possible. We’re finally getting to the point where we can trust each other, but I still can’t get Skyler to commit to a label for us as a couple. I’m not pressuring her or anything, but it’s starting to irk me that I can’t call her my girlfriend.

      I don’t know why it’s so important to me, either. I’ve never cared before, and honestly, I never wanted to call anyone my girlfriend. Mostly, I want to know where I stand with her. I want to know if my emotional investment is being returned on some level. I need that extra reassurance that she’s not going to run away.

      “Why are you so determined to put a label on it?” She asks over dinner one night when I bring it up yet again.

      “Why are you so determined not to?”

      “No, no, no. I asked you first.” Her eyes dance in a challenge. Damn it.

      I sigh, putting down my fork to try to think of the best way to answer her. I need to find the words that are going to finally convince her. Until now, I’ve been unable to do that, and I’m starting to annoy myself by asking about it.

      Placing my elbows on the table, I link my fingers, looking at her over my hands, I say, “Because I want to know what your expectations are of me, so I can live up to them and not unknowingly fall short somehow. If we’re not labeling things, we’re not communicating what we want from the relationship. It’s a free for all where anything goes, but then it really doesn’t, and someone is going to get hurt.”

      She raises her eyebrows, probably surprised I can be so articulate. To be honest, I just kind of surprised myself, so in that, we are in sync.

      “Wow. I didn’t realize how important it was to you.” Her expression softens, and she reaches over to take my hand. “Why don’t you tell me what you want, and I’ll tell you if I can give it.”

      I swallow hard. I wasn’t ready to get this far in the conversation. I thought for sure I’d be headed off at the pass.

      “I want you to be mine. And I want to be yours. Exclusively.”

      Her gaze drops to her plate, and she nods, but I can’t read her face. “So, you want a commitment? Are you ready for that? To commit to me too?” Now she’s anxious, and I can feel her muscles tense from across the table. I hate that she’s been conditioned to react this way to this kind of discussion.

      “I do want that. And yes, I’m ready to do that for you too.” I nod and try not to be too energetic about it. I want to agree but don’t want to appear creepily eager, either. “How about you? Is that something you can agree to?”

      I’m internally crossing my fingers, toes, and eyeballs that she’ll say yes. She wants the same things I do. But she studies me for an extraordinarily long time, scrutinizing me in a way I don’t think I’ve ever been measured before. But as uncomfortable as it makes me, I don’t flinch.

      “If you can, then I guess I can too.”

      “You guess? That’s encouraging.” I laugh, but it’s a strange sound. “Please, try to contain yourself. You’re embarrassing me in public.” It’s meant as a joke but comes out a little too defensive. “Sorry. It was a bad joke.”

      “I get it,” she nods, twisting her wineglass by the stem. It must be a nervous habit of hers. After an eternity, she finally smiles and says, “Okay. Let’s commit.”

      “So, you’re okay with the commitment part but not the label. Am I getting that right?” I’m trying so hard to understand all of this. I need sure footing beneath me going forward.

      She has to think about that for a minute before answering, and I’m wondering what the issue with labels is. It shouldn’t be this hard. At least, I don’t think it should. But then, what the fuck do I know about any of this? Nothing.

      “Let me ask you, why are you so determined to put a label on this? Us?” It’s not asked negatively but with genuine curiosity.

      “I’ve told you before, and I’ll keep telling you. Shit, I’ll say it a million fucking times. Yes, you are my friend, but you are way more than that to me, Sky. And I want the world to fucking know it. I want to be able to shout from the god-damned rooftops that you’re mine and nobody else can have you.”

      Her lip twitches. “So, you are claiming me.”

      “Again, would that be so bad?”

      She shrugs with a coy smile. “No. It wouldn’t.”

      “Then Jesus Christ, you’re my fucking girlfriend, got it?”

      Her eyes widen and brighten with her laughter. “Wow. Down boyfriend. Down.”

      I can feel my entire being lighten at her words. It’s a relief I didn’t realize I needed to feel. I didn’t know how much the limbo we’ve been in has bothered me. The tension in my shoulders and neck unfurls, and I relax for the first time in a long time.
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        * * *

      

      Five days before we leave for Europe, we’re all called into the Blackmore Records office for a meeting. Everything is hush-hush, and we’re not told what the meeting could be about. So, when we all show up and get settled around the large table in the conference room, we are all stunned to hear Mackenzie tell us:

      “Jon can’t go with us to Europe.”

      We all stare at her for a minute and then start looking at each other, as if anyone can understand what she just said.

      “What do you mean he ‘can’t go with us to Europe?’” Cooper asks, voicing what all of us are wondering. It’s only then I notice Jon isn’t here for this meeting. I guess in my mind, I still don’t count him as one of us yet. Wow, that’s shitty.

      Mackenzie sighs and indicates for Cassidy, Jake’s fiancée, and the principal attorney for Blackmore Records, to talk.

      “There’s a problem with his visa, and we’re not going to be able to get it sorted out in time for the tour,” she says, wringing her hands. It’s obvious this has her stressed out. I look over at Jake to see his reaction and if he knew about this already from Cassidy, but he seems as surprised as the rest of us.

      “So, what can we do about it? Do we have to cancel the tour?” Cooper asks, disappointment heavy in his tone. We’re all right there with him since we’ve been looking forward to this for months now.

      Mackenzie throws her hands up in exasperation. “I’m not sure what other choice we have. We could hire someone already in Europe, but the likelihood of finding someone who can be prepared in time is probably zero percent.”

      All of a sudden, the back of my brain starts buzzing as if somehow alerting me to the opportunity that’s presenting itself. This has to be too good to be true.

      I lean forward, trying to calm myself down before speaking. “Actually, I happen to know a drummer who is available and looking for work. They know our material. And they’re cleared to work in Europe.”

      Everyone else leans toward me now, anxious to hear who our savior might be. I kind of love having this answer in my back pocket, ready to pull out for this.

      “Who?” they all ask in near unison.

      “Skyler,” I say, unable to contain my grin.

      “What about Earth Sign?” Jake asks, and I can tell he’s not entirely convinced.

      “Their last show was at the Twisted festival. They broke up.”

      “Whoa. They didn’t announce anything about it,” Mackenzie says, also doubtful. “Are you sure?”

      I’m kind of offended they’re not believing me right now. Do they really think I’d make something like that up? What the hell?

      “I’m positive.” I turn to Cassidy. “What information do you need to check her visa stuff?”

      She shakes her head in disbelief, “Um, I guess I will call her myself to get what I need.” She’s about to head out of the room but stops and turns to all of us. “That is, if you’re sure you want her to go to Europe with you? You all haven’t said that it’s what you want to do.”

      Everyone looks at me and then at each other, nodding in agreement.

      It’s unanimous.

      “Okay then,” Cassidy says, clapping her hands together. “I’ll go get us a drummer.”

      “Shit, wait. We might want to actually ask her if she even wants to go,” I say, pulling out my phone and dialing Skyler’s number. “I kind of volunteered her for the job without her knowing.”

      I put the phone on speaker. After it rings twice, she answers.

      “Hey, Dimples, I thought you were at a meeting. Are you on your way over? I’m not wearing any--”

      “Hey! Skyler!” I interrupt loudly, so I can talk over whatever she is about to say. I can feel my face flush as everyone stares at me. “You’re on speakerphone, FYI.”

      Silence.

      “Sky? Are you there?” I ask nervously. Shit. I hope she didn’t hang up. I check the screen, but the call is still active.

      “I’m here.” Her voice is decidedly changed from when she answered, and I have a feeling if I were in reach of her right now, I’d be getting strangled.

      “Good. Good. Listen, we were all talking, and it turns out Jon can’t go to Europe with us because of visa issues. I suggested you might be able to, and everyone agreed it’s a great idea. Right guys?” I glare at everyone, making sure they make an affirmative noise of some kind, and luckily for them, they all do. “What do you think? Want to go to Europe after all?”

      Silence again. God damn it. Did I say something wrong?

      “Sky. Please say yes.”

      I can feel the entire room holding our collective breath while she decides, and my ears feel like they’re about to pop, I’m so anxious.

      “Are you freaking kidding me? Yes!” She practically yells through the phone, and her excitement is contagious. Everyone in the conference room cheers and high-fives each other. The catastrophe has been averted. All thanks to my girlfriend.

      “Thanks, babe. Cassidy will call you in a bit,” I say, and we hang up. I almost said, ‘I love you,’ before disconnecting, but I’ve not repeated those words since we got back together.

      Not that I don’t love her. I do. But I’m waiting for her to say it to me. I don’t want to pressure her into saying it, period. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been in my life, and I don’t want to rock this boat at all.

      Besides, I don’t want an echo. I want a direct hit.

    

  







            thirty-four

          

        

      

    

    




      raise your glass

      Skyler

      When I hang up the phone, I find Shelby staring at me in the doorway to my bedroom like I’ve grown a second head.

      “What the hell was that all about?” she asks.

      I jump up and pull her into a huge hug, unable to hold my excitement. “That was Logan. I’m going to Europe after all.” Holding her at arm’s length, I bounce on the balls of my feet, full of pent-up energy.

      “What? That’s awesome. I didn’t know they could bring girlfriends with them.”

      “No, I’m going to play with Murderous Crows. I guess Jon, the guy they were touring with, can’t go. So, Logan suggested asking me to replace him, and everyone agreed. Can you believe that?” I jump up and down again. “I’m going to freaking Europe!”

      My face starts hurting from the wide grin I can’t control. I was just going through my finances and budgeting for the next few months while figuring things out. And out of the blue, Logan threw me a lifeline. One I didn’t realize could mean so much, because the more I think about it, the bigger it really is.

      Shelby is picking up on my excitement and bouncing with me. “That’s fantastic! Maybe you can fit me into your suitcase or your equipment crates. I’m small and can be quiet if I need to.” I roll my eyes at her and cross my arms, smiling like crazy. “You’re right. I can’t shut up. Never mind.” She waves a dismissive hand. “But damn, I’m so happy for you. Does this mean you’re now an official member of the band? Wait. Does this mean you can introduce me to Indigo King? I’m dying to finally meet Jude Lockwood…talk about swoon….” She starts excessively fanning herself as if she has the vapors.

      “You do know he’s very happily married, right? Like, sickeningly so.”

      “Pfft. Whatever. Once he meets me, he’ll see the error of his ways…”

      “Oh my God, you’re hilarious. You know you’re not a home wrecker.”

      She pouts and stomps her foot. “I know. Damn it. But it’s fun to imagine anyway.”

      I shake my head at her. “You’re crazy.” I look around my room quickly. I’m not going to have a lot of time to prepare for an overseas trip, and I haven’t looked at their itinerary yet, either. I should probably do that. “I’m going to need your help packing. I don’t know how much I can bring yet, but I’ll need your organizational skills.”

      “Not a problem. And I’ll charge you my usual fee.” With a wink, she leaves the bedroom. Shelby’s usual fee for helping me pack for a tour is a magnet from every city I stop in if I can find them. The entire top half of our refrigerator is covered with magnets from cities all over the country. We still argue whether repeat visits qualify for new magnets, but considering that’s about all we ever argue about, I’m not upset by it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I spend the days leading up to the trip to Europe learning the setlist backward and forwards at the Blackmore Records studio, where we recorded. Logan joins me, though he doesn’t have to. I’m happy to learn while playing along to the recordings, but I love that he wants to help. The last two sessions are with the full band together, and it’s almost as if the summer apart never happened, and we’ve been playing as a band the entire time. At least for me, it feels that way.

      There are moments I’ll catch an expression on Jake’s face, and even the other guys, when they turn to face me, and I can tell by the shift of their features they were expecting someone else behind the drums. I get it. I’ll be competing with the ghost of Andy Young for as long as I play with Murderous Crows.

      I don’t mind, though. And it’s not a ghost I want to chase away. Joining an already-established band like this is never easy, but this one makes my position feel important. Like I should be honored to be on drums in this particular band. And to be honest, I do feel that way. Following someone as beloved as Andy, and trying to live up to his legacy is somewhat daunting, but I also consider it a challenge I need to meet and surpass.

      But that doesn’t mean being under this microscope is easy, either. It’s far from it. Along with the expectation I put on myself, there are those placed on me by the band, management, and the fans. And I don’t know what they all are yet. I won’t know until I either nail them or completely miss them. It’s a pressure I’m not entirely sure I’m ready for.

      This is a big step up from Earth Sign. This is a signed national act. No, scratch that, soon to be international act. And while they opened for Indigo King right before joining the Twisted tour, they were headlining their own theater tour. They might wake up one day and come to their senses, second-guessing their choice to pick me. I wouldn’t be entirely surprised.

      I’m trying to stay proud of the accomplishment because I’m getting this on merit. I’ve proven myself to this band, and they know my talent and what I can do. Hell, they’ve even hired me before to record with them, so this isn’t a gift at all.

      I’ve earned this.

      But, I’m being slotted into an already-finished puzzle, which scares the crap out of me. I’ve never been the missing piece of anything in my life. It’s a role I’m going to need to learn how to play.

      Fast.

    

  







            thirty-five

          

        

      

    

    




      hopes & dreams

      Logan

      The crowd roars as we step onto the Berlin stage, our European tour’s first stop. I look to my left at Skyler, who is already taking her place behind the drum set. She looks nervous but determined. I give her a reassuring nod and a smile, hoping to ease her nerves a bit. She nods back and takes a deep breath before we start.

      I launch into our first song, and the energy in the theater is electric. I scan the crowd, taking in their reactions. They’re singing along, jumping up and down, and throwing their fists in the air. It’s incredible to know we can connect with people so far from home and in another language. It blows my mind.

      As I play through the set, I can’t help but notice how well Skyler fits in with the rest of the band. It’s like she’s been with us all along. Her drumming is spot-on, and her backing vocals add a new depth to our sound. I’ve always known she would, and I’m glad things didn’t work out for her with Earth Sign, as awful as that sounds. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be here right now. Hell, we all might not be here now.

      During our third song, I step up to the front of the stage for my solo. As I play, I see Skyler from the corner of my eye, her head down as she focuses on her drumming. I can’t help but think about how much she has grown as a musician since joining us. She has stepped into some big shoes, replacing Andy like she has, but she’s making it her own. She’s fucking fearless.

      The first few weeks of the tour are a blur. It’s like I’m living in an amazing and surreal dream. The jet lag is real, the crowds here are huge, and the energy at every venue is exhilarating. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. We’ve played to bigger crowds than this, but they weren’t there to see us. These crowds are buying their tickets to see our show. They’re singing our songs back to us. Buying our T-shirts. That’s insane.

      I’m still getting used to the fact I’m playing in a band that has a huge following. People line up outside after every show just to talk to us, and sometimes I feel like I’m not sure what to say. It’s not that I’m shy, it’s that I’m so used to playing in an unknown bar band where I could walk out of a show, and nobody would know who the fuck I was. That was literally only a few months ago.

      But this is a different ball game, and I’m starting to get that. I almost freaked out the first time I saw my face on a poster plastered on a wall in a foreign city. But now I’m getting used to it. I’m trying to enjoy it, though I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the press. It’s one thing to give an interview or two. It’s another thing to have paparazzi chasing us. We’re not the fucking Beatles, after all.

      And then there’s Skyler. She’s been the glue that’s holding everything together. Holding me together. Now that she’s playing with us regularly, I don’t think I could have done this tour without her. Jon had a different vibe to him. Not bad, just different. With Skyler, it feels so natural.

      Tonight, we’re in Amsterdam, and the crowd is rowdy. It’s the biggest venue we’ve played in so far, and I can barely hear myself over the noise backstage. It was also the largest crowd we’ve ever played for as a headlining act, and the adrenaline pulsing through all of us after the show was palpable.

      After chatting for a while with some fans backstage, I grab Skyler’s hand and pull her down an empty hallway, searching for a room with a door that locks. We’ve been eyeing each other all night on stage, both during and in between songs, and the urge to get somewhere private so I can ravage her is becoming unbearable.

      When I try the third door in the hall, it swings open, but the room isn’t empty. Inside is Cooper, with two women, and they’re all in various compromising positions. There also appears to be different kinds of drug paraphernalia on the table, but I don’t take the time to study anything. I’m busy holding Skyler back from entering the room. She doesn’t need to see Cooper getting a fucking blow job. I didn’t need to see that, either.

      “At least lock the door, dickhead,” I snarl, backing into the hallway and shutting the door. He doesn’t respond that I can hear. I don’t think he even realized I had walked in.

      “What was that about?” Skyler asks.

      “Cooper,” is all I say because I don’t know what the fuck else I can say. And I really don’t want to know what all that shit on the table was about. The chill slithering down my spine tells me it’s bad news.

      I thought we had moved on from all that shit after Andy died, and Jake had to go through his own chemical hell to get where he is now. We were supposed to be passed all of this cliché rockstar hard partying bullshit. What the fuck is Cooper thinking?

      “Logan? What’s the matter?”

      When I glance up and see the concern furrowing her brow, I force a smile on my face, trying to push the images of what I just saw out of my brain. The last thing I want to do is worry Skyler on our best night of the tour so far.

      “Nothing. Sorry. My brain is still on stage, I think.” I shake my head. “You know how it is.”

      “Okay…” She doesn’t sound convinced. “Where were you taking me? And why have we stopped going wherever that was?”

      Shit. That’s right. The ravaging I’m supposed to be doing right now. Suddenly that’s not a priority because I’m worried about Cooper.

      “Oh, that. Sorry. Change of plans. I need to find Remy and Jake real quick.”

      This gets her curiosity piqued. “For what?”

      I start walking toward the backstage area again, where I last saw the guys. “Nothing. Guy stuff.” I sound dismissive, and I hate it. Pulling her hand to my mouth, I gently kiss the back. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

      “Sure…”

      Jake and Remy are still talking to the same fans as before, and honestly look as though they need a bit of rescuing anyway.

      “Hey guys, sorry to interrupt, but I need to steal you away if you don’t mind…?” I try to look as apologetic as possible but find anything but a worried expression difficult to muster. The guys stare at me, surprised for a second, but then must realize I need to talk to them.

      “Sure thing,” Jake says, turning and smiling at the fans. “Thanks again for coming out tonight. We’ll see you in Belgium in a couple of days, right?”

      I head back to the hallway, avoiding the long goodbye that always happens with fans, and start pacing as I contemplate my next move. Do I show them? Or just tell them? Part of me feels like a snitch. Cooper is an adult. He can do what he wants. But what he’s doing is boneheaded and stupid.

      We’ve come so far and worked so hard to get out and away from that shit. I need to do whatever I can to make sure we don’t fall into that hell again.

      We can’t lose anyone else.
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      the chain

      Skyler

      Logan leaves with Jake and Remy, and I’m left awkwardly standing with the fans who have no fucking clue who I am, I’m sure. They give me a small wave and turn to walk away while a guy with a press badge approaches me. He’s shorter, about my height, with reddish-blonde hair and a mustache.

      “You’re Skyler Evans, right?” he asks, nervously shoving his hands into his jacket pockets. “The new drummer for Murderous Crows? Great show tonight.”

      “Oh, cool. Thanks.” I try to read his badge to see if it says who he’s with, but I can’t get close enough to read it. I guess it doesn’t matter. I’m sure I’m not the main story in any magazine.

      Again, with the awkward with this guy. I’m not great at this rockstar thing all of a sudden. I’m usually pretty chill meeting new people like this, but for some reason, these encounters feel more important now. They have more meaning or something.

      “So, since you were on the record, and you’re back touring with them all again, are you a permanent band member now?” He smiles, but it feels too slick. Too practiced. Fake. It makes my skin crawl to look at.

      I’ve been staying out of the band interviews to avoid this very question. It’s understood this is still temporary and not a done deal yet. We’re still feeling each other out to see if this is something we all want, and I’m okay with that for the most part. Bringing somebody new into a band dynamic is tricky, especially if you’ve been together for any length of time. And with the added emotional element of replacing Andy, it’s not a decision they want to take lightly, which I can appreciate.

      I swallow hard before answering, glancing around for Mackenzie or someone more qualified to answer stuff on behalf of the band. Anybody but me. Of course, not another single soul is in sight at the moment. Usually, backstage after a show is packed full of people, but the night I actually want or need someone to be here, it’s a ghost town.

      “Um…I’m enjoying my time on tour with everyone. It’s a great experience for sure.” I plaster a smile as fake as his on my face. I’m sure we both look like a couple of jokers.

      “But is it a permanent thing now?” He presses. He’s like a dog with a bone, not giving it up. “Plus, with you and Logan together as a couple, I’d imagine everyone is afraid of a Fleetwood Mac type of scenario, right?”

      What the fuck is with this guy?

      “No. Nobody’s mentioned Fleetwood Mac to me….” My smile is starting to hurt since it’s so forced at this point. I need to get away from this guy.

      “But you and Logan are a couple, right? Is that how you got the gig in the first place?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You know, with your last band being unsuccessful, which, I should mention, was a shame. I thought for sure Earth Sign was close to being picked up by a label. With all of that, is your relationship with Logan what got you this gig?”

      I cross my arm over my chest, my smile dropping rapidly into a smirk. That’s enough of this bullshit. “Would you ask a question like that if I were a man?”

      He’s surprised at my reaction, but I don’t know why. “I just wondered--”

      “If I slept my way into the band?”

      “No--”

      “If Logan felt sorry for me and just handed me the gig?”

      “I--”

      A voice shouts behind me, “You can fuck right off, Jerry.” It’s Mackenzie who steps next to me, crossing her own arms to match my stance. Hopefully, we portray a formidable defense to his bullshit. “Leave my drummer alone.”

      Jerry’s neck has gone completely red, and it’s quickly traveling up to his mustache.

      “I just wanted to know what’s happening with the lineup of the band,” he says, with a lot of attitude. He obviously doesn’t like being called out, especially by two women. I also get the feeling the two of them have done this before in one way or another.

      “Well, when we have an official announcement, you’ll know when everyone else does.” This time Mackenzie does smile, and man, her fake smile almost looks real. If it reached her eyes, it would be undetectable. It’s kind of scary. If I were Jerry, I’d be afraid of her right now. I think he might be.

      He starts backing up, laughing nervously. “Of course. Of course. You know me, Mac. Always looking for the scoop.”

      She huffs. “Oh, believe me, I know that about you, Jerry.” Turning to me, she dismisses him and grabs my elbow, steering me further away. “Can I steal you for a minute?”

      “Sure…”

      Once we’re out of earshot, she leans in. “What exactly was Jerry asking you about?”

      This is not what I expected her to want to talk about. I’m not sure what I thought, but it wasn’t this. My brain is still coming down from the show, and it’s had to switch gears several times since we stepped off the stage.

      “Um, he asked me if I was now a permanent member of Murderous Crows, and some shit about Logan and Fleetwood Mac.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Really? Fleetwood Mac? Originality is not Jerry’s forte.”

      “Yeah, he kept asking how I got the gig….”

      “Suggesting that maybe you slept your way in. What an asshole.” Mackenzie sighs, crossing her arms and twirling a long strand of her purple hair. I don’t know that I’ve seen her look this upset before.

      “Is this a problem? Should I not have been talking to him?” I’m worried now that I screwed up somehow by even being approached by the guy.

      “That’s still yet to be seen, I guess. We’ll have to wait and see if he twists what you actually said into something harmful. Unfortunately, he’s pretty good at that.”

      I get the feeling things are about to blow up in my face.
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      [insert girls name here]

      Logan

      I lead Jake and Remy down the hallway and stop outside the room where Cooper is with those two women. “Now, first, Coop is free to do whatever the fuck he wants, okay?” They both nod, but concern is etching deeper into their features. I point my thumb at the door. “He’s in there with two chicks, which is no big deal. Whatever. But there’s also some hardcore shit on the table we need to be worried about.”

      Jake visibly pales and looks like he’s about to be sick. And Remy seems stunned. Part of me feels like an ass. Like I’m telling the teacher about a fellow student or some shit, but this is important. After Andy, we can’t go through another loss. There’s no way we’d survive that.

      Just about every emotion there is rolls through Jake, and he runs a hand through his blonde hair, still damp with sweat from the show. “Fuck. Fuck!” He starts pacing the hallway anxiously.

      “Are you sure he used whatever’s in there?” Remy asks, still stunned but coming around. He is usually the calmest out of all of us during stressful situations. Now is no different.

      “No. I don’t know shit,” I say, eyeing Jake carefully. This might be a little too close to home for him. “But he didn’t even acknowledge me when I walked in on them, so I think he might be out of it.”

      “Fuck!” Jake shouts again as he pushes past us and slams through the door to the room. “Hey ladies, sorry, but the party’s over. We need to hit the road.” His hands shake as he tries to gather everything on the table. The women on the couch stare at him, their faces blank and eyes glassy.

      “What the fuck, man? This is Amsterdam…it’s legal.” Cooper slurs, having a hard time keeping his head up or looking straight at us. He’s not concerned at all that his jeans are pulled down around his knees. When you live in close quarters with other people, certain things can become normal, like listening to people getting off nearly right beside you. But this isn’t even the next level. This is penthouse-level crazy.

      “No, it’s not, you fucking idiot.” Mackenzie’s angry voice calls from the doorway behind us. Fuck. We turn to find her with hands on her hips and definitely pissed. “Ladies let’s go. Gather your things…we’ll get you some T-shirts or something. Cool? And pull up your fucking pants, Cooper.”

      T-shirts? Even for Mackenzie, that’s lame, but the women are eager for some free swag and stupidly giggle as they follow her out of the room, only stumbling slightly. Cooper struggles against gravity and gets his jeans up but appears to pass out before he can zip and button up his fly.

      Jesus Christ.

      I grab the pack of cigarettes left on the table and light one up, noticing my hands are shaking now too. In the scheme of things, this isn’t that big of a deal. We’ve all partied like this before, and not just once. So, why is this bothering me so badly now?

      Jake stands over Cooper, smacking his cheeks to try to wake him up. “Dude, what the fuck is the matter with you?” I’m surprised at the emotion in his voice and share a look with Remy. “Did Andy’s death not teach you a god damned thing? Are we fucking burying you next? Is that what you want?”

      My heart constricts as Jake talks. That is why this bothers me. Of course, it is. It’s only been, what? Six or seven months since the accident? My leg twinges with ghost pain as if it remembers being broken.

      Cooper’s head lolls around, and he can’t seem to hold it up. He laughs, and the sound of it turns my stomach. “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m not dead…”

      I look away, disgusted, and that’s when I notice the door to the room is still open, and I see Skyler in the hallway, leaning against the wall. Concern clouds her gray eyes, but I can feel her hesitation to help. I also get the sense she’s feeling like an outsider, which is not how I want her to think of herself.

      Stubbing out the cigarette, I ask, “Can you guys get him to the bus? I’m going to get Skyler--”

      “Yeah, go ahead,” Jake says, not taking his eyes off Cooper. I can’t read his expression completely, but the pain included with it is hard to see. “We’ll get him on the bus. Don’t worry.”

      Stepping into the hallway, I shrug at Skyler, unsure what to say. She’s seen all she needs to know what’s going on here. There isn’t anything I could say to explain it or make it better anyway.

      As I get closer, she pulls me into a tight hug, not saying a word. Skyler seems to inherently know precisely what I need at all times. When to leave me alone, stick to my side, and everything in between. It’s almost magical how in tune we can be with each other sometimes.

      Remy and Jake drag Cooper out of the room behind us and head toward the exit at the end of the hall. The security guard stationed at the door opens it for them and walks along side of them, holding his jacket up to try to block them from view of any onlookers outside. I see a couple flashes of light.

      Fuck. Paparazzi.

      This is not good.

      “Is Cooper going to be okay?” Skyler asks, burying her face into my chest, her breath warm through my shirt.

      The hurt on Jake’s face as he yelled at Cooper still bites as I rub Skyler’s back. I want to say yes with confidence, he’s going to be fine, but I don’t know that for sure. I don’t know what the hell is going on with him at all. He keeps all that shit to himself.

      “He’ll be fine. Let’s go,” I say, wrapping an arm over her shoulder and pulling us toward the exit. I do my best to shield her from the vultures outside as we climb onto the bus.

      This went from the best show to a shit show so fast my head is spinning.
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      gossip

      Skyler

      We’re barely at our hotel in Rotterdam, an hour away, when Mackenzie sends us all a text with a link to two articles on the rock music gossip rag Blindsided’s website. One is bad enough, but two is overwhelming.

      The first one has Logan ready to throw his phone into the wall. The pictures were obviously taken by the women that were with Cooper, and even though the nudity has been redacted, there’s no mistaking what was going on. There’s also a picture of Cooper with the drugs and paraphernalia in clear view. The headline of the article reads:

      
        
        COOPER DAVIES’ RED LIGHT ROMP

      

      

      We weren’t in the red-light district, so right off the bat, it’s a bullshit, misleading headline.

      When I click on the second link, my stomach drops. The main picture is of me and Logan rushing to the bus just a little while ago. He has his arm around me and looks as if he’s trying to hide me from the camera, which, to be fair, he was. This headline isn’t any better than the first one.

      
        
        THE SKY’S THE HARD LIMIT FOR LOGAN EDWARDS

      

      

      I can’t bring myself to read the article. I know what it’s going to say from my conversation with that Jerry asshole.

      Logan, however, doesn’t know about that conversation, so as he reads the article, I can’t tell if he’s taking it for the bullshit it is, or something more. But then he cocks his arm back as if to really throw his phone, but I reach out and stop him.

      “Don’t,” I say, squeezing his arm lightly. Sitting on the bed next to him, I rub his back. “We know it’s all bullshit. Don’t even validate it with emotion.”

      “Those pictures of Coop weren’t bullshit. Those were fucking real.” He drops his face into his hands in frustration. “We can’t explain that shit away with a made-up story. Mackenzie must be having a stroke right about now.”

      I wish I knew how to make all of this better, but I don’t. This is all so new to me. And after the major drop from the ultimate high of the show to this seemingly bottomless pit of bullshit that we’ve fallen into, it’s hard to get my bearings.

      “Well, unfortunately, it looks like Cooper’s going to need to learn the hard way about the dangers of the road. And who to trust… or not.” There’s no delicate way to put that. It’s a harsh lesson for all of us, but especially for Cooper, who probably thought he was just going to have a good time. That single decision probably changed everything for him.

      “Asshole doesn’t even know any of this shit is happening right now either. What a fucking mess.” He looks at me and then does a double-take. “Holy shit. I didn’t ask how you’re doing after the article about you. Are you okay? You know that’s all bullshit, right?”

      I appreciate his concern, but Cooper’s issue is more important now. “Don’t worry about me,” I say, pulling him close so I can kiss his cheek. “I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

      “I know, but you didn’t sign up for this.”

      “I didn’t sign up for anything. I was recruited, remember?” I’m trying to lighten the mood, but since he doesn’t crack a smile, I don’t think it’s working. “Hey. It’s going to be okay. So, Cooper will get a bit of a reputation for a little while. Tomorrow it will be somebody or something else. The memory of the public is super short, like a goldfish. Have a talk with him tomorrow. I’m sure it will be fine.”

      Honestly, I don’t know if any of that is good advice, but it is what I believe. I’ve seen firsthand how little people remember, or even want to remember about people they admire. Hell, I was the same way with Gabriel. The only way to be in a relationship with him was to have a short memory. That memory was false, though, because deep down, I still knew the truth, and it still hurt. Maybe Cooper will be lucky and survive this relatively unscathed.
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        * * *

      

      We survive the last few weeks without another scandal. As I suspected, Cooper’s transgressions are mostly ignored. Except for a slight delay when we were entering Belgium, with an inspection and interrogation by customs authorities, we didn’t have any problems. Mackenzie and the guys all sat down to talk to him, and he apparently understands the new position they’re in now, and the caution he’s going to need going forward.

      I don’t know exactly what was said and didn’t ask. That’s between all of them. I still don’t feel comfortable sticking my nose into the band business. While I’m included in most things, it’s still not everything.

      Nothing has been said about my position with the band, but that can be a double-edged sword. It can be good that it’s not a problem everyone needs to talk about. But then, it could also mean it’s not important enough for anyone to bring up. I’m not exactly sure how to interpret any of it.

      We’re supposed to meet in a few days to discuss what’s next for the band after we all get over our jet lag. As far as I know, we’re going to go back on the road again to hit the US cities the band missed while touring with Indigo King.

      The flight back to L.A. is excruciatingly long and has all of us discombobulated. Logan and I are still wrapped up with each other as we land, and I don’t want to let him go. It feels like we just got comfortable, though we’ve probably been sleeping for at least a few hours. I hold on to him as long as possible until we finally get to the gate. Everyone on the plane is slow to come to life. His long lashes flutter on his cheeks as they open, revealing his startling bright blue eyes that still take my breath away.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” I say, though I just woke up too.

      “Hey, gorgeous. Did we land already? I thought we were going to join the mile -high club…” his hand starts running up my inner thigh, and I squirm and push him away. He always wakes up like this. Not that I mind. Usually. But not with the whole gang sitting around us. “What time is it anyway?”

      “You’re asking me?” I laugh. “I don’t even know what day it is.” I reach into the back pocket of the seat in front of me and pull out my phone to see what time it is. As soon as I take it off airplane mode, my text alerts go crazy.

      
        
          
            
              
        GABRIEL: Hey, Sky, give me a call.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        GABRIEL: Sky, the band website says you should be back by now. Call me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        GABRIEL: Really. Call me. It’s important. It’s Michaela.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        GABRIEL: No bullshit. Michaela has pneumonia. Call me when you get this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. Shit. Shit. This is not good. I need to go. Now.

      I rush to jump up from my seat, throwing open the overhead compartment and grabbing my carry-on. I need to get to Michaela.

      “What are you doing?” Logan asks, confused. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

      I don’t have time to explain this. I need to go.

      “I’m so sorry. I have to go. Can you grab my luggage for me?” He nods, so I continue. “I’ll call you later to explain, okay?” I lean down quickly, pecking his cheek, and then push my way to the front of the plane to exit. Once out the door, I run down the gangway and through most of LAX to get to the rideshare area. On the way, I call Gabriel to find out where Michaela is.

      I need to get to her. She’s probably scared to death.

    

  







            thirty-nine

          

        

      

    

    




      strangers

      Logan

      “Dude, what’s with Skyler?” Jake asks from across the aisle of the plane. He’s still waking up, too, and saw her bolt off like I did.

      “I have no fucking idea.” A knot starts forming in my stomach the more I think about it. Her phone blew up as soon as she turned it on, so something was definitely going on. But I don’t have a clue as to who or what would make her react like that. I try calling her, but it goes straight to voicemail.

      We all slowly make our way off the plane and meet up in baggage claim, where everyone else who was on the plane decides to ask me where Skyler is one by one. By the third time somebody asks me, I’m about to go off on someone.

      “Hey everyone, I don’t know where Skyler went, okay? Get off my back about it already. Thanks.”

      Good God. Jet lag is so real. A nearly twelve-hour flight is going to take some time to recover from. It doesn’t help that I’m worried to death for Skyler.

      “And who pissed in your cornflakes?” Remy asks, sidling beside me to watch the dormant baggage carousel.

      “Nobody. I’m sick of people asking me where she is. I don’t know where she went.”

      He arches a brow at me, curious. “She didn’t tell you anything when she left?”

      “No. She apologized, asked me to get her luggage for her, told me she’d call me later, and then she was gone.”

      Putting a hand on my shoulder, he squeezes. “It’s cool, man. She’ll call later. Don’t sweat it.”

      Nodding, I swallow hard. He’s trying to be supportive and ease my mind. I appreciate it, but it doesn’t help at all. I don’t know why, but that nagging feeling in my gut that something is terribly wrong won’t go away and is, in fact, getting worse as time goes on. The longer I go without hearing from her, or being able to reach her, the higher my anxiety.

      A few hours later, back at the house, we’re deciding what to order for dinner when there’s a knock at the door. It’s Mackenzie, and she does not look happy.

      “Logan, can I talk to you?” She pushes past me into the kitchen, not waiting for a response.

      I follow, unsure of what’s going on. “Mac? What is it?” That knot in my stomach tightens as she pulls out her phone. A few seconds later, she shoves it in my face. On the screen is a picture of Skyler and Gabriel hugging outside somewhere, and from the angle of the photo, it looks like they’re kissing.

      “What the fuck is this?” I whisper, not expecting an answer. I see exactly what it is.

      As I scroll down to the article, the headline makes my heart stop.

      
        
        HOME SWEET HOME? THE FALLEN ANGEL IS REDEEMED.

      

      

      I go on to read some bullshit about how Gabriel and Skyler reunited as soon as she landed, with her running into his arms at the first opportunity. It then says she was so desperate to escape the band’s debauchery that she needed to find comfort in the arms of someone safe.

      “What the actual fuck, Mac? What is this shit?” I notice the other guys are in the doorway watching whatever this is playing out. So much for a private conversation.

      “Remember all that talk about Fleetwood Mac? This is Jerry’s attempt to create another one,” she says but crosses her arms, a concerned expression creasing her brow. “But it does bring up the question, what’s going on with you two? Is there something there with Gabriel we need to worry about? And is this going to be a thing with you guys? We made special concessions in her contract for you guys to be together. That doesn’t usually happen.”

      I find myself hesitating to answer, and that bugs the shit out of me. If I can’t say there’s nothing to worry about without even thinking, maybe I should be concerned.

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s nothing we need to worry about,” Remy says, stepping into the kitchen, placing a hand on my shoulder, and grabbing the phone to take a look at what we’re talking about. I’m not comforted in the slightest when he hands the phone back to Mackenzie without saying anything else, his expression purposely blank.

      She’s not so easily convinced, either. “I’ve been trying to call her since this was published, and I keep getting her voicemail. Cassidy’s tried, too, and is chirping in my ear that we need to tighten up the damage control with all the shit that’s gone down lately with you guys. This is just the latest bomb to drop on us. We need to head off any more.”

      My chest tightens with a surge of insecurity. What if I don’t know Skyler as well as I think I do? What if I’m being played for a fool after all?

      She’s a runner. Maybe she hasn’t changed after all. Or, maybe something I don’t even know I did wrong has fucked this all up and pushed her away. I’m so new to this shit; it’s entirely possible.

      What if all of this is some diabolical mind fuck I stupidly fell head over heels for?

      Well, then, I got fucked. I’ll chalk it up to just another person I love abandoning me.

      Maybe I’m not cut out for this love shit.
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      lover

      Skyler

      “Thank you for coming, Sky,” Michaela says with ragged breath through her oxygen mask, squeezing my gloved hand with her own. Her pale skin glows and is nearly translucent in the low hospital room light.

      “Of course,” I say, smiling weakly down at her, though I know she can’t see it behind my surgical mask. Hopefully, my eyes express it enough. I’m doing my best to keep my shit together, though my heart is now in my throat. I’m so worried for her. “I’ll come back tomorrow during visiting hours to see you again.”

      “I still want to hear all about your tour. We didn’t really talk about it much at my last lesson,” she whispers, her eyes growing heavy. She’s dosed on and off the entire time I’ve been here, so we haven’t had time to catch up on anything.

      “And I want to tell you all about it, but you need some sleep.” I pat her hand and glance up at Gabriel standing on the other side of the bed, obvious worry in his green eyes. “Ready to go?”

      He nods slowly and brushes Michaela’s bangs off her face with his own gloved hand.

      Once we’re in the hallway outside her room, we remove the masks, gloves, and gowns we put on over our clothing to prevent any further infection in Michaela’s system. This isn’t the first time we’ve had to go through this protocol with her, and it most likely won’t be the last.

      “Need a ride home?” he asks, putting an arm around me. “You look like shit. I’m surprised they didn’t check you in while we’re here.”

      “Har har. You’re so funny,” I say, elbowing him in the side. “Yes. I would appreciate a ride home if you don’t mind. I’m too tired to figure out how to get an Uber right now.”

      “Very well. Your chariot awaits.” He steers me to turn with him, and we go to the attached parking garage to his car. Opening the passenger side door for me, he says, “Thanks for coming, Skyler. I could tell she improved as soon as you walked in.”

      I stare at him for a minute. He looks tired too. I know he worries about his sister all the time. Episodes like this only magnify the intensity of that worry. While he may be a womanizing jerk off of a boyfriend, he is a good brother.

      “Of course. I came as soon as I could.” I stifle a yawn that tries to escape as I talk but barely succeed as I get in the car. He’s not wrong about me being exhausted. I’m having a hard time keeping my eyes open. In fact, I’m so tired I fall asleep in the car on the way home from the hospital.

      I wake up to Gabriel gently shaking me and my head pressed against the side window. It’s an odd sort of time travel to fall asleep in one place and wake up somewhere else. It happens on tour all the time, and I never get used to it. It’s almost like being transported as a child from the couch to your bed by your parents when you fall asleep watching TV.

      I squint at the house momentarily and notice all the lights are on. Shelby must be home. Good. I have so much to tell her about the tour and Logan. Especially Logan. She’s going to want all the details, and I can’t wait to relive some of them as I tell her. She’s going to want to hear about Michaela, too.

      “Thanks for the ride, Gabriel. I’ll be in touch tomorrow before I head back to the hospital.”

      His brow furrows as he looks at me. “Are you going to make it in okay? You look a little out of it.”

      I wave him off. “I’m fine. Just really, really, tired. Thanks.” Opening the door, I step out, but my knees wobble a little bit as I stand, and I grip the top of the door for support.

      “Nope,” Gabriel says, getting out and rounding the car to me, “you’re going to fall on your face. Let me help you.” He slides an arm around my waist, and I can’t help but lean into him slightly as we walk up the path to the house.

      Before we get to the front door, it swings open, and Logan comes rushing out. I can hear Shelby yelling from inside for him to stop. The next thing I know, Logan is punching Gabriel in the face, knocking him to the ground, and I almost get pulled down with him, but he pushes me away on his way down.

      “Get your fucking hands off of her,” Logan’s face is raging red with anger. He cocks his arm back to strike him again, and I reach out to try to grab his arm.

      “Logan, stop it!” I push him out of reach of Gabriel, who is slow to get up from the ground. “What the hell are you doing?”

      He’s breathing heavily and barely letting me hold him back. He points at Gabriel. “That asshole needs to learn that you are not his fucking girlfriend anymore. He can’t keep groping you like that.”

      Gabriel starts laughing behind me, and I see him shaking his head and rubbing his jaw. “Damn, Sky. Learn to control your dog. Looks like he’s not ready to be taken off the leash yet.”

      “Just go, Gabe. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He glares at me, and I have to look away. So many emotions are running through me right now, and embarrassment is the biggest one. “Sorry. Thanks for the ride home.”

      He stares at me and Logan for a minute, then smiles wickedly before turning to his car. “Thanks for coming.”

      Fucking hell. He’s not helping.

      Logan makes to go after him again, but I hold him back somehow.

      “What the hell was that? You can’t go around punching people like that for no reason.”

      He’s incredulous. “No reason? Sky, he was all over you. I could see from the window….” The anger isn’t leaving him, even with Gabriel gone. And I’d swear there was some hurt mixed in there too, but I don’t understand where this is coming from.

      “He was helping me walk to the fucking door, for god’s sake. He was not all over me.”

      “But--”

      “But nothing, Logan.” It’s dawning on me what’s happening here. “Have you listened to a word I said? Are you not hearing me? He was helping me walk.”

      “And what about the pictures on the internet of you kissing him earlier? Right after you rushed off the plane in such a hurry you couldn’t even tell me where you were going.” He crosses his arms. “How do you explain those?”

      My head spins. “What pictures? I didn’t kiss him earlier….”

      “These,” Shelby says from the doorway to the house. I didn’t notice she was there. She steps out and frowns, handing me her phone, and I’m greeted with blurry photos of Gabriel and me from this afternoon outside the hospital when I arrived. He hugged me when he saw me because he was so upset about his sister.

      I read the article and know it’s all bullshit because they even said we were outside his apartment building when we weren’t. It’s crap, just like all the other stories Blindsided writes. How can Logan not know it’s all a lie? How can he believe it?

      My heart sinks, and I hand Shelby back her phone. The hurt now flowing through my veins burns, and I swear I will go up in flames and dissolve into ash right here on the front lawn.

      He doesn’t trust me. After everything. He still doesn’t trust me.

      My eyes start to sting with the tears I’m desperately holding back. “I can’t say it any other way, Logan. I didn’t kiss Gabriel. And if you don’t believe me, well, there’s not much I can do about that.” I start towards the house. “Oh, and that’s not an apartment building. That’s outside Southern California Hospital, where my friend, and Gabriel’s sister, Michaela, is admitted with pneumonia. She has cystic fibrosis, and pneumonia is very dangerous for her, so he and I were both extremely worried. But you know, since Blindsided said it was something else, they obviously know my life better than I do.”

      I don’t look back and slam the door on both of them.
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      i would

      Logan

      “Dude, I can’t believe you punched the guy,” Remy says after hearing the whole sordid mess. We’re drinking beer on the balcony of the house. He’s at least napped, but I’m too wired to think about sleeping now. “I mean, I guess I get it, but shit. That’s harsh.”

      “I know. I fucked up. It was dumb.” I pick at the label on the bottle as I internally kick myself again for letting my imagination run away with me like that. “I should have talked to Skyler first. I know that now, obviously.”

      “Well, knowing you’re a dick is the first step on the awesome journey that lies ahead of you.” He takes a swig of his beer. “Bon voyage.”

      “You’re no fucking help,” I mutter.

      “Oh, you wanted my help,” he says, acting surprised. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize what my supporting role here was. I thought I was just supposed to nod and agree with your self-sabotage.”

      “Fuck off, man.” Seriously. Sometimes his attempts at humor turn out to be more annoying than anything. As far as I’m concerned, this is a major crisis. Not a time for jokes.

      “Sorry. Sorry. I misread the room. My bad.” He pats my shoulder with an apologetic smile. After a long sigh, he sits back and puts his feet up on the railing. “What’s the end goal here?”

      “What do you mean, ‘What’s the end goal?’ The end goal is to get her back.”

      He nods, expecting this answer, I’m sure. “Well, to do that, you need to talk to her.”

      “No shit.” I roll my eyes at him. “She’s not answering my calls or my texts. It’s a little difficult to talk to someone who is actively ghosting you.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily say she’s ghosting you. Definitely ignoring you, but not ghosting. That would imply complete disappearance, and I don’t think that’s what she’s doing.”

      “Well, how do I talk to her if she’s ignoring me?”

      He stares at me like I’m stupid. And right now, I feel all kinds of dumb, so it’s appropriate.

      “You go to her house, you moron. The place where she resides. Chances are she’s there since she lives there…?”

      “I get it. I get it. Jesus.” Man, he’s being a sarcastic dick tonight. “Should I go tonight or give her time to cool off?”

      He rubs his chin thoughtfully, considering. “This is like upper echelon levels of fuck ups, so it’s going to take extreme measures.”

      I eye him doubtfully. “Dude. It’s not like you’re a relationship expert. I don’t know why I’m asking for your advice.” And it’s true. I haven’t known Remy to have a regular girlfriend for any notable length of time.

      He nods his head from side to side, not disagreeing with me. “I’m not an expert, but I do play one on stage.”

      “You’re a rhythm guitarist,” I chuckle.

      “Exactly.” He downs the rest of his beer, and I stare at him.

      “You are actually not helpful.”

      “Go tomorrow,” he says, giving in and finally taking this seriously. “And take flowers. And chocolate. Dark chocolate. And maybe some jewelry, too. Does she read? Books. Definitely buy her lots of books. Especially ones with bare-chested guys on the covers. Or hockey players.”

      “Hockey players? Do I want to know how you know this stuff?”

      “Three sisters.”

      “Right. Still, that all sounds pretty extreme. Are you sure?”

      “Desperate times, son. Desperate times.”

      He’s not wrong. I am desperate to fix this. I’ll do anything to accomplish that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following day, I’m out of the house as early as possible, but when I get to Skyler’s house, I find out she’s not there. She’s gone to visit her friend Michaela at the hospital again. Shelby is sympathetic, having also assumed the worst of Skyler yesterday as I have. She got her apology in and accepted last night, though.

      I’ve been made to suffer for a bit.

      Noted.

      Shelby promises to text me when Skyler gets home, so I can come back. I spend the entire day on pins and needles waiting for the text, and it doesn’t come until after it’s dark again. Cooper and Remy went to the corner bar to escape me since I was driving them crazy. By the time her text comes, I’m nearly beside myself with anxiety.

      I drive to her house and barely remember the trip when I arrive. My mind is so jumbled with things I want to say, things I want her to say to me, and things I want us to put behind us. It’s a lot to process, and for someone like me, who never felt these things for someone else, I can easily confuse myself. It should be fucking simple, but it’s not, and I hate that. Shelby told me in her text she’d be leaving the house to give us privacy, and I see her car is gone, and Skyler’s is in the driveway.

      This is it. It’s time to man up and face my mistakes. If I want this love thing to work, I need to do the work. Taking a deep breath, I get out of the car and knock on the door. It takes an eternity, and I think Skyler was debating whether to open the door or not, but luckily for me, she does. As soon as I see her, ripped T-shirt, shorts, hair loose and wavy, and her eyes, those god-damned gorgeous steel gray eyes of hers that are so disarming, make my heart skip and stutter.

      But the thing I notice most that gives me hope all is not lost is that she’s still wearing the necklace I gave her. The two silver drumsticks gleam in the porch light, making me think I might still have a shot here.

      “What do you want, Logan?” she asks, her voice tired. It instantly makes me wonder how her friend is doing.

      “How is Michaela? Your friend?” I’m suddenly worried she’s not doing well at all, from the forlorn look on Skyler’s face.

      Her eyes spark briefly, but I can’t tell if it’s good or bad. “The same. But her prognosis is good.”

      “Good. Good.” And the awkwardness has appeared. Fuck. “I know you’re probably tired, but can we talk for a minute?”

      She eyes me for a while before moving, and for a second, I think she’s going to turn me down and send me away. Fortunately, she steps back and indicates for me to come in.

      I don’t sit down or move far into the living room, for that matter. I want to get through this as quickly as possible. I want to get to the part where everything is fine between us. Taking all the air into my lungs I can, I push forward with my apology.

      “Skyler, you have no idea how sorry I am for how I acted yesterday. I was completely out of line and never should have assumed what was published in Blindsided had even a shred of truth. I know it didn’t. I lost my head. I can blame it on the jet lag, but I just fucked up.” She walks past me and sits on the couch, curling her legs under her and grabbing a glass of wine from the coffee table. Okay, at least she’s listening. I think. “I’d like to apologize to Gabriel, too, if possible. He didn’t deserve to get punched. Well…not for that anyway.”

      That gets a lip twitch. I think I might be making headway after all.

      I close the distance between us and kneel on the floor in front of her, unable to stop myself from grabbing her free hand. The feel of her soft skin against mine is a comfort I didn’t think I’d be able to experience again, and I revel in it. The spark that shoots through my veins when we touch is impossible to ignore.

      “Skyler,” I pull her hand to my lips and kiss her knuckles. “Please forgive me. I’m a complete and total ass. But I’m so fucking new at being madly in love, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. Obviously, I’m horrible at it.”

      She smirks with a small laugh. “You’re just bad at the jealousy part of it. The rest, you’re perfect.”

      My heart nearly jumps out of my chest at her words, and I squeeze her fingers lightly. “You’re right. Jealousy is a problem for me. I’ve never had someone that was all mine before. Someone I could completely be myself with. Someone I could lose myself in. So, I’m still navigating how to do all of this.”

      “I know that.” She bites her bottom lip, anxious. “But how do I know you’re not going to freak out on the next guy that hugs me or a fan that puts an arm around me for a picture? And that’s only half of the issue. It’s not just that you punched Gabriel, it’s that you didn’t believe me, or at least didn’t believe in me. You thought I’d run off the plane into Gabriel’s arms as soon as we landed? And, what, leave my luggage with you to deal with on top of everything else? You really thought that of me. That’s pretty shitty.”

      “I didn’t really think that, Sky. I swear.”

      “Then how do you explain it?”

      There’s a pain in her voice that rips at my soul. I never, ever wanted to cause her this kind of pain, or any kind of pain, for that matter. I can’t believe I was so fucking stupid.

      “I can’t explain it. Other than to say I was out of my fucking mind. I love you so much. The thought of anyone else with his hands on you blinded me. And the thought you might want that made me fucking insane. Just the idea that someone else I love would choose to leave…” I swallow hard, meeting her eyes and willing my intentions to pass through to her. “The thought of a life without you, now that I know what life is like with you, is unbearable.”

      Her face softens, and her eyes shine. “Do you mean that?”

      “I do. I don’t want to live without you, Sky.”

      She laughs then. “You sound almost like you’re proposing.”

      I hesitate for only a split second before reaching into my pocket, and pulling out the engagement ring I paid way too much for in Beverly Hills this afternoon. At the sight of it, Skyler inhales sharply, a hand covering her mouth and her eyes wide.

      “Logan, what the--”

      “Skyler Evans, I didn’t know if I would get this chance today or some other day down the road but fuck it. Today’s the day, and now is the moment.”

      “Fuck it? What are you doing?” She’s still in shock, but I think she’s smiling behind that hand in front of her mouth.

      “From the night we met what feels like both a lifetime ago, and just yesterday, I’ve known you would change my life. And you have. In so many amazing ways. Ways I’ve never imagined. And yes, I suck at all of this, but I want to learn. I want to learn how to love you in a way that makes you feel it every second of every day.

      “Logan--”

      “I want you to know what it’s like to love someone that will be faithful to you. Someone that worships you. Someone who will do anything for you, who will completely fuck up trying to keep you.”

      “Logan--”

      “You deserve all the love in the world, and even if I can only give you a sliver of that, I want it to be enough--”

      She clamps her hand over my mouth, effectively shutting me up. It’s my turn to widen my eyes, and I instantly worry I’m about to get shot down and thrown out on my ass.

      “Would you shut the hell up?” She laughs, and my chest tightens. “I’m trying to say ‘yes.’”

      I don’t hesitate again. I reach out and pull her down into a kiss that can only signal the beginning of what’s going to be an incredible life together. I kiss her as if my life depends on it because it honestly does. When I considered the thought that we might be over, I couldn’t stand it. I was going out of my fucking mind.

      She needs to know how committed I truly am to her, to us.

    

  







            forty-two

          

        

      

    

    




      let you down

      Skyler

      I can’t believe this is happening. After everything we’ve been through the past year, we’re finally going to take the next step. We may not take it right away, but I love that we have it in front of us now.

      Oddly enough, I completely understand where Logan was coming from with his jealousy, because I’ve lived most of my adult life in that state in one form or another. I recognized it immediately, knowing how it can be all-consuming and blinding. Not that I’m excusing his behavior in any way, because I’m not. But I do understand it. And I can’t personally judge him for it since he acted out what I’ve wanted to do on numerous occasions but never had the balls to. So, I’m not much better than him in that regard.

      The only difference between us is the reasoning behind it. Mine formed out of betrayal, and his from his deep-rooted fear of abandonment. Neither of those are breeding grounds for positive relationships. It’s something we’re both going to need to work on, because I’m not cured of my jealousy either. It’s still there. But with Logan, it feels like it’s worth the risk to my heart to trust him. Something I never thought I’d say about anyone again. Especially another musician.

      When we finally come up for air from our kiss, he slides the gorgeous ring on my finger. It sparkles in the lamplight and is simply breathtaking.

      “I feel like I should have something epic or memorable to say, but I can’t think of any more words,” he says, tucking my hair behind my ear and then drawing a finger along my jawline. I shiver under his touch, no matter how light or innocent it is.

      I stand and pull him up from where he’s still kneeling on the floor in front of the couch. “I can think of something more epic than words…” I give him my wickedest smile and his dimples come out to play.

      “Well then, I’ll shut the hell up,” he grins and literally sweeps me off my feet, carrying me into the bedroom and laying me back gently on the bed. I disappear into his touch and kisses, my skin coming alive under his lips as he tastes every inch of me. I dissolve in the heat between us, which melts my inhibitions completely in a way that only happens with him.

      Only ever with him.

      As Logan explores my body, his hands running over my skin with a hunger that makes me feel reckless, I can’t help but think about what this next step means. It’s not just about getting married. It’s about blending our lives together in every way possible. I have always wanted this kind of love. The type that overwhelms and takes over, and I’ve finally found it.

      I wrap my arms around his waist, pulling him closer, wanting to feel every inch of him against me. His lips find mine, and he kisses me with a passion that sends shivers running up and down my spine. I respond eagerly, my body arching up to meet his, my fingers tangling in his hair as we rock into each other.

      As he moves down my body, leaving a trail of kisses in his wake, I gasp with pleasure, my back lifting off the bed. I never knew it could be like this, so intense and all-consuming. But with Logan, it’s always been different. With him, it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before, and I knew it back on the first night we met.

      He reaches between my legs, teasing me with his fingers, and I can feel the heat building inside me. I’m panting now, my chest rising and falling with each breath. It feels like an eternity, waiting for him to ease the ache between my legs, but when he finally enters me, it’s like a burst of fireworks in the night sky.

      I get lost as he moves inside me, his body pressed against mine. It’s like we’re one person, moving together in perfect harmony. I never want this moment to end, but as the pleasure builds, I want to reach that climax with him.

      With a final thrust, I feel the pleasure crest, and I’m overwhelmed with emotion. I clutch Logan tight as I cry out his name, my body shuddering with the intensity of the orgasm that ripples through me.

      His body tenses and then relaxes against mine, and I know he’s found his release. I wrap my arms around him, pulling him close, and we lay tangled together. The moment is perfect, and I know right then and there that no matter what life throws our way, Logan and I will always find our way back to one another.

      After all, we’ve done it several times already. It’s what we do best.

      We can’t keep fighting destiny.

    

  







            epilogue

          

        

      

    

    




      no love in la

      Skyler – One Month Later

      Shelby pushes a hot cup of coffee across the counter toward me with a slight look of fear in her eyes. I got in late last night after playing a show with Murderous Crows at the famous Roxy Theatre on Sunset Strip in West Hollywood. Being a permanent band member now, pop-up shows like the one last night while we’re home, are par for the course, I guess.

      I take the cup but eye her warily, sniffing the coffee suspiciously. Nothing seems amiss with the drink, so something else is up. “What’s that look for?”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger, okay?” She picks up her phone but holds it to her chest protectively.

      “That depends on the message. What is it?” I reach for her phone, but she holds it up and away from me.

      “Promise me you won’t freak out first.”

      I sigh heavily. “Fine. I promise. Now give me your damned phone.”

      She slowly slides it across to me but resists releasing it briefly until I pry her fingers off. I glare at her before looking at the screen.

      Then my heart stops as I read:

      
        
        MURDEROUS CROWS FEATHER THEIR NEST – WITH DRUGS

      

      

      
        
        Former merchandise assistant for the band Murderous Crows, Nyx S. (last name withheld), is finally breaking her silence about the members’ rampant and dangerous drug use. She recounts to Blindsided in an exclusive interview “numerous occasions” where she was enlisted to seek out and often pay out of her own pocket for various drugs for the band. While Jake Townsend’s prior drug use has been well documented in the past, particularly in the aftermath of the fatal crash that took the life of late drummer Andy Young, details surrounding the increasingly dangerous drug activity of the remaining members have been kept hush-hush until now.

        Cooper Davies, who we reported on several months ago, who was caught in a rather compromising position with some female fans in Amsterdam during their European tour, is entering troubling territory with these new allegations. According to Nyx, Cooper was a regular customer, and the most frequent, meaning the situation in Amsterdam only scratches the surface of his problems, drugs and otherwise.

        Will these new details ruffle the feathers of their label, Blackmore Records? Or their fans? Is he spinning out of control? And will he end up another victim of the toxic atmosphere surrounding all of Murderous Crows? I guess we’ll have to stay tuned to find out… -Blindsided

      

      

       

      Shit.

       

       

       

       

      
        
        --THE END—
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