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Chapter 1

"That's not sweat on your brow, is it? Because if I'm that boring, you could just watch Netflix instead."

He freezes above me, this beautiful stranger with dog tags that clink together like windchimes whenever he moves. His face—all sharp angles and shadow in the motel's half-light—twists into confusion.

"What? No. I'm just... concentrating."

I prop myself on my elbows, blowing a strand of electric blue hair from my face. "On what? Tax returns? Nuclear codes? The collective disappointment of your high school teachers?"

The soldier—Ethan? Evan? Something with an E that he mumbled at the bar three drinks in—lets out a strangled laugh. His hands hover above my hips like he's forgotten what they're for.

"Do you always talk this much during...?" He gestures vaguely at our half-clothed bodies.

"Bold of you to assume I've done this enough to have developed consistent habits."

I shouldn't admit that. It's my second time ever, and the first that counts in my mental ledger of Choices That Are Actually Mine. But something about motel rooms in nowhere towns makes the truth feel less dangerous, like confessing in a moving car—it can't catch up to you if you're already gone tomorrow.

He smiles, uncertainty softening into something warmer. "You're not what I expected."

"Story of my life. Now are you going to keep staring at me like I'm a complicated IKEA instruction manual, or...?"

His lips find my neck, and I close my eyes.

The first time wasn't like this. Two days before graduation, Tyler Bennington's basement rec room smelling of laundry detergent and his dad's bourbon. He'd been so serious about it—like deflowering me was some solemn knight's quest. Afterward, he held me too tight and whispered things about forever that turned to dust exactly forty-eight hours later when he texted that we should "take a break before college."

This soldier doesn't promise forever. He promises right now. His mouth travels down my body with military precision.

"You don't have to—" I start, but then his tongue finds me, and my brain short-circuits.

I make a sound that's embarrassingly close to a squeak. "That's—oh. That's really... efficient."

He looks up, eyes crinkling. "Efficient?"

"Exceptional? Exquisite? I'm running out of E-words that don't sound like product reviews."

He laughs against my thigh, then returns to his mission with renewed determination. I let my head fall back against scratchy motel pillows that have definitely witnessed worse life choices than this one.

The ceiling has a water stain shaped like Texas. Or maybe Florida. Geography was never my strong suit.

My hips rise off the mattress. His hands press them back down.

"Stay still," he murmurs.

"Bossy," I gasp. But I like it.

Tyler never did this. Tyler treated me like glass. This man treats me like something that won't break but might explode. He's right about that.

My back arches as tension coils tighter. The feeling builds like a song reaching its chorus—that perfect moment when everything comes together, when the crowd knows exactly when to scream the lyrics back at you. Not that I'd know. Not yet. But I will.

"I'm going to—" My warning dissolves into something wordless and raw.

He doesn't stop. The world goes white at the edges, sound muffling like I'm underwater. I surface gasping.

"Holy shit," I manage finally. "Did they teach you that in the army? Because if so, I have severely underestimated our military strategy."

He crawls back up, looking pleased with himself. "Marines, actually."

"My apologies to the entire Corps."

He reaches for his wallet, extracts a condom with practiced ease.

"Need help with that, Sergeant?" I ask, though I'm not entirely sure what help I'd offer. My sexual repertoire is still basically a one-page menu with very few specialty items. My eyes drift down to his cock, thick and intimidating in his hand, and my breath catches somewhere between excitement and uncertainty. It's one thing to imagine this part, another to face the reality of it—hard, veined, somehow more intense than Tyler's had been.

"I mean, I'm willing to assist," I add, my voice a little higher than normal as I stare, "but maybe with supervision? Like those kids' cooking classes where they let you hold the spoon but an adult still does most of the work." I bite my lip, surprised by my own boldness even as nervousness flutters in my stomach.

"Lance Corporal," he corrects, tearing the wrapper with his teeth in a move I'm pretty sure is just for show. "And I've got it."

He does. Then he's above me again, eyes searching mine. "You sure about this?"

I almost make another joke. Almost deflect. But something about his earnestness deserves honesty.

"Yes," I say simply. "I'm sure."

When he pushes inside, I forget to be witty. Forget to maintain whatever facade of experienced coolness I was attempting. My nails dig into his shoulders, and I make a sound that's all vulnerability. His mouth finds my neck, lips pressing against the pulse point that seems to connect directly to where we're joined. He kisses a path along my sensitive skin, his tongue tracing patterns that send electric currents straight through me. Each kiss hits exactly where I need it, again and again, making me arch into him. I'm still so sensitive from my earlier orgasm that every brush of his lips against my neck makes me shudder—the sensation amplified, overwhelming. My skin feels like it's remembering his touch before he even makes it, anticipating each kiss with a ripple of goosebumps. He lingers at the hollow of my throat, where my heartbeat hammers wildly against his mouth, and I can feel him smile against my skin as I whimper.

"You okay?" he asks, stilling.

"Ignore that," I breathe. "Just getting used to the... dimensions of things."

His laugh vibrates through both our bodies. "You're something else, blue."

He starts moving, and I stop thinking in complete sentences.

It's different than before. Better. Less weighted with expectation. His body is all lean muscle and purpose, military-trained for efficiency even in this. I wrap my legs around him, finding a rhythm that matches his. The delicious friction of him sliding in and out sends waves of pleasure radiating through my core—he fills me completely, stretching me in a way that's just this side of too much. With a subtle shift of his hips, he lifts me slightly, and suddenly he's hitting a spot that makes stars explode behind my eyelids.

"Oh god," I gasp, my inner walls clenching around him involuntarily.

"There?" he whispers, his voice rough with restraint.

I can feel my pleasure building faster than I expected, coiling tight like a spring. This isn't supposed to happen again so soon, I think wildly as my body betrays me. The pressure builds, intensifies, and then—

"I'm—" is all I manage before the orgasm crashes over me unexpectedly.

Well, that's embarrassing. Or impressive? Both? File under: things they don't teach in sex ed.

His movements become less controlled, and I recognize the approaching edge. I pull him closer, suddenly greedy for the contact, for the feeling of being wanted even if just for tonight, in this nowhere place between where I was and where I'm going.

He buries his face in my neck as he finishes, a sound caught between a groan and something softer escaping him. For a moment, we stay connected, breathing hard in the quiet motel room.

Then he rolls away, disposes of the condom, and returns to lie beside me. Not cuddling, exactly, but not rushing to leave either.

"That was..." He searches for words.

"Adequate? Above average? Alphabetically superior to your previous encounters?"

He laughs, shaking his head. "I was going to say surprising."

"Good surprising? Or 'I've made a terrible mistake' surprising?"

"Definitely good." He props himself up on one elbow. "You're funny."

"It's a defense mechanism. My therapist would have a field day with it, if I could afford one."

"Your hair," he says, "is the exact color of those slushies at gas stations."

I laugh, unexpected and genuine. "That might be the weirdest compliment I've ever gotten."

"It is memorable,"

Something about that word catches in my chest. Memorable. I want to be. I need to be.

The easy post-sex silence stretches between us. Outside, a truck rumbles past on the highway.

"Where are you headed?" he asks finally.

"Nashville." Just saying it aloud makes my stomach flip. "I have an audition."

"Singer?"

"That's the plan. Backup vocals for a touring band." I don't mention that the email response to my demo came at 3 AM and consisted of four words: We should meet. Nashville.

He nods, looking impressed. "You any good?"

"I made my high school choir teacher cry once." I shrug. "Though that might've been because I accidentally hit her with my elbow during choreography."

He laughs again. I like making him laugh. It feels like winning something.

"What about you, Sergeant?"

"Lance Corporal," he corrects again, but there's no irritation in it.

"Oh shit, sorry." The words tumble out before I can catch them. Real smooth, Everlee.

He smiles, and something about it doesn't quite reach his eyes. There's a weight there—something heavy and careful that makes my usual impulse to crack a joke die in my throat.

"Just finished up a deployment in Afghanistan," he says, his voice steady but distant. "Been stateside for a few months now. Still figuring out what comes next."

I nod, suddenly aware that I'm in the presence of someone who's seen things I can't even imagine. The easy post-sex banter feels different now—less like flirtation and more like two people sharing space in the quiet after something intense. His hands, which were so confident on my skin minutes ago, fidget slightly with the edge of the motel's scratchy blanket.

"That must be..." I start, then stop. What can I possibly say? That it must be hard? Scary? Life-changing? All of it sounds hollow and small compared to whatever he's actually been through.

"Yeah," he says simply, like he's grateful I didn't try to fill the silence with empty words. "It is."

Later, after he's dressed and about to leave, he hesitates at the door. "I'm Eric, by the way. In case you forgot."

Eric. E for Eric. At least I was close.

"Everlee," I respond. "In case you forgot."

"I didn't." He smiles. "Good luck in Nashville, Everlee. I hope to see you on stage soon."

"Stay safe out there," I tell him softly, my voice more sincere than I expected.

He leans down, pressing his lips gently against my forehead in a gesture that feels almost too tender for strangers.

"Memorable," he whispers against my skin before pulling away and slipping out the door.

After he's gone, I lie back on the rumpled sheets, staring at the water-stained ceiling. My phone buzzes with a text notification.

I reach for it, opening the email again instead:

We should meet. Nashville.

Four words from a band manager who probably sent it while half-asleep or drunk. Four words that made me drain my savings account, pack a duffel bag, and board a series of increasingly depressing buses.

Four words that might mean nothing. Or everything.

Tomorrow morning, the final bus leaves at 8:15. Five hours later, I'll step off into Nashville—another blue-haired girl with a secondhand guitar and lungs full of songs nobody's heard yet.

I should be terrified. I am terrified. But there's something else, too—something that feels like the moment just before jumping into deep water. The certainty that even if you don't know exactly what's down there, you can't stay on the edge forever.


Chapter 2

The Nashville bus terminal smells like five different kinds of disinfectant fighting a losing battle. I step onto the cracked sidewalk, guitar case banging against my thigh, and breathe in air that feels thicker than it should. Even in early spring, Nashville has this weight to it—like the atmosphere knows it's supposed to be important.

"This is it," I mutter to no one. "Music City."

A woman with immaculate blonde hair walking past gives me a look that suggests my blue hair and ripped tights aren't exactly what she considers Nashville material.

"Nice hair," she says, but her tone makes it clear it's not a compliment.

"Thanks. I was going for 'employable rebel' but landed somewhere between 'anime protagonist' and 'attention-seeking mermaid.'"

She blinks rapidly, clearly not expecting a response, then hurries away like my weirdness might be contagious.

I check my phone map. The audition address is only two blocks away—a nondescript building on Music Row that probably houses fifteen different record labels and twice as many broken dreams. My stomach does a nauseating flip, and I wonder if this is how skydivers feel right before jumping.

"You lost, honey?" An older man with a bushy mustache is staring at me from a bench, newspaper folded in his lap.

"Just contemplating my questionable life choices," I reply, adjusting my guitar strap. "Standard Tuesday activity."

"You another singer?" He doesn't wait for my answer. "Whole damn city's full of 'em. Like locusts, except y'all can carry a tune." He chuckles at his own joke.

"Is that the official Nashville welcome speech?"

"Nah, that's longer and mentions Dolly Parton at least twice." He squints at me. "You got a place to stay?"

"I'm optimistic that talent will prevail and someone will immediately offer me a record deal and luxury accommodations," I say, then drop the façade. "I've got three nights paid at a hostel, then it's either glory or Greyhound."

He gives a low whistle. "You're either brave or crazy."

"I like to think it's a charming combination of both."

The man laughs, genuine this time. "Well, good luck, Blue. This town'll either make you or break you. Sometimes both."

With that encouraging sendoff, I hoist my duffel higher on my shoulder and start walking. Every step feels like I'm moving through a dream—or maybe a fever hallucination. Nashville is exactly how I pictured it and nothing like I expected. Sleek modern buildings stand shoulder to shoulder with old honky-tonks. Music pours from every other doorway, even at this hour.

The building I'm looking for is understated—a three-story brick structure with tinted windows and a small brass plaque that reads "Meridian Records & Management." This is where that four-word email originated. This is where I might start becoming someone.

Or completely humiliate myself. Both seem equally likely.

Inside, the lobby is minimalist cool—all sleek surfaces and acoustic paneling. A receptionist who looks like she moonlights as an Instagram model glances up as I approach.

"Everlee Quinn. I have an audition at one."

She checks something on her computer, nods, and points to a hallway. "Waiting room's down there. They're running a bit behind."

The waiting room holds four other girls who all look like they've spent considerably more than $19.99 on their audition outfits. One has the kind of perfect waves that require professional assistance. Another is wearing boots that probably cost more than everything I own combined.

I slide into a chair against the wall, propping my guitar case between my knees.

"Is this for the Hale backup vocalist spot?" Perfect Waves asks, her voice friendlier than I expected.

I nod. "Yeah. You too?"

"Mmmhmm. Been trying for something like this for two years now." She extends a manicured hand. "I'm Devin."

"Everlee."

"Interesting name," she says, in that way that might be a compliment or might not.

"My mom was going through a nature phase. Lucky me—my brother almost got named Sequoia."

This gets a laugh from the girl in expensive boots. "I'm Taylor. My parents were unoriginal."

"Or psychic, if they were hoping you'd fit right in around here," I point out.

The tension in the room eases slightly. We're all nervous, all pretending we're not. I learn that Devin has been to three callbacks but never landed a touring gig. Taylor just moved from Atlanta last month. The other two girls—Aria and Mackenzie—are Nashville natives who've been singing background vocals for various studios.

"They're probably looking for someone who can blend," Aria says, eyeing my blue hair with skepticism.

"Good thing I'm basically a chameleon," I reply. "Just, you know, stuck on the blue setting."

The door opens, and a harried-looking guy with a clipboard appears. "Mackenzie Chen?"

Mackenzie stands, smoothing her skirt. She looks simultaneously terrified and determined. The door closes behind her.

"So what's your story?" Taylor asks me. "You don't seem like the typical Nashville hopeful."

"I contain multitudes," I say automatically, then catch myself. These girls don't need my defensive wit. "Sorry. I just graduated. Got an email about this audition and decided to risk it."

"From Nashville? Or...?" Devin prompts.

"Michigan. Small town you've never heard of where the main cultural activities are fishing and pretending we don't all know each other's business."

The girls exchange glances.

"That's... brave," Taylor says finally.

"Or incredibly stupid. I haven't decided yet."

One by one, the others are called in. Devin. Taylor. Aria. Each time the door opens, I catch snippets of conversation, maybe a laugh. By the time my name is called, my palms are sweating so badly I have to wipe them on my jeans.

"Everlee Quinn?"

I stand, guitar case clutched like a shield. "Present and only mildly nauseous."

Clipboard Guy—whose name tag reads "ASST PRODUCER"—gives me a tired smile. "They're ready for you."

The audition room is larger than I expected, with a small stage area set up at one end. Four people sit at a table, and even before introductions, I know exactly who they are. I've seen their faces on my Spotify Weekly Mix—Meridian's rising indie rock band, The Hale Effect.

The one in the middle—curly brown hair falling into soulful eyes—has to be Rowan Hale, the keyboardist. Beside him is his brother Silas, all sharp angles and watchful silence. The guy with the manic energy, drumming silently on the table edge, is obviously Jax Calder. And at the end, observing everything with a slight smile—that has to be Lena Hale, the lead singer.

"Everlee Quinn," says a fifth person I hadn't noticed, an older man standing by the wall. "I'm Marcus Reed, the band's manager. We appreciate you coming in."

"I appreciate the invite," I say, aiming for professional but hearing the nervous edge in my voice. "Especially given the mysterious nature of your email."

Lena's smile widens slightly.

"So you're the blue-haired girl from the demo," Jax says, leaning forward. "Your hair's even brighter in person. Like electric cotton candy."

"It's my natural color," I reply without thinking.

Jax barks out a laugh. "Bullshit."

"You caught me. My original hair actually glows in the dark, but I had to tone it down for professional settings."

Jax slaps the table. "I fucking love her already. Hey, do you think I could pull off blue? I've been thinking about it."

"Only if you want to look like a cartoon character having an identity crisis," Rowan interjects, but he's smiling.

Silas hasn't said a word yet. His eyes track my movements as I set down my guitar case and unzip it.

"What are you going to sing for us?" Lena asks. Her voice is exactly like it sounds on their tracks—smoky and precise.

I pull out my guitar, an old acoustic that was my dad's before he decided playing wasn't "practical." "I prepared 'Lighthouse' from your second album, but I also have an original if you'd prefer."

"Let's hear both," Rowan suggests, leaning forward with genuine interest.

I tune quickly, fighting the tremor in my hands, then launch into "Lighthouse." It's their most vocally challenging song, with tight harmonies and a bridge that requires serious control. I've practiced it until my neighbors probably know the lyrics by heart.

When I finish, there's a moment of silence. Then Jax lets out a low whistle.

"Damn, Blue. That was tight."

"Your original now," Lena says, her expression unreadable.

I swallow hard and begin my own song.  It's raw and a little angry, with lyrics that don't try to be pretty.

As I sing, I watch their faces. Jax is nodding along, adding little air drum fills. Rowan's eyes are closed, head tilted like he's absorbing every note. Silas remains still, but his gaze has intensified. And Lena—Lena is watching me with a look that feels like she's seeing something I don't even know is there.

When I finish, I place my hands on the guitar to stop them from shaking.

"That was unexpected," Marcus says after a moment.

"Good unexpected or 'dear god what was that' unexpected?" The words slip out before I can stop them.

Jax laughs so hard he nearly falls off his chair. "Oh man. Can we keep her? Please?"

"You have an unusual voice," Lena says, ignoring Jax. "Not technically perfect, but authentic. Raw."

"Thank you. I think." I shift my weight. "So is this when you tell me what you're actually looking for? Because your email wasn't exactly overflowing with details."

The five of them exchange glances.

"We should explain," Rowan says, his voice gentle. "This isn't exactly a standard backup vocalist audition."

Something cold slides down my spine. "Okay..."

"We're starting a six-city tour next week," Marcus explains. "The label has high expectations, and we need to focus entirely on performance and building momentum."

"I'm not following," I say slowly.

"We're looking for someone to join us on tour," Lena says directly. "But not primarily as a vocalist."

Silas finally speaks, his voice deeper than I expected. "We need someone who can handle certain... distractions... so we can concentrate on the music."

The room feels suddenly airless. "What kind of distractions?"

"Sex," Jax says bluntly. "We're talking about sex."

My brain shorts out momentarily. "I'm sorry, what?"

"It's a structured arrangement," Rowan explains quickly. "Completely consensual, with clear boundaries and rules."

"You're suggesting I be some kind of... tour groupie?" The words taste bitter.

"No," Lena says firmly. "Not a groupie. A partner with equal agency. Think of it as a specific job with specific parameters. A Free Use arrangement."

"We'd compensate you," Marcus adds. "Full tour pay, accommodations, travel expenses. And yes, occasional backup vocals when needed."

My mind is spinning. "So let me get this straight. You want to hire me to... be available... to all of you?"

"Only when you choose to be," Rowan emphasizes. "That's critical. We've developed rules to ensure everything remains consensual and comfortable."

Silas slides a paper across the table. "These are the guidelines we've established."

I approach cautiously and pick it up. The page outlines a framework that's both more formal and more thoughtful than I expected:

I read it twice, then look up. "This is... unexpected."

"It's a lot to process," Lena acknowledges. "But it would be entirely on your terms."

"Why me?" The question escapes before I can stop it. "I mean, surely there are people who—"

"Your voice," Rowan interrupts. "There's something genuine there. Something that feels... trustworthy."

"Plus you're fucking hilarious," Jax adds. "Tour life gets intense. We need someone who can handle that without drama."

I should be offended. I should walk out right now. Instead, I find myself considering it, turning the idea over like a strange new object I've found.

What do I really have to lose? I came to Nashville with three nights in a hostel and barely enough money for a return ticket. No connections. No prospects.

And what would I gain? Money. A tour. Experience. A foot in the music industry, however unconventional.

"This is insane," I say finally. "You realize that?"

"Absolutely," Rowan agrees.

"But you're serious?"

Silas nods once, decisive. "Completely."

I take a deep breath. "Then yes. I'll do it."

"Just like that?" Lena asks, surprised.

I shrug, falling back on humor to mask the hurricane of emotions. "What can I say? I've always been an overachiever in making questionable life choices."

Jax howls with laughter again.

Marcus stands. "Then welcome to the tour, Everlee. We leave tomorrow morning at seven."

As I pack up my guitar with shaking hands, I can feel all four of them watching me—each with a different kind of interest, a different kind of hunger.

What have I just agreed to?

And why does it feel, in some bizarre way, like the first honest choice I've made in years?


Chapter 3

The bus is nothing like I expected.

I hover on the steps for too long, guitar case bumping awkwardly against my thigh. Part of me still expects the interior to match the chaos in my head—beer-stained upholstery, discarded guitar picks, maybe someone's forgotten underwear wedged between seat cushions.

Instead, I'm hit with the smell of coffee, expensive cologne, and something clean and mechanical—like new electronics. The floor doesn't stick to my shoes. The seats are actual leather, not vinyl pretending to be leather. Dark-tinted windows. Soft lighting that feels deliberately intimate, not harsh enough to give you a headache but not dim enough to hide in.

Oh. This isn't "we might get arrested" energy. This is "people with accountants" energy.

Someone clears their throat behind me.

I scramble up the rest of the steps like a startled cat, nearly tripping over my own boots. Silas moves past me without a word, his shoulder barely brushing mine. The contact feels deliberate even though his face shows nothing.

The bus layout is open-concept at the front, with what looks like sleeping quarters toward the back. Personal bunks with actual nameplates. A small kitchenette to one side. Everything is organized, pristine.

This isn't rock-and-roll chaos. This is a machine.

I stand awkwardly in the aisle, scanning the space. The band has already settled into positions that feel practiced, natural. Rowan sits by the window, a leather-bound notebook open on his knee. His eyes follow the landscape outside, fingers tapping silently against the page. Silas stands rather than sits, one hand on the overhead compartment, tall and still. Jax sprawls across two seats like gravity is optional, headphones around his neck, one leg propped up on the armrest. Lena leans against the kitchenette counter, observing everything with quiet amusement.

I don't know who's in charge, but I do know it's not me.

Jax catches me scanning the bus and grins. "Relax, Smurfette. Nobody bites unless invited."

"That sentence had too many implications," I reply automatically.

His grin widens. "Welcome to the band."

I perch on an empty seat, sitting too carefully, like I'm afraid the furniture might have opinions about my presence. My blue duffel bag and guitar case look cheap against all this sleek efficiency. I tuck them closer to my feet.

The engine rumbles to life beneath us. I feel the vibration through my boots.

"First tour?"

I look up. Rowan has closed his notebook, his attention now fully on me. His voice is softer than it was in the audition room, less performative.

"Duh?" I say, "You know it is."

"You're looking at everything like you're trying to memorize it."

"I'm just making sure I know where all the exits are. Standard procedure when making questionable life choices."

The corner of his mouth lifts. "Do you always joke when you're nervous?"

"No. Sometimes I cry. I'm branching out."

He smiles—soft, not amused. There's a difference.

"Tell me about your music. That song at the audition was raw. Unexpected," he says.

The question catches me off guard. I expected questions about my boundaries, my experience, maybe even my measurements. Not this.

"What about it?"

"What else do you write? What are your influences? What makes you sing the way you do?"

I stumble through explanations, trying to sound more articulate than I feel. "I sing like... if sarcasm had feelings."

Rowan's eyes light up. "That might be the best genre description I've ever heard."

"I thought about putting it on business cards, but 'Professional Disappointment' was cheaper to print."

He laughs quietly. "Would you hum something for me? Just a few notes."

I shake my head immediately. "No."

He accepts this without pushing. "Okay."

That matters more than it should.

I become aware of Lena watching us from across the bus. Not judgmentally. Curiously. Like she's trying to solve a puzzle with pieces she can't quite identify.

When our eyes meet, she raises an eyebrow.

I give her a dramatic shrug.

She smiles faintly.

This unsettles me more than anything has so far.

The bus pulls away from the curb, and we're moving. Nashville slides past the tinted windows, becoming a blur of buildings and streetlights. I feel the shift in my bones—from auditionee to something else. Something adjacent to property.

I'm hyper-aware of my body. The way my thighs press against the leather seat. How my breathing sounds too loud in the quiet bus. The way my t-shirt clings slightly in the wrong places.

You agreed to this. You're allowed to be here.

But that doesn't erase the weight of expectation hanging in the air.

"Ever been to Memphis?" Jax asks, breaking the silence.

"No,"

"It's got good food and better ghosts," he says, as if this is valuable information.

"I didn't know ghosts were ranked," I reply.

"Everything's ranked. Music, cities, ghosts." He stretches. "People."

I feel the implication settle in my stomach.

Rowan moves over in his seat. "Come sit with me? The view's better from this side."

The invitation isn't casual. It's careful. Deliberate. His eyes hold mine, waiting.

I hesitate, then slide into the space beside him. The seat is warm where he's been sitting.

He opens his notebook, showing me a page of half-written lyrics. The handwriting is tight, controlled, with words scratched out and rewritten in the margins.

"It's not finished," he says quietly. "I'm stuck on the bridge."

I read the words. They're not about me—they couldn't be, he wrote them before we met—but they could be. Something about wearing brave faces and carrying silent burdens.

"Does this sound like loneliness or hope?" he asks.

I read them again. "Both. Which is rude."

He laughs quietly, and I feel the sound in my chest.

"That's exactly it," he says, his voice warm with appreciation. "It's supposed to be both."

I relax without realizing it. Our shoulders touch. Our knees brush. The contact is electric and ordinary at the same time.

This is the danger I didn't anticipate.

We talk about music. About words. About the cities ahead on the tour. Not surface conversation, but real thoughts. He tells me about his fear of forgetting who he is between tours, how sometimes he feels like he's becoming a character he created. I tell him about pretending I'm braver than I am, about how much I hate that my voice shakes when I'm scared.

The miles pass. The bus hums beneath us. The distance between us shrinks from inches to nothing.

His hand finds mine on the seat between us. His fingers are calloused from playing piano, warm against my skin.

"Everlee," he says softly. My name sounds different in his mouth. Important. "On tour?"

The question hangs between us. Simple words. Heavy meaning.

I know what he's asking. I know what will happen if I agree.

"On tour," I answer, the phrase feeling strange on my tongue. God, what am I doing? Am I really this desperate for more experience? What if I'm terrible at this?

He stands, still holding my hand, and leads me toward the back of the bus. There's a small private room behind the bunks. A couch. A table. A window with the blinds already drawn.

The door closes behind us with a soft click.

I realize none of the others even looked up as we left. This is routine for them. Expected.

This should make me feel cheap. Used. Instead, it makes my heart race.

Rowan takes my face in his hands. His touch is gentle but not hesitant. "You can change your mind," he says. "Anytime."

"I know."

He doesn't rush. That's what makes it intense. Every move is slow, deliberate. When he kisses me, it's like he's trying to learn the shape of my mouth. His hands slide under my shirt, tracing paths of heat across my skin.

I am the one who leans in. I am the one who presses closer.

His shirt comes off first—I pull it over his head, revealing lean muscle and scattered freckles. He looks vulnerable and beautiful, and I trace my fingers along his collarbone like I'm writing something only he can read.

"You're thinking too much," he murmurs against my neck.

"That's my default setting."

He smiles against my skin. "Let me help with that."

He undresses me with the same careful attention he gives everything else. Each piece of clothing removed feels like a question and an answer. My shirt. My bra. My jeans. Until I'm bare before him, all pale skin and racing pulse.

"You're beautiful," he says, and it doesn't sound practiced.

"You're supposed to say that." I try for humor, but my voice catches.

His eyes darken. "I only say what I mean."

He lowers me to the couch. The leather is cool against my back, a sharp contrast to the heat of his body above mine. His hands map every inch of me—my breasts, my waist, the curve of my hips. Every touch is purposeful. Nothing wasted.

When his mouth follows his hands, I arch against him. His tongue traces patterns that make me gasp. Down my neck, across my collarbone, circling my nipple before drawing it into his mouth. The sensation shoots straight to my core.

"Rowan," I breathe, his name half-plea, half-surprise.

He continues his journey downward. Kisses along my stomach. The jut of my hipbone. The sensitive skin of my inner thigh. When he settles between my legs, his breath warm against me, he looks up. Waiting.

I nod.

The first touch of his tongue makes me cry out. He's methodical, finding what makes me tremble, what makes me grasp his hair. He reads my body like it's one of his songs, finding rhythms that build and break.

I come apart under his mouth, pleasure washing over me in waves that leave me breathless and shaking.

Before I can recover, he rises above me. His jeans are gone, and I feel him hard against my thigh. He reaches for his wallet, produces a condom, puts it on with practiced ease.

"Still okay?" he asks, voice strained.

"Yes." It's the most honest thing I've said all day.

He enters me slowly, giving me time to adjust. The stretch is delicious, filling. When he's fully seated, he pauses, forehead pressed to mine. We breathe the same air for a moment.

Then he moves. Each thrust is deep, controlled. His eyes stay on mine, watching every reaction. One hand slides between us, finding where we're joined, circling in time with his movements.

The second orgasm builds differently than the first—deeper, more intense. When it hits, I clench around him, nails digging into his shoulders. He follows moments later, his rhythm faltering as he groans my name.

We stay connected for long seconds afterward, catching our breath. His weight on me feels right somehow. Grounding.

Eventually, he moves, disposing of the condom and gathering our scattered clothes. He hands me my shirt with a gentleness that almost hurts.

"You okay?" he asks.

I nod, not trusting my voice.

We dress in silence, but it's not uncomfortable. When we're decent again, he brushes a strand of hair from my face. The touch is intimate in a way that sex wasn't.

"Thank you," he says softly.

"For what?" I ask, genuinely confused.

"For trusting me."

I don't know how to respond to that.

We return to the main part of the bus. Nothing has changed. Silas is reading now. Jax has his eyes closed, headphones on. Lena is in the same spot, but her gaze follows me as I walk down the aisle toward the bunks.

I expected to feel used. Embarrassed. Regretful.

Instead, I feel quiet. Exposed. Warm.

I hate that I like it.

I hate that I want more.

I hate that it didn't feel like part of the deal.

I climb into my bunk—the one with "EVERLEE" written on a magnetic nameplate—and pull the privacy curtain closed. The space is small but surprisingly comfortable. The sheets smell clean.

I lie on my back, staring at the ceiling inches above my face. The bus hums beneath me, miles passing under wheels.

I realize something that scares me:

Rowan didn't take.

He connected.

And that wasn't supposed to happen.

I signed up to be available. I didn't sign up to be understood. And honestly? I don't know which one terrifies me more—which is just fantastic for my emotional stability.


Chapter 4

Morning crashes into my bunk without permission. Light stabs through the tiny gap in my privacy curtain, making me groan. The bus isn't moving anymore. We must be in Memphis.

I peel back the curtain, half expecting everyone to be staring—like they'll somehow know what happened with Rowan yesterday. But the aisle is empty. Just the gentle hum of the air conditioner and someone's forgotten coffee mug on the table.

My phone says it's 10:38 AM. Fantastic. Day two of tour life and I've already become the band slug.

I slide out of my bunk, clothes wrinkled from sleep, hair probably resembling an electric blue science experiment. The bathroom mirror confirms my suspicions. I look like I stuck my finger in a socket while being dragged backward through a hedge.

"Very rock and roll," I tell my reflection, which seems unconvinced.

After a quick shower and some strategic makeup application, I feel almost human again. I find a note taped to the fridge:

At venue for sound check. Address in your phone. Marcus says be there by 2. – L

L for Lena. Not 'The band.' Not 'management.' Just L.

I spend the next hour wandering around downtown Memphis, pretending I'm just a normal tourist instead of whatever I actually am. The air smells like barbecue and possibility. I buy a coffee that costs more than my dignity and listen to street musicians who remind me why I came here in the first place.

At 1:45, I slide into an Uber and head toward my new reality.

* * *

The venue is massive—not stadium huge, but definitely several steps above the coffee shops and high school talent shows that make up my performance history. Security checks my pass with suspicious eyes before waving me through a maze of hallways.

I find them in the dressing room, each trapped in their own pre-show ritual. The air feels electric with anticipation.

Rowan stretches his hands, humming something under his breath, eyes closed like he's having a private conversation with whatever lives inside music.

Silas leans against the wall, arms crossed, eyes down, looking about as expressive as a concrete pillar with better hair.

Jax can't stay still, pacing and drumming his fingers against his thighs, the wall, a chair, someone's abandoned water bottle.

Lena stands in front of a mirror, adjusting her in-ear monitor with the calm precision of someone who's done this a thousand times.

I'm holding my breath, I realize. Like I've walked into a museum exhibit where all the statues might suddenly come to life.

"So this is what fame smells like," I mutter to myself. "Nervous sweat and hair products. Disappointing, but on brand for my life choices."

Rowan notices me first. His face brightens as he walks over, pulling me into a hug that's warm but not possessive. Not marking territory. Just... nice.

"You good?" he asks.

"Define 'good.' Existing? Yes. Thriving? Jury's still out."

He smiles. "That tracks."

Silas just nods at me from across the room.

No words. Just acknowledgment.

Somehow it feels heavier than actual conversation.

Jax swoops in like a hurricane in human form, all energy and bright eyes. He kisses my cheek with a loud smack.

"Tonight we party," he announces.

"Is that a promise or a threat?" I ask.

"Yes." His grin is contagious.

Lena gives me a slow smile that makes my stomach do something complicated.

"Wish us luck," she says.

"Break legs. Not literally. That seems bad for tour logistics."

Lena's laugh follows them out the door, and suddenly I'm alone, surrounded by their abandoned water bottles and jacket-draped chairs.

* * *

I watch from the side of the stage, tucked between a speaker stack and some guy with a clipboard who keeps glaring at me like I might spontaneously combust.

I expected noise.

I didn't expect to be completely mesmerized.

The Hale Effect isn't just a band; they're a force of nature. Rowan plays like he's bleeding onto the keyboard, every note pulled directly from some hidden part of himself. Silas moves like gravity made him a personal offer, minimal but magnetic. Jax is chaos incarnate—wild, alive, impossible to look away from, his body a blur behind the drums. And Lena owns the stage without seeming to try, her voice cutting through everything else like a lighthouse beam.

I forget to breathe.

I came here to be close to music. I didn't expect it to grab me by the throat.

The realization hits me: I'm not jealous.

I'm inspired.

And that scares me more than anything else has so far.

* * *

Backstage is complete madness after the show.

People. Noise. Drinks. Voices bouncing off concrete walls. The smell of sweat and perfume and alcohol.

I'm jostled, congratulated, ignored, smiled at—sometimes all within the same thirty seconds. I feel like a ghost with a backstage pass, visible only when someone needs to know whose drink order to take.

Rowan is pulled into an interview with someone holding a microphone and a too-bright smile. Silas disappears with serious-looking people in dark clothes who I assume are label executives. Lena is swarmed by fans who managed to score backstage access.

That's when I feel fingers close around my wrist.

Jax.

Not controlling or demanding—excited, like a kid who's found treasure.

"Come on," he says, eyes bright with post-show adrenaline.

"If this is how I die, I want it noted I was curious." I follow anyway.

He pulls me away from the chaos, through a door marked "Authorized Personnel Only," down a hallway, through another door, until we're wandering the back corridors of the arena.

Quiet. Echoing. Empty.

We end up sitting on a stack of road cases, our legs dangling. Jax is buzzing with energy, unable to stay completely still. He talks fast, words tumbling over each other.

"So the crowd was like this giant, hungry animal, right?" Jax says, eyes wide. "You feed it energy and it feeds it back to you. It's this crazy loop."

"Is it always like that?" I ask.

"The drums, man. When I'm playing, it's like something else takes over. Something bigger than me. I'm just... the vessel." He mimics a possession, his body jerking dramatically.

I find myself laughing at his descriptions, at the way his hands move when he talks, at how completely present he is in every moment.

I don't feel like a role here.

I feel like a person.

"You always look like you're about to say something reckless," he says, studying my face.

"That's just my face."

"No, that's ambition." He takes my water bottle and drinks from it.

I shove him sideways. "Thief."

He grins, completely unrepentant. "I'm sharing your germs with you. That's basically a public service."

He doesn't look at me like I'm fragile. Or special. Or dangerous.

He looks at me like I'm fun.

That feels... new.

Jax leans back, hands behind his head, studying me with those too-perceptive eyes that don't match his chaotic energy.

I study his face in the dim backstage light—the sharp line of his jaw that's somehow both boyish and dangerous, the way his hair falls into his eyes like he's never owned a comb and doesn't care. There's something magnetic about the complete lack of pretense in his features. No careful angles or practiced expressions. Just pure, unfiltered aliveness.

It's not just that he's attractive, though he absolutely is in that effortless, slightly destructive way that makes smart girls make stupid decisions. It's the way he inhabits his own skin like he's never questioned whether he deserves to take up space. The way his eyes light up when he talks about music like it's the most important thing in the world, then immediately shift to something completely ridiculous without missing a beat.

He moves through life like gravity is optional, like consequences are suggestions, like every moment might be his last so he better make it count. There's something intoxicating about being near someone who burns that bright, who treats existence like it's meant to be celebrated rather than endured.

I've spent most of my life calculating risks, weighing words, measuring reactions. But Jax? He just is. Completely, unapologetically, recklessly present in every heartbeat.

And right now, with his eyes on mine and that half-smile playing at his lips, I want to be reckless too.

"You overthink everything," he says.

"I call it 'being aware.'"

"I call it 'ruining perfectly good moments.'"

I open my mouth to argue. Then stop.

He's right.

I make a decision.

Not because of rules.

Because I want to.

"On tour," I say, the words falling between us like a dare.

His eyebrows lift in surprise. Then his smile grows, slow and certain.

"You sure?"

"No. But I'm doing it anyway. Very on-brand for me."

I don't feel like I'm choosing a role. I feel like I'm choosing myself.

We move closer to each other on the road case.

Not urgent.

Just... inevitable.

His kiss isn't gentle like Rowan's. It's playful, a little challenging, like he's daring me to keep up. I meet him halfway, matching his energy.

"You're a lot to handle," he murmurs against my mouth.

"Says the human tornado."

He laughs, the sound vibrating against my lips. "Fair point."

His hands find my waist, pulling me closer until I'm straddling him on the road case. The position makes me gasp. Even through our clothes, I can feel how hard he is.

"Is this okay?" His eyes search mine, suddenly serious despite the grin still playing at his lips.

"If you stop now, I'll push you off this box."

"Demanding. I like it." He kisses down my neck, hands sliding under my shirt. "God, your skin. How are you this soft?"

"Good genetics and overpriced moisturizer."

He laughs against my collarbone. "Of course you'd have an answer for that."

His hands move higher, cupping my breasts through my bra. When his thumbs brush over my nipples, I arch into his touch.

"Responsive," he murmurs. "Fuck, that's hot."

"Are you narrating?"

"Maybe." He looks up at me, eyes dancing. "Is it working?"

Instead of answering, I grind against him, making his breath catch.

"I'll take that as a yes." His voice sounds strained now.

Clothes become obstacles. My shirt disappears. His follows. The cool air raises goosebumps on my skin.

"You're beautiful," he says, reverence breaking through the playfulness. "Like a storm about to break."

"Now you're just being poetic."

"I can be both." His mouth finds my breast, tongue circling my nipple before drawing it between his lips.

The sensation makes me gasp. My hands tangle in his hair, holding him closer.

"More," I demand.

He lifts me like I weigh nothing, setting me on my feet long enough to remove the rest of our clothes. We're both rushing now, eager and a little clumsy.

When we're naked, he pulls me back onto his lap. His cock presses against me, hard and insistent.

I wrap my hand around him, stroking slowly from base to tip, feeling the hot silk of his skin under my palm. "Impressive for a drummer. Good to know those hands aren't the only thing with rhythm."

He groans, his head falling back against the wall, eyes half-closed in pleasure. "What does that even mean? Is that some kind of musician joke I'm too turned on to understand?"

"I don't know. I'm improvising here." I twist my wrist slightly on the upstroke, watching his reaction with fascination. "Stage fright isn't really my thing, but bedroom banter? Still working on it."

He laughs, the sound vibrating through his chest before cutting off abruptly when I tighten my grip and increase my pace. His breath catches in his throat. "Fuck, Everlee," he gasps, his hips unconsciously pushing into my touch. "Your improvisation is killing me."

I guide him to my entrance, sinking down slowly, taking him inch by inch. The stretch is delicious, bordering on overwhelming, a sweet burning that makes my breath catch and my thighs tremble. My body remembers this dance even as my mind spins, cataloging every sensation like I'm writing lyrics I'll need to recall later.

"Should we skip the condom?" he asks, his voice strained, pupils blown wide as he watches my face.

"It's okay," I say with a smirk, trying to look more confident than I feel. "The manager takes care of all the right meds." I lift myself slightly, feeling the delicious drag against my inner walls, then sink back down with deliberate slowness, savoring the way his expression fractures with pleasure. "And I want to feel you. All of you. No barriers."

We both groan at the sensation as I take him to the hilt, my body adjusting around him. His fingers dig into my hips, not to control but to anchor himself. I can feel his heartbeat inside me, or maybe it's mine—everything's blurring together in the dim light of the hotel room, creating something new between us. Something unexpected.

"You feel incredible," he says, hands gripping my hips. "So fucking tight."

I start to move, setting a rhythm that has us both panting. His hands guide me, helping me find the perfect angle. When I find it, my head falls back, a moan escaping me that seems to echo through the empty venue storeroom, bouncing off metal cases and concrete walls.

"There she is," he says, voice rough with need, eyes locked on my face. "Let me hear you. Don't hold back."

I'm too far gone to be self-conscious anymore. The world narrows down to this—his hands on my skin, the fullness inside me, the building tension coiling tighter with each movement. I move faster, grinding down harder, chasing the building pressure like it might escape if I don't catch it now. Jax's fingers find my clit, circling in perfect time with my movements, adding a counterpoint rhythm that makes my thighs shake.

"That's it," he encourages, his other hand splayed across my lower back, supporting me. "Take what you need. Fucking take it all."

The dual sensations—his thickness stretching me from inside, his calloused fingertips working magic outside—push me over the edge without warning. I come hard, clenching around him like a vise, my nails digging crescent moons into his shoulders. My entire body pulses with electric waves that make my toes curl and my vision blur at the edges.

"Fuck," he groans, his hips bucking up to meet mine erratically. "I'm close."

"Don't you dare!" I gasp, still riding the aftershocks. "I'm not done with this drum solo yet."

I feel the exact moment he loses control—the subtle swelling, the telltale throb, the way his fingers dig into my hips hard enough to leave marks. Heat floods my insides as he spills himself deep within me, his groan primal and unrestrained. Rather than stopping, I keep riding him through it, slower now but more deliberate, watching his face contort in that beautiful agony of pleasure that's almost too much.

"Jesus, Ev—" he pants, but I don't let up.

The oversensitivity sparks something new, and I feel another orgasm building impossibly fast. I circle my hips, grinding down on him, chasing that second high until it crashes over me unexpectedly—smaller but sharper, making me gasp and shudder.

"And the encore," I manage to joke breathlessly, collapsing against his chest, "is always better than the main set."

We stay like that for a moment, catching our breath. I expect to feel heavy with meaning, with consequence.

Instead, I feel... light.

I start to laugh.

Jax lifts his head, his eyes clouded with confusion before crinkling at the corners as laughter bubbles up to join mine. Our bodies shake against each other, still connected, as the absurdity washes over us both.

"I just had an orgasm on a literal road case," I gasp between fits of giggles, my hair falling across my face.

"More than one by the sounds of it,"

"Yip"

"Trust me, this doesn't even crack my top five weird locations." He steadies my hips as I climb off him, both of us sucking in a breath at the wet, intimate slide of separation.

Once dressed, we slump down beside each other, our shoulders touching as we lean against the same road case we just defiled. Jax's head tilts back, his chest still rising and falling rapidly, a lazy smile spreading across his flushed face.

"That was fun," he breathes, the simplicity of the statement hanging in the air.

I stare at his profile. "Is that... allowed?"

"I make my own rules." His shoulders lift in that careless shrug that seems to define him.

Something shifts in my chest, like puzzle pieces clicking into place.

This didn't carry the weight of exchange.

It didn't come with the burden of being watched.

It sparked and flared like a match struck in darkness—bright, surprising, alive.

And I have absolutely no fucking idea what to do with that.


Chapter 5

The bus is quiet now. Too quiet.

I sit cross-legged on one of the couches, guitar in my lap, idly plucking strings I don't realize I'm playing. My brain is still buzzing—too loud to sleep, too soft to make sense.

Why am I smiling like this? It feels dangerous, like admitting something I shouldn't even to myself.

Jax's energy still lingers in my body like static electricity after shuffling across carpet in wool socks. My fingertips tingle as they dance over the guitar strings, finding notes I'm not consciously choosing.

So. That happened. I had fun. Like... actual fun. Is that allowed, or do I need to file paperwork? Submit a formal application for joy?

I try to play something structured but keep drifting into half-formed melodies that feel like questions without answers. My lips keep curving upward without permission.

That bothers me.

I am not a smiling-for-no-reason person. I am a sarcastic-for-no-reason person. This feels suspicious. Like someone swapped my default setting while I wasn't looking.

I wonder if what I did with Jax was out of character.

Then realize:

I don't actually know who my character is yet.

The door to the bus swings open, startling me from my thoughts. Lena steps inside—calm, composed—followed by a tall, handsome man. Confident. Quiet. Clearly someone important. His presence fills the space like expensive cologne—not overpowering, just... undeniably there.

I freeze, guitar pick suspended between my fingers.

Lena smiles like she already understands my reaction.

"The boys don't get to have all the fun," she says, voice light but loaded.

I blink, my brain scrambling to process what's happening.

"I'm going to need context. Possibly a flowchart." The words tumble out before I can stop them.

Lena gestures lightly toward the man, who watches me with patient interest. I notice how his hand rests casually at the small of her back, how she leans slightly into his touch.

Then, gently, clearly, by the rules:

"Would you like to join us?"

My humor kicks in as defense, an automatic shield I throw up when I feel cornered.

"Tempting, but I'm emotionally booked and spiritually in pajamas."

I feel the pressure—not from Lena, but from the situation itself. From being asked. From having to decide.

So I use my refusal.

Out loud.

"Need to rest."

Silence.

Lena doesn't react with disappointment. She just nods, her expression unchanged.

"Thank you for being honest," she says, then, unexpectedly warm: "I respect it."

She turns to the man, their bodies shifting toward each other like magnets finding north. They head toward the private room at the back of the bus, his hand never leaving her waist.

I'm left sitting there, stunned.

I expected... something else. Judgment. Disappointment. Negotiation.

I got respect.

That lingers like a strange aftertaste—not unpleasant, just unfamiliar.

I barely have time to process before I hear footsteps.

Slower. Heavier.

I look up.

Silas.

Alone.

No jacket. No drink. No chaos.

Just him.

The air shifts, molecules rearranging themselves around his presence. Not threatening. Heavy. Like the pressure change before a storm.

He doesn't smile.

He doesn't speak at first.

He just stands there.

Waiting.

I hate silence. So I poke it.

"Did you lose a bet, or is this your version of fun?"

Silas studies me, dark eyes unreadable.

"You're loud when you're nervous."

"I prefer the term 'communicative,'" I counter.

He doesn't smile. That somehow feels intimate. Like he's not performing anything for my benefit.

I gesture vaguely toward the outside world, where the rest of the band is presumably still celebrating.

"Your bandmates are currently committing crimes against sobriety. Why aren't you with them?"

Silas pauses, considering me.

Then: "I don't drink."

I blink, genuinely surprised.

"At all?"

"At all."

This surprises me more than it should.

"You look like someone who owns expensive whiskey."

"I own control."

That lands.

Hard.

"Why?" I ask, the question slipping out before I can stop it.

His eyes meet mine, unflinching. "Because I don't like the feeling of being out of control."

"Not even a little?" I press, genuinely curious about this man who seems to have walls built around walls.

"Especially not a little," he says. His voice drops lower, more intimate somehow without changing volume. "Control is the only thing worth having. Everything else is temporary."

Silas sits across from me—not too close. Not far. Intentional. The distance feels calculated, like he's measured the exact space needed to make me aware of him without overwhelming.

He doesn't touch me.

That's the point.

The tension grows in the space between us, elastic and alive.

Jax is chaos. Rowan is emotion. Silas is... gravity.

He watches me like he's measuring something. Not my body. My reaction. Like I'm a puzzle with pieces he's arranging in his mind.

Eventually, he speaks.

Direct. Unadorned. The kind of voice that doesn't need volume to command attention.

"You used your refusal."

He must have overheard my conversation with Lena in the hallway earlier, the one where I'd used my weekly refusal with her brother.

I stiffen, fingers clutching the neck of my guitar tighter, the strings pressing painful indentations into my fingertips. My knuckles whiten as if I'm preparing for some kind of impact.

"Yeah. That's allowed." My voice comes out more defensive than I intend, a brittleness creeping in around the edges. The words hang between us, charged with all the things I'm not saying.

"I know."

Not accusatory. Not disappointed. Not even curious. Just observational. Like he's simply stating a fact about the weather. Clear skies tonight. You used your refusal. The bus leaves at eight. His emotional neutrality somehow makes me more nervous than anger would have.

Then: "I'm not here to test that."

Pause.

"I'm here to ask."

That word hits me harder than any demand would.

Ask.

He waits.

Doesn't move.

Doesn't pressure.

Just waits.

My heartbeat becomes too loud in my ears, a persistent drumbeat counting time I'm suddenly aware of.

I realize something:

This feels heavier than Jax. Heavier than Rowan.

Because this isn't playful. It's deliberate.

This is the part where I usually joke and escape. And I don't want to.

"You're not subtle."

"No."

Silence.

I breathe in.

Then: "On Tour."

The words feel different in my mouth this time.

Not playful.

Intentional.

Like a door being unlocked.

Silas stands, fluid and unhurried. He extends his hand—not grabbing, just offering. I place my guitar aside and take it. His palm is dry and warm, grip firm without being crushing.

"Not here," he says.

I follow him off the bus, down the empty backstage corridors. Everyone else is still at the afterparty, the venue nearly deserted. He leads me to a small dressing room—not the band's main one, but a secondary space, pristine and untouched.

He locks the door behind us.

I wait for my nervous system to kick in with a joke, some quip to break the tension. Nothing comes. My mind is strangely quiet, my usual defense mechanisms silent.

The room contains only a vanity, a leather couch, and a full-length mirror on one wall. Silas moves to the center of the space and faces me.

"Take off your clothes," he says. Not harsh, not soft. Just clear.

My fingers move to the hem of my shirt without hesitation. I pull it over my head, then unzip my jeans, stepping out of them. The air is cool against my skin as I stand before him in only my underwear, suddenly aware of my breathing.

"Everything," he clarifies.

I unhook my bra, let it fall. Slide my panties down my legs. Kick them aside.

Silas doesn't move. Doesn't touch me. Just looks. His gaze is physical, like a hand tracing every curve, every goosebump rising on my skin.

"Turn around."

I do.

"Face the mirror."

I turn again, now seeing my reflection—naked, flushed, exposed. And behind me, Silas, fully clothed, watching. The contrast creates a visual that sends heat rushing through me.

"Watch yourself," he instructs. "I want you to see everything I do to you."

He moves behind me, close enough that I feel his presence, not close enough to touch. I'm hyperaware of the space between us, of how badly I want him to close it.

His hands finally make contact with my shoulders, firm and warm. They slide down my arms, then around to my belly, pulling me back against him. I feel the fabric of his clothes against my bare skin, the hardness of his arousal pressing against my lower back. Even through his jeans, I can tell he's massive—intimidatingly so. The substantial length and girth of him registers against my spine, making my breath catch in my throat. He's bigger than anyone I've been with before, bigger than I thought possible, and the realization sends an involuntary shiver through me—part apprehension, part shameless anticipation.

One hand moves up to my throat, not squeezing, just holding. The other slides lower, between my legs, finding me already wet.

"You want this." Not a question. An observation.

I can only nod, eyes locked on our reflection.

Come on say something witty. Get a joke out. Nothing.

His fingers explore me slowly, methodically, learning what makes my breath catch, what makes my knees weaken. His touch is precise, deliberate—nothing wasted, nothing rushed. My body responds instantly, betraying any pretense of control.

When he finally slides a finger inside me, I gasp.

"Look at yourself," he reminds me when my eyes flutter closed.

I force them open, watching my face in the mirror as pleasure washes over it. The visual is startlingly intimate—more exposing than my nakedness.

Silas moves his hand from my throat to my hair, gathering it in his fist. He pulls—not harshly, but firmly enough to arch my neck, to make me gasp.

"On your knees," he says.

I sink down, guided by his hand. The carpet bites into my bare knees, but I barely notice. He moves to stand before me, finally unbuckling his belt. I watch, mouth dry with anticipation, as he frees himself. The metallic hiss of his zipper seems to echo in the silent room, each tooth separating with deliberate slowness.

My eyes widen involuntarily. He's thick and intimidatingly long, veined and flushed dark with blood. The sheer size of him makes my stomach flutter with nervous electricity. I've never seen anything so imposing, so utterly demanding of attention. He curves slightly upward, proud and unapologetic in his arousal. The head is smooth and swollen, already glistening at the tip. My fingers twitch at my sides, caught between instinctive retreat and an overwhelming urge to reach out, to discover if my hand could even close around his girth.

"Open your mouth."

I do.

He fills it.

The sensation is overwhelming—his thickness stretching my lips, the weight of him on my tongue. His hands cradle my head, not forcing, but directing. Setting a pace.

"Look up at me," he commands.

I tilt my chin, meeting his gaze. His eyes are intense, focused entirely on me. They're a deep amber color, almost golden in the dim light of the room, framed by dark lashes that make them seem even more penetrating. His angular jaw is tense, a muscle twitching slightly at the corner. His lips, usually set in that controlled line I've come to recognize as his default expression, are now slightly parted. Sweat beads along his hairline, dark strands threatening to fall across his forehead. For the first time, I see something crack in his composure—a flicker of raw desire that makes my stomach tighten, a momentary surrender in the man who never seems to lose control.

When he pulls away, I'm breathless, lips swollen, chin wet.

He helps me stand, turning me to face the mirror again. His hands press between my shoulder blades, bending me forward until my palms brace against the vanity. Our reflections watch us—me naked and flushed, him still mostly clothed, only his erection exposed.

"Say it again," he instructs.

"On Tour," I whisper, voice barely recognizable.

He enters me in one smooth thrust. Does not ask about a condom. Just take.

I cry out, unprepared for the fullness, the stretch.

His hand comes down on my ass with a sharp crack that echoes in the small room. The sting blooms into heat that mingles with the pleasure building inside me. He does it again, then again, each impact sending shockwaves through my body.

"Watch," he reminds me, voice strained for the first time.

I force my eyes open, watching in the mirror as he takes me. His hand wrapped in my hair. His other hand leaving red prints on my skin. The way my body accepts him, over and over.

Tears form in the corners of my eyes with each slap, each thrust. The sharp sting on my skin melts into the pleasure coursing through me, leaving wet trails down my cheeks that I can see glistening in the mirror. I'm not crying from pain—it's something deeper, more primal, as if he's striking through layers I didn't know I had. Each impact sends a shudder through my entire body, making me clench around him involuntarily. The tears feel like release, like something inside me is breaking open in the most necessary way. When I blink, they scatter across my vision, turning the bathroom lights into starbursts that match the explosions happening under my skin.

His pace increases, each thrust pushing me closer to the edge. I feel myself tightening around him, that familiar tension building.

"Not yet," he orders.

I bite my lip, fighting against my body's natural response.

"Please," I whisper, not even sure what I'm asking for.

He leans forward, his chest against my back, his mouth at my ear. "Now," he says. "Come now."

My body obeys instantly, like his command unlocked something inside me. I convulse around him, pleasure crashing through me in waves so intense I cry out, knees buckling. He holds me up, keeps moving, prolonging the sensation until it borders on too much.

Just when I think I can't take anymore, he pulls out. His hand fists around himself, and with a deep groan, he marks me—hot splashes across my lower back, my ass.

I collapse forward onto the vanity, trembling, mind wiped blank. I've never felt so thoroughly claimed, so utterly consumed.

Silas cleans us both with careful efficiency, his movements as controlled now as they were during. When he's done, he helps me stand upright, turns me to face him.

For the first time, he touches my face. A single finger tracing my cheekbone.

"You did well," he says quietly.

No smile. No softness. But something like respect in his eyes.

He helps me dress in silence. My body feels different—like it's been recalibrated, tuned to a different frequency.

I search for a joke, a quip, anything to bring me back to myself.

Nothing comes.

Silas opens the door, checks the hallway. "Go back to the bus," he says. "Rest now."

I step past him, legs still unsteady.

"Everlee," he calls before I'm out of earshot.

I turn back.

"Next time, you'll do better."

It's not a criticism. It's a promise. A challenge.

I walk back to the bus alone, my usual thoughts silenced, replaced by the lingering sensation of his hands, his voice, his control.

For once in my life, I have absolutely nothing to say.


Chapter 6

"Who died in here?" I ask, stepping into the main area of the bus.

The question hangs in the stale air, unanswered. The bus feels like a hospital ward. Or maybe a morgue.

Jax and Rowan are both out cold in their bunks, groaning occasionally, whispering things like "never again" and "water is a lie." I can't help but feel a twinge of satisfaction at their hangover misery, even as I step over what appears to be one of Jax's discarded shoes.

Silas is sitting up front with the driver, quietly talking. Not laughing. Just... existing. Like he's allergic to fun or human weakness.

And me?

I'm restless.

I settle into one of the lounge seats, guitar across my lap, fingers idly tracing the strings without playing. The wood feels warm beneath my hands, but I can't bring myself to make actual music.

My brain feels wrong.

Not buzzing.

Blank.

This is worse than nerves. This is when my brain refuses to make jokes. Something is deeply wrong with me. Like someone unplugged the part of my brain that generates sarcasm, and now I'm just... here. Present. Quiet.

I try to think of something clever.

Nothing.

That terrifies me more than the Free Use contract ever did.

I become aware of it slowly.

Lena is sitting across from me.

Not staring.

Observing.

Like she's watching a documentary about a strange animal. Her expression is neutral, but her eyes are focused, taking in details I'm not even aware I'm showing.

I shift in my seat.

Pretend not to notice.

Fail miserably.

Finally, I can't take it anymore.

"Do I have something on my face, or are you just cataloging me for science?" I ask, aiming for levity but landing somewhere closer to defensive.

Lena smiles faintly. "You look... quieter today."

I scoff. "Wow. I'm being perceived. I hate it."

Lena leans back. Arms folded. Casual. Like this is a normal conversation between normal people, not whatever bizarre arrangement we're all tangled in.

"You're trying to decide if this whole thing is brave or stupid," she says.

I freeze. My fingers stop mid-motion on the guitar strings.

"Do you come with a lie detector, or is this a hobby?" The words come out sharper than I intend.

Lena shrugs. "I pay attention."

I frown.

I don't like being readable. I'm supposed to be witty. Untouchable. The one who sees others, not the one being seen.

I watch Lena for a moment. Really watch her.

She doesn't look jealous.

She doesn't look possessive.

She looks... curious. Like I'm a story she hasn't finished reading.

She doesn't look like she wants to own me. She looks like she wants to understand me. That feels worse. Scarier, somehow. Like she might find things I've hidden from myself.

"What's it like?" I ask suddenly, surprising myself.

"What's what like?"

"Watching your brothers with me." The question escapes before I can stop it, and immediately I want to crawl under the seat.

Lena considers this. "Interesting."

"That's... not the word I expected."

"What word did you expect?"

"I don't know. Weird? Uncomfortable? Jealous?"

Lena's lips quirk. "Why would I be jealous?"

"Because they're your brothers and cousin, family… and I'm..." I trail off, not sure how to finish that sentence.

"You're what?" She raises an eyebrow.

"I don't know what I am," I admit.

"Exactly," Lena says, like I've just proven her point.

The bus hums beneath us, eating miles of highway. The silence stretches, but it doesn't feel awkward. It feels... anticipatory.

"I'm sorry about last night," I say finally. "When you asked me to join—"

Lena waves a hand. "Don't apologize for boundaries."

"I wasn't sure if there was some... expectation," I mumble.

"No expectations. Just possibilities."

The way she says it makes my skin prickle. Not with fear, but with something else I can't name.

"So what do you like to sing?" Lena asks, thankfully changing the topic.

"Everything," I say. "Anything with feeling."

"But why do you do it?"

I pause, considering. "Because when I sing... it's the only time I don't need to explain myself."

Lena nods slowly. "What do you hear? When you're doing it?"

"I hear... possibilities," I admit. "Like I'm finally the right size for my own skin."

She smiles, recognition warming her eyes. "I remember that feeling."

"What was it like for you? Back when you started?"

Lena looks away, something wistful crossing her face. "Like I was speaking a language only I understood... until suddenly everyone else did too."

"It used to feel like flying," she says, her eyes distant with memory.

"And now?" I ask.

"Now it feels like maintenance."

I laugh softly, my wit returning like an old friend. "That's the most depressing thing I've heard all day, and I watched Jax try to eat a bag of chips sideways."

Lena snorts. Her laugh is unexpected—a sharp, genuine sound that feels earned rather than given. It transforms her face completely, softening those striking cheekbones and making her eyes crinkle at the corners. I notice how her light brown hair catches the dim light, those subtle rose-gold highlights she's been experimenting with lately shimmering whenever she tilts her head. Even in her oversized sweater and worn jeans—her off-stage uniform—she has this effortless presence that fills the small space between us.

"Do you ever miss it?" I ask. "The flying part?"

She considers this. "I miss the beginning. The discovery. Finding my voice."

"And now?"

"Now I know exactly what my voice can do. It's technical. Perfected." She runs a hand through her hair. "Perfect gets boring."

I nod like I understand, though I can't imagine ever getting bored with being good at something.

Lena shifts, tucking one leg beneath her. "That guy you saw me with last night—"

"The tall drink of water?" I interrupt, then cringe at my own phrasing.

She smiles. "Sure. Him. It was... intense. Physical. Fun." She exhales, her eyes darkening slightly with the memory. "The way he pressed me against that door the minute it closed... his hands were everywhere, rough but precise. When he got me on the bed, he knew exactly how to touch me, how to build it slowly until I was shaking. And God, when he went down on me—" She pauses, glancing at me with a hint of amusement at my wide-eyed expression. "—he had this way of using his tongue in circles, then stopping right when I was close, then starting again until I couldn't even remember my own name. When I finally came, I swear I saw colors. Actual colors. The kind of orgasm that leaves your legs useless for a good ten minutes after."

I wait, sensing there's more.

"And still... not the same anymore." She shrugs. "Men are... easy. They're loud. Predictable. Simple."

I raise an eyebrow. "Wow. I'm sure they'd love that."

Lena smiles. "Women are... different."

She lets that hang between us, and I feel the weight of what she's not saying.

Lena looks at me carefully. Not predatory. Curious.

"I like women too," she says.

I blink. Not shocked. Just... processing.

"Oh."

Pause.

"That was... very calm of me."

Lena laughs softly. Her eyes crinkle at the corners when she laughs for real.

"Have you ever been with a woman?" she asks gently.

I open my mouth. Close it. Try to joke. Fail.

"I have... aggressively thought about it," I admit.

Lena smiles.

I exhale, then quietly add: "I wasn't ready for... all of it. That's why I said no."

Lena nods. Not offended. Not surprised.

"That's fair."

I frown, puzzled by her easy acceptance.

"That's it? No dramatic monologue?"

"Nope. Consent is attractive."

That hits me harder than it should, like a punch to the chest that somehow feels good. The simplicity of her statement—the basic respect it contains—makes me realize how low my bar has been.

Lena stands. Stretches. Her shirt rides up, revealing a sliver of skin. I look away.

She pauses, then: "You'll figure it out. Soon."

I tilt my head. "Figure what out?"

Lena smiles. Not answering.

And that bothers me more than any explicit answer could. I want to know what she sees that I don't. What future version of myself she's already envisioning.

She retreats to her bunk, leaving me with my silent guitar and loud thoughts.

Later, I lie in my bunk, staring at the ceiling. The bus vibrates beneath me, a mechanical lullaby that should be soothing but isn't.

I'm thinking about Lena.

Not sexually.

Curiously.

Rowan makes me feel. Jax makes me laugh. Silas makes me still.

And Lena makes me think.

That feels dangerous. More dangerous than anything physical could be. Bodies heal. Minds change.

I close my eyes, but sleep doesn't come easily. When it does, I dream of flying—not falling. Just suspended, watching the ground below, waiting for the right moment to land.

When I wake briefly in the dark hours, I could swear I hear Lena humming a melody I don't recognize. It sounds like a question with no answer.

I drift off again, unsettled by the thought that maybe I'm not the one doing the choosing here.

Maybe I'm the one being chosen.

And for what, I have no idea.


Chapter 7

"I should start a complaint department for my vagina. That tickled and not in the fun way."

Jax laughs, his chest vibrating beneath my thighs as I adjust my position. I'm straddling him on the narrow couch in the back lounge of the bus, the rhythm of the road adding an unpredictable element to our movements.

"Sorry, Blue. Sometimes my hands get excited before my brain catches up." He grips my hips, helping me find a better angle. "Better?"

I sink down further onto him, taking a sharp breath as he fills me completely. "Much."

We're supposed to be watching a movie. That lasted about fifteen minutes before his hand wandered up my thigh and I whispered those magic words. Now the forgotten film plays in the background, casting blue-white flickers across our skin.

"Fuck, you feel good," Jax murmurs, his pupils wide as he watches me move above him. "Like riding lightning."

I roll my eyes even as I gasp. "That's—the worst metaphor—I've ever heard."

He grins, thrusting up to meet me. "You love it."

I do, actually. Not the terrible metaphor, but this—the way sex with Jax feels like playing. Like we're both in on the same joke, laughing between moans. It's so different from Rowan's reverent touches or Silas's controlled intensity. With Jax, I don't have to be anyone but myself.

"Less talking, more..." I make an obscene gesture with my hands.

Jax laughs again, then reaches between us, his thumb finding exactly the right spot. "You mean more this?"

"God—yes—"

He's thick inside me, stretching me in ways that border between pleasure and something deeper. I plant my hands on his chest for leverage, feeling the rapid thud of his heart beneath my palms.

"Your face right now," he says, voice tight with restraint. "Like you're solving a really complicated math problem."

I pinch his nipple in retaliation. "I'm concentrating."

"On what?"

"On not coming too fast, you idiot."

His grin widens. "Why fight it?"

He sits up suddenly, changing the angle and driving deeper. His arms wrap around my back, holding me against his chest as he takes control of our rhythm. I can feel every inch of him now, the stretch and fullness overwhelming.

"Jax—" I gasp against his neck, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

"I know, Blue. I know." His voice has lost its playfulness, turning raw. "Just feel it."

I close my eyes, surrendering to the sensation as he moves inside me. The coil of pleasure tightens, almost painful in its intensity. I'm chasing something that keeps slipping just out of reach.

"I'm close," he warns, his movements becoming erratic. "Fuck—I can't—"

He stiffens beneath me, his face contorting in pleasure as he comes. His hands grip my hips hard enough to bruise, holding me down against him as he pulses inside me.

"Sorry," he pants, forehead dropping to my shoulder. "Tried to wait."

I keep moving, grinding against him even as he softens. "I'm not done with you yet."

He laughs weakly. "Demanding little thing, aren't you?"

"You love it," I echo his earlier words.

"That I do." He shifts, sliding a hand between us. "Come on then. Show me what you need."

His fingers find my clit, circling with just the right pressure as I continue to ride him. The dual sensation of his softening cock still inside me and his skilled touch against my most sensitive spot sends me spiraling.

"That's it, Blue. Let go for me."

The wave crashes over me without warning, my body seizing as pleasure radiates outward from my core. I muffle my cry against his shoulder, biting down as the orgasm rips through me.

"Jesus Christ," I manage when I can speak again.

Jax smooths my hair back from my face, his expression softer than I've ever seen it. "Pretty sure I'm the one who should be taking the Lord's name in vain here. Think you actually drew blood."

I peer at the teeth marks on his shoulder. "Badge of honor?"

"I'll treasure it always." He helps me lift off him, both of us wincing at the sensitivity. He disposes of the condom and pulls me back onto the couch, arranging us so I'm nestled against his side.

The movie still plays, some action scene with explosions illuminating our cooling bodies. Neither of us seems interested in figuring out the plot now.

"We hit New Orleans tomorrow," Jax says after a comfortable silence.

"Yeah?" I trace circles on his chest, watching his skin pebble under my touch.

"Yeah. Wild city. You'll love it—all those street musicians with their brass and percussion. It's like the whole place has a heartbeat you can dance to."

I smile at his description. "Sounds amazing."

He hesitates, his hand pausing where it's been stroking my arm. "Gonna miss this when the tour ends."

I tense slightly. "The sex, you mean?"

"Nah." He flicks my earlobe gently. "I mean, yes, obviously. But no, I meant you. Your weird little jokes. The way you call me on my shit. How you hum under your breath when you think no one's listening."

I lift my head to look at him, surprised by the sudden sincerity. "I do not hum."

"You absolutely do. Usually something bluesy when you're thinking hard."

I narrow my eyes. "Are you mocking me, Calder?"

"Never about music." His smile is crooked but genuine. "You've got something, Blue. Something real."

The compliment makes me squirm more than the sex did. I deflect. "Yeah, well, you've got something too. A severe case of post-coital sentimentality."

He laughs, pulling me closer. "And there she goes again, running from a genuine moment."

"Not running. Strategic retreat."

"Sure. Whatever helps you sleep at night." He kisses the top of my head, a gesture so casually affectionate it makes my chest hurt. "Speaking of sleeping, we should probably put some clothes on before Silas decides to do his midnight brooding routine through the bus."

I groan at the thought. "You're right. Last thing I need is another silent judgment session."

We dress slowly, stealing glances and smiles. As I pull my shirt over my head, Jax catches my hand.

"Hey."

"What now?"

His eyes dance with mischief, but there's something else there too. Something I'm not ready to name.

"Nothing. Just wanted to see if you'd jump."

I punch his arm lightly. "You're such a weirdo."

"Says the girl with blue hair."

I toss his shirt at his face. "Put your clothes on, drummer boy. Your sentimentality is showing again."

His laugh follows me as I head back toward my bunk, warm and genuine and just a little bit sad around the edges.

* * *

I wake in a sweat, sheets tangled around my legs. The dream lingers—Silas's hands gripping my hips, his body filling mine completely. My breath catches as phantom sensations pulse through me.

Not real. Just a dream.

Except it wasn't entirely imagination. My body remembers the reality of him—the weight, the fullness, the way he commanded every reaction from me.

I slip out of my bunk, careful not to disturb the others. The bus is silent except for Jax's light snoring from behind his privacy curtain. I pad toward the tiny bathroom, desperate to splash cold water on my face and shake off the lingering heat from my dream.

The bathroom is barely big enough to turn around in. I lean against the sink, staring at my reflection in the dim light. My blue hair is a mess, cheeks flushed, eyes too bright. I look... haunted. Hungry.

"Get it together," I whisper to myself, running cold water over my wrists.

When I emerge, I nearly collide with a solid wall of chest. I stumble back, heart leaping into my throat.

Silas.

He stands in the narrow hallway, blocking my path back to my bunk. He wears only low-hanging sweatpants, his chest bare in the dim light filtering through the bus windows. The shadows carve his muscles into sharp relief.

"Can't sleep?" His voice is quiet but carries an undercurrent that makes my skin prickle.

I swallow hard, the dream flashing behind my eyes. "Just needed the bathroom."

He doesn't move. His dark eyes track over my face, lingering on my parted lips, the pulse hammering in my throat. He knows. Somehow, he knows.

"You look... disturbed." The word carries weight, like he's chosen it specifically to unsettle me.

"I'm fine." My voice betrays me, coming out breathier than intended.

"Are you?" He tilts his head slightly. "You're trembling."

I am. I hate that he noticed.

"On tour?" It's barely a question. More like an observation. A test.

The dream crashes back through me—his hands, his mouth, the fullness of him stretching me open. Before I can think better of it, I nod.

"Yes." Then, more firmly: "On tour."

Something shifts in his eyes. He doesn't smile. Doesn't reach for me. Just takes a single step closer, his body heat radiating against mine.

"Turn around."

The command slides down my spine like ice. I obey without thinking, facing the bathroom door. He moves behind me, close enough that I can feel his breath against my neck but not touching. Not yet.

"Hands on the wall."

I place my palms against the cool surface of the narrow hallway. The position makes me arch my back slightly, pushing my ass toward him. I feel exposed, vulnerable.

"Good girl."

His praise shouldn't affect me so strongly, but it does. A small sound escapes me.

His hands finally touch me, sliding up under the oversized t-shirt I sleep in. His fingers trace my ribs, mapping each bone before moving higher to cup my breasts. His touch is possessive, assured. Like he's claiming territory he already knows belongs to him.

"No underwear," he observes, his other hand finding the bare curve of my ass. "Were you hoping for this?"

I start to make a joke, something about laundry day, but he pinches my nipple sharply.

"Don't lie to me."

"I—I had a dream," I admit.

"About?"

"You."

His hand slides between my thighs from behind, fingers finding me already wet. "Tell me."

"You were inside me," I whisper, shame and arousal warring in my blood.

He makes a low sound of approval, fingers exploring my slickness. "And did you enjoy it? In your dream?"

"Yes."

"Yes, what?"

I swallow hard. "Yes, sir."

"Better." His fingers slip inside me, two at once, making me gasp. "Reality is better than dreams, Everlee."

I bite my lip to keep from crying out as he works his fingers deeper, curling them against that spot that makes my knees weak. His other hand moves from my breast to my throat, not squeezing but holding, controlling.

"Stay quiet," he warns. "Unless you want the others to hear how wet you are for me."

The bus suddenly feels too small, too exposed. Anyone could wake up. Anyone could see us.

The thought shouldn't excite me. It does.

I hear the rustle of fabric, feel him positioning himself behind me. The blunt head of his cock presses against my entrance, thick and intimidating. I bite down harder on my lip.

"Breathe," he commands, and I do, just as he pushes forward.

The stretch is immediate and intense. He's bigger than I remembered, filling me completely in one slow, relentless thrust. My body struggles to accommodate him, walls clenching around his invasion.

"There," he says, his voice strained for the first time. "That's what you dreamed of, isn't it?"

I nod, beyond words. He begins to move, one hand braced beside mine on the wall, the other gripping my hip hard enough to bruise. Each thrust drives me forward, only his hold keeping me in place.

His pace is measured, controlled, like everything else about him. He doesn't rush, doesn't falter. Just takes what he wants with devastating precision.

"You take me so well," he murmurs against my ear. "Made for this."

The praise winds through me, tightening the coil of pleasure building low in my belly. I push back against him, seeking more.

His hand moves from my hip to between my legs, fingers finding my clit with unerring accuracy. "You want to come?"

"Please," I gasp, forgetting his earlier command for silence.

He doesn't reprimand me. Instead, his fingers circle faster as his thrusts grow harder. "Then come for me, Everlee. Now."

The orgasm hits like a tidal wave, washing through me with such force that my vision blurs. I bite down on my forearm to muffle my cry as my body convulses around him.

He follows moments later, pulling out abruptly. I feel his release hot against my lower back, marking me again.

For a long moment, neither of us moves. The only sound is our ragged breathing and the distant hum of the bus engine.

Finally, he steps back. I hear the sound of tissues being pulled from a box, then feel him cleaning my skin with unexpected gentleness.

When I turn around, he's already fixed his sweatpants. His expression is unreadable in the dim light.

"Back to your bunk," he says, voice even again.

I straighten my shirt, trying to recover some dignity. "So, do you always prowl the bus at night, or was this just my lucky evening?" The joke tumbles out before I can stop it—my automatic defense mechanism kicking in.

I brace for his disapproval, but to my shock, a small smile curves his lips. Not a full laugh, but something genuine that transforms his face.

"Only when I hear someone saying my name in their sleep," he replies.

My cheeks burn. "I did not."

"Loudly and repeatedly." The smile lingers for a heartbeat longer before he steps past me. "Sleep well, Everlee. Dreams await."

He disappears toward the front of the bus, leaving me standing there, wondering if I imagined that brief glimpse of humor—and trying to ignore how desperately I already want him again.


Chapter 8

The empty stage feels different without an audience. The lights are dimmer, shadows longer. Everything's been packed up except for a single microphone stand. The ghost of tonight's show still lingers in the air—sweat and smoke and electricity.

I shouldn't be here. Everyone's back at the hotel, sleeping off tonight's show or preparing for tomorrow's big finale in New Orleans. Our last stop. Six cities, six weeks, one surreal blur.

But I couldn't sleep.

I wrap my fingers around the microphone, feeling its weight. This isn't even my place to stand. I'm not the performer. I'm the... what? The distraction? The arrangement? The body on tour?

But for once, no one's watching. No one's waiting. No one wants anything.

So I sing.

Not one of their songs. Something older. Something from before all this—Fleetwood Mac's "Landslide," stripped down to bare vocals, no guitar, just my voice filling the empty venue.

The acoustics wrap around me like water, the sound bouncing back richer than I deserve. I close my eyes and lean into the feeling, letting the melody carry me.

My voice finds its footing, stronger with each line. No one taught me to sing. No one showed me how to hold notes or control my breath. It's just always been there, this thing inside me that feels like truth when everything else feels like pretending.

The chorus rises from somewhere deeper than my diaphragm. It's coming from my bones, from places inside me I've kept carefully locked. But tonight, alone in this darkened venue, I'm not performing. I'm just... being.

The final note hangs in the air, trembling, and then dissolves into silence.

A single pair of hands begins clapping.

My eyes fly open. Heat rushes to my face as I spot Lena leaning against the wall at the back of the stage, arms crossed, watching me with that unreadable expression she's perfected.

"Jesus," I mutter, stepping back from the mic. "How long have you been standing there?"

"Long enough." Lena pushes off from the wall and walks toward me, boots clicking against the wooden stage.

I laugh nervously.

She stops a few feet away, studying me.

Lena catches my wrist, her touch light but impossible to ignore. Her eyes hold mine, and something electric passes between us. Not just attraction—though that's there too—but recognition. She sees something in me that I've been trying to hide. "On Tour," she says quietly.

The phrase hangs between us. My consent activation. My choice. I could walk away right now. Say I need to rest. Return to the emptiness of my hotel room.

Instead, I whisper back, "On Tour."

Her smile is slow, almost gentle. Not at all like her brothers'. "Come here," she says, guiding me toward the black leather couch at the side of the stage where performers wait before going on.

My heart hammers against my ribs. I've thought about this—about her—more than I'd admit to anyone. But fantasy and reality are oceans apart, and suddenly I feel completely out of my depth.

"I've never..." I start, then stop, embarrassed.

"I know." Lena sits on the couch and pulls me down beside her. "We don't have to do anything you don't want."

"It's not that I don't want to," I clarify quickly. "I just don't know how... with a woman."

She laughs, and it's warm, not mocking. "There's no right way, Everlee. Just what feels good." Her fingers trace my jawline, feather-light. "And I promise you, this will feel good."

When she kisses me, it's nothing like the kisses I've shared with men. There's no rush, no immediate push for more. Just the soft press of her lips against mine, questioning, inviting. Her hand cups my cheek, thumb brushing my skin in tiny circles.

I lean into it, curious and hungry. Her lips part, and I taste mint and something sweeter beneath. My hands find her waist, hesitant at first, then more certain.

"That's it," she murmurs against my mouth. "Just follow what feels right."

Her hands slide into my hair, nails gently scraping my scalp in a way that sends shivers down my spine. I make a small sound of pleasure that she swallows with another kiss, deeper this time.

Slowly, she leans back, guiding me with her until I'm half on top of her, my blue hair falling around us like a curtain. One of her hands moves to my lower back, slipping under the hem of my t-shirt to trace patterns on bare skin.

"Can I?" she asks, fingers playing with the edge of my shirt.

I nod, sitting up to help her pull it over my head. The air is cool against my skin, pebbling my nipples through my simple black bra. I resist the urge to cross my arms over my chest.

"You're beautiful," she says, eyes traveling over me with frank appreciation. "Has anyone ever told you that without trying to take something from you?"

The question catches me off guard. "I... don't know."

"Well, you are." Lena sits up, bringing our faces level again. "Beautiful in a way that has nothing to do with what anyone else gets from looking at you."

Her words sink into places inside me that have been hollow for too long. Before I can respond, she's kissing me again, and this time her hands move to my back, deftly unhooking my bra with a practiced ease that makes me smile against her lips.

"Impressed?" she asks, feeling my smile.

"A little intimidated," I admit.

She laughs. "Don't be. Just let me show you."

My bra joins my shirt on the floor. Lena's hands cover my breasts, her touch exploratory rather than demanding. Her thumbs circle my nipples in a rhythm that makes my breath catch.

"Different, isn't it?" she says, watching my reactions. "Men rush this part. They don't understand that sometimes the journey is the destination."

I nod, unable to form coherent words as she lowers her head, replacing her fingers with her mouth. The wet heat of her tongue sends liquid fire straight between my legs. I arch into the sensation, one hand tangling in her hair.

"That's it," she encourages. "Show me what you like."

Her mouth moves across my skin, leaving trails of heat in its wake. When she takes my nipple between her teeth, applying just enough pressure to blur the line between pleasure and pain, a moan escapes me.

"Too much?" she asks.

"Not enough," I gasp.

She smiles against my skin and continues her exploration, hands moving to the button of my jeans. She looks up, seeking permission, and I nod again, lifting my hips to help as she slides them down my legs.

I'm left in nothing but my underwear—plain black cotton that matches my bra. Nothing fancy or seductive.

"These too?" she asks, fingers hooked in the waistband.

"Yes," I whisper. "But... you're still fully dressed."

"We can fix that." Lena sits back and pulls her own shirt over her head, revealing a deep purple lace bra that makes my mouth go dry. Her body is all subtle curves and smooth skin, a study in feminine grace.

She stands to remove her jeans, revealing matching purple underwear. The sight of her nearly naked makes my pulse quicken. There's something so different about female beauty—softer edges, smoother planes, but no less powerful for it.

"Better?" she asks, settling back beside me.

"Much," I manage.

Her hand slides down my stomach, tracing circles around my navel before dipping lower. When her fingers brush against me through my underwear, I jerk involuntarily.

"Sensitive," she notes, smiling. "I like that."

She hooks her fingers in my underwear and pulls them down, exposing me completely. I fight the instinct to close my legs, to hide from her gaze.

"You don't need to be shy with me," Lena says, her voice gentle. "I've been where you are. I know what it's like to want something you can't name."

Her fingers return to me, this time without the barrier of fabric. She traces my folds with delicate precision, exploring, learning. When she finds my clit, I gasp, hips rising to meet her touch.

"There," she murmurs, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves. "Like this?"

"Yes," I breathe, eyes fluttering closed.

She continues her ministrations, varying pressure and speed, watching my reactions carefully. It's different from being with a man—there's no urgency, no sense of building toward some predetermined end. Just pleasure for its own sake, expanding outward in waves.

"I want to taste you," she says, voice husky. "Can I?"

My eyes snap open. The thought sends a fresh surge of heat through me. "Please," I whisper.

Lena shifts, kneeling between my legs. Her hands spread my thighs wider, thumbs tracing the sensitive skin of my inner thighs. She lowers her head, and the first touch of her tongue against me is electric.

"Oh god," I gasp, one hand flying to grip the back of the couch.

She laughs against me, the vibration adding to the sensation. "Not god. Just Lena."

And then she focuses her attention fully, tongue exploring me with the same deliberate care her fingers had. She finds rhythms I didn't know could exist, alternating between broad strokes and precise flicks against my clit that make stars burst behind my eyelids.

I'm making sounds I've never heard from myself—half-gasps, half-moans that echo in the empty venue. One of Lena's hands slides up to cup my breast, rolling my nipple between her fingers as her mouth continues its sweet torment.

"Lena," I pant, feeling pressure building inside me, different from what I've felt before—deeper somehow, more all-encompassing. "I think I'm going to—"

"Let go," she urges against me, her free hand moving to slide two fingers inside me, curling upward to find that spot that makes my vision blur. "I've got you."

My body snaps like a bowstring, every muscle pulled taut then released. The pleasure doesn't just come—it detonates, radiating from where her mouth meets me in hot, pulsing waves. My spine lifts off the couch, thighs quivering against her shoulders as stars burst behind my eyelids. I'm coming apart, breaking into brilliant pieces under her touch.

She stays with me through it, gentling her touch but not stopping entirely, drawing out the sensation until I'm boneless beneath her.

When I can focus again, she's watching me with a mixture of satisfaction and something deeper, more tender.

"You're extraordinary when you let go," she says, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand in a gesture that shouldn't be sexy but somehow is.

I reach for her, wanting to reciprocate but unsure how. "Show me," I say. "Show me how to make you feel good."

Her smile widens. "With pleasure."

She guides my hand between her legs, over her underwear first, showing me the pressure she likes. I can feel her heat through the thin fabric, the evidence of her arousal making me bolder. When she nods, I slip my hand beneath the lace, encountering silky wetness that sends a fresh jolt of desire through me.

"Like this," she says, her fingers over mine, showing me the rhythm, the places that make her breath catch. "Everyone's different, but this is what I like."

I follow her lead, watching her face for reactions. It's intoxicating to see her come undone, to know I'm the cause of the flush spreading across her chest, the quickening of her breath.

When I slide a finger inside her, mimicking what she did to me, she moans, head falling back. "Yes, just like that. Another."

I add a second finger, finding a rhythm that makes her hips move against my hand. Emboldened by her reactions, I lower my head to her breast, taking her nipple into my mouth the way she did mine. The sound she makes tells me I'm doing something right.

"Use your thumb," she instructs, voice strained. "On my clit. Circles."

I comply, coordinating the movement of my hand with my mouth on her breast. It's like learning a new instrument—finding the right pressure, the right tempo, reading her body's responses.

Her breathing grows ragged, her movements more urgent. "Don't stop," she gasps. "I'm close."

I increase the pace, watching in wonder as she comes apart beneath my touch. Her body tightens around my fingers, inner walls pulsing as she cries out, back arching. It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen—Lena Hale, always composed, completely undone.

As her breathing slows, she pulls me up for a deep kiss. I can taste myself on her lips, and the intimacy of it makes me shiver.

"That," she says when we finally part, "was better than I imagined. And I've imagined it quite a lot."

The admission makes me blush. "You have?"

She tucks a strand of blue hair behind my ear. "Since your audition. There was something about you—something real."

We lie tangled together on the couch, skin cooling in the air. Lena traces patterns on my shoulder, thoughtful.

"I've been wanting to tell you something," she says after a moment. "I'm leaving the band after this tour."

I prop myself up on an elbow, surprised. "What? Why?"

She smiles, but there's sadness in it. "Because I've been singing other people's songs for too long. I want to produce. Help shape new voices." Her fingers brush my cheek. "Voices like yours."

"Mine?" I laugh nervously. "I'm not a singer."

"Bullshit." Lena's voice is firm. "I heard you just now. I heard you at that audition. You have something real, Everlee. Something that can't be manufactured or trained into existence."

Before I can respond, there's a sound from the wings. We both turn to see Rowan standing there, expression unreadable as he takes in our naked bodies on the couch.

"Sorry," he says, but doesn't turn away. "I was looking for Lena. Didn't mean to interrupt."

Lena sighs and reaches for her clothes. "No, I'm sorry. I should have told you all together." She pulls on her shirt, then leans down to kiss me softly. "Think about what I said. You have a gift."

She squeezes my hand once, then walks over to Rowan, whispering something in his ear before disappearing into the wings.

I scramble for my own clothes, suddenly aware of my nakedness under Rowan's steady gaze.

"She's right, you know," he says, stepping closer. "About your voice. We all heard it that first day."

I pull my t-shirt over my head, trying to regain some composure. "Why didn't anyone say anything?"

"Because we needed something else from you." His honesty is disarming. "But that doesn't make what she said any less true."

He's standing right in front of me now, eyes searching mine. "On Tour?" he asks, voice soft.

The question hangs between us, heavy with possibility. After what just happened with Lena, I should be exhausted, satiated. But something in Rowan's gaze ignites a fresh spark of desire.

"On Tour," I answer.

His kiss is different from Lena's—more urgent, with an underlying current of need that I've come to recognize in him. His hands frame my face, thumbs stroking my cheekbones as he deepens the kiss.

"I've missed you," he murmurs against my lips.

It's been days since we've been alone together, his attention focused on the final shows, on songwriting, on the constant demands of tour life. I've missed him too, more than I'd like to admit.

I reach for the hem of his shirt, pulling it up and over his head. His chest is lean and firm beneath my palms, heart beating fast under my touch.

"Let me," I say, pressing him gently onto the couch. "Let me make you feel good."

Something shifts in his expression—surprise, then hunger. Normally, Rowan takes the lead, focusing on my pleasure before his own. But tonight, I want to show him what I've learned, what I'm capable of.

I kneel between his legs, hands moving to his belt. His breathing quickens as I unfasten it, then the button of his jeans. When I pull down his zipper, he lifts his hips to help me remove them along with his underwear.

His erection springs free, hard and ready. I wrap my hand around him, feeling the velvet-over-steel texture, the heat of him.

"You don't have to—" he starts.

"I want to," I interrupt. "I want to taste you the way you've tasted me."

Before he can protest further, I lower my head, taking him into my mouth. His sharp intake of breath is all the encouragement I need. I explore him with my tongue, discovering what makes his breath hitch, what draws those low sounds from the back of his throat.

My name feels different when it escapes Rowan's lips—not just three syllables but something reverent, something earned. His fingers tangle in my hair, not directing but connecting as I take him deeper. It's heady to watch this gentle poet come undone, his composure cracking with each move of my mouth.

"Everlee," he gasps again, "I'm—"

I pull back just enough to look up at him. His eyes are half-closed, lips parted, cheeks flushed with need. A beautiful wreck. "Not yet," I whisper.

Standing, I shed the clothes I'd hastily put back on after Lena left. Rowan watches me with hungry eyes, his chest rising and falling rapidly. When I straddle his lap, his hands immediately find my waist, steadying me.

"Wait," he says, reaching for his discarded jeans. He pulls out a condom, tearing the wrapper with his teeth. I take it from him, rolling it down his length with newfound confidence.

Our eyes lock as I position myself above him. This isn't like our first time in the back of the bus, when everything was new and uncertain. Now I know what I want. Now I understand the power in choosing.

I sink down onto him slowly, savoring the stretch and fullness. His hands tighten on my waist, a groan escaping him as I take him completely. For a moment, we stay like that, joined and still, breathing each other's air.

"You're incredible," he murmurs, one hand coming up to trace my cheek.

I begin to move, setting a rhythm that's neither rushed nor tentative. His hands roam my body, touching me everywhere—my breasts, my hips, between my legs where we're joined. Each touch sends sparks through me, building on the pleasure Lena ignited earlier.

"Like this?" I ask, rolling my hips in a way that makes him gasp.

"Yes," he breathes. "Just like that."

The empty stage behind us feels like an audience of ghosts. In this moment, I'm performing the most honest song I know—the one written in gasps and moans, in the slick heat between our bodies.

Rowan's composure breaks entirely when I lean forward, changing the angle. He thrusts up to meet me, hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise. The slight pain only heightens the pleasure building inside me again.

"I want to see you," he pants. "Show me what you look like when you let go."

His fingers find my clit, circling in time with our movements. It's too much and not enough, the dual sensations pushing me toward the edge again.

"Come with me," I whisper.

His fingers find purchase on my hips as his body jerks beneath me. Our movements fuse into a frantic dance—his muscles straining, my thighs trembling. The crescendo builds between us, undeniable as gravity. When it crashes through, our bodies lock together, his back arching off the floor as my vision splinters into stars. Our voices echo raw and unguarded across the empty seats, bouncing back like a secret the venue will keep until morning.

Afterward, I collapse against his chest, his arms wrapping around me as our breathing slows. We stay like that for a long moment, connected and quiet, sweat cooling on our skin.

"That was..." he begins, then laughs softly. "I don't have words. And I'm supposed to be the lyricist."

I smile against his shoulder. "Some things defy language."

He runs a hand through my blue hair, thoughtful. "I heard you singing. Before Lena found you."

I tense slightly. "And?"

"And Lena's right." He tilts my chin up to look at him. "You don't belong in the shadows, Everlee. You never did."

Something warm unfurls in my chest—not desire this time, but something rarer. Hope.


Chapter 9

I don't remember how I get to the side of the stage. My body seems to operate on its own while my mind floats somewhere between terror and elation, watching the show from a strange remove. The Hale Effect is crushing their final set. The crowd—packed into this venue that seemed impossibly big when we arrived this morning—roars with each song, a living creature made of thousands of voices.

I've seen this show five times now, but it still hits me like the first. Jax is a blur of motion behind his drums, sweat flying off his hair with each thunderous beat. Rowan hunches over his keyboard, lost in the music, occasionally lifting his head to sing harmonies into his mic. Silas commands the left side of the stage, his guitar work precise and devastating, his presence magnetic even in stillness.

And Lena. God, Lena.

She owns the center stage like she was born there, her voice soaring over everything, pulling the audience into the palm of her hand. I watch her and feel that familiar ache—part envy, part admiration, part something I still can't name. She catches my eye during the bridge of their biggest hit and gives me a barely perceptible nod.

The final note of their last song hangs in the air. The crowd erupts. I'm clapping too, though I can barely hear my own hands over the wall of sound. They take their bow as one, and then Lena steps forward to her mic. The audience quiets, sensing something important.

"Thank you!" She waits for the fresh wave of cheers to subside. "This has been an incredible tour, and you've been an incredible audience."

More cheers. Lena smiles, but it's her serious smile—the one I've learned means she's navigating something delicate.

"I have an announcement to make." The crowd hushes immediately. "After seven amazing years as the voice of The Hale Effect, I'm stepping away from the microphone."

Gasps ripple through the venue. I freeze, my heart hammering against my ribs. I knew this was coming—she'd told me weeks ago—but hearing her say it aloud makes it real in a way our late-night conversations didn't.

"But don't worry," Lena continues, "the band isn't going anywhere. In fact, they're going somewhere new." She glances back at her brothers and Jax, who all nod in unison. "I'm moving behind the scenes to produce, which is where my heart has been pulling me. And The Hale Effect will continue with a new voice."

I'm so caught up in the gravity of the moment that I almost miss what she says next.

"A voice that's been with us this whole tour, actually. A voice that deserves to be heard." Lena turns toward the side of the stage where I'm standing. "Everlee Quinn, get out here."

I don't move. Can't move. This isn't happening.

Jax catches my deer-in-headlights expression and bounds over, his drumsticks still in hand. "Come on, Smurfette," he whispers, tugging at my arm. "Your turn to fly."

Before I can process what's happening, I'm being guided to center stage. The lights are blinding, the crowd a faceless mass beyond the glare. Lena puts her arm around my shoulders and leans into her mic.

"This girl has a voice that broke my heart the first time I heard it. Raw, honest, unafraid." She gives my shoulder a squeeze. "And now she's going to show you why."

She hands me her microphone—a gesture so symbolic it makes my throat tighten—and steps back to join her brothers. The audience waits, a collective held breath.

I look back at the band. Rowan gives me an encouraging nod. Silas watches with that intense focus that used to terrify me but now feels like a steady anchor. Jax flashes his wild grin and mouths something that looks suspiciously like "kick ass."

And Lena. Lena simply smiles like she already knows what's about to happen.

I turn back to the audience, mic clutched in my sweating hand. "Hi," I say, and my voice echoes strangely through the massive speakers. "I'm Everlee."

A cheer goes up—tentative but welcoming. I take a deep breath.

"This is a song I wrote on the bus somewhere between Memphis and New Orleans." I glance back at Rowan, who immediately moves to his keyboard. We'd practiced this exactly once, in a hurried soundcheck while the others were doing interviews. "It's called 'Temporary.'"

The opening notes rise from Rowan's keyboard, haunting and spare. Silas joins in with gentle guitar, adding texture but letting the melody breathe. Jax holds back, brushes on cymbals marking time like falling rain.

And then I sing.

The words pour out of me—about temporary homes, temporary loves, temporary selves. About permanence found in transition. About finding your voice in the spaces between who you were and who you're becoming.

I forget about the crowd. Forget about the lights. Forget about everything except the story I'm telling with every note. This is what Lena meant about flying. This isn't performance—it's transformation.

The chorus builds, and Jax comes in with a thunderous beat that sends electricity through the floor. I feel my body move with the music, no longer frozen but fluid, responding to the energy flowing between us all. When we hit the bridge, Silas steps forward and we share a mic, his lower harmony twining with my melody in a way that makes the crowd roar.

The final chorus rises to a crescendo, and I let my voice soar above it all, raw and unguarded. As the last note fades, there's a moment of perfect silence.

Then the place explodes.

The sound hits me like a physical force, nearly knocking me backward. Rowan appears at my side, arm around my waist to steady me. Jax bounds forward, sweeping me into a bear hug that lifts me off my feet. Silas approaches more slowly, but the slight upturn of his lips tells me everything I need to know.

Lena steps forward last, taking my hands in hers. "I told you," she says, her voice barely audible over the noise. "Some voices just need the right moment."

We take a bow together—all five of us, linked by clasped hands. The lights go down, and we stumble off stage in a tangle of limbs and laughter.

Backstage is chaos. Crew members I've barely spoken to clap me on the back. Marcus is there, phone already to his ear, talking a mile a minute about contract adjustments and press releases. People I don't recognize congratulate me like we're old friends.

"Holy shit," I manage, when we finally escape to the green room. "Did that actually happen?"

"Fuck yeah it did!" Jax whoops, spinning me in a circle that makes the room blur. "You murdered them. Total slaughter. They're all dead now."

"What he means," Rowan translates with a laugh, "is that you were extraordinary."

"You didn't embarrass us," Silas adds, which from him is practically a standing ovation.

Lena hangs back, watching with that amused, observant look I've come to know so well. When our eyes meet, she gives me a subtle nod that feels more valuable than all the cheering combined.

"So what happens now?" I ask, once Jax has stopped bouncing off the walls long enough for a conversation.

"Now," says Marcus, materializing in the doorway, "we celebrate. Then we rest. Then we rebuild." He looks at me with new eyes—not calculating my worth as a distraction, but assessing my potential as an asset. "If you want this, that is."

"Want what, exactly?"

"To be the new lead vocalist of The Hale Effect."

The room goes quiet. I look around at these four people who have completely rewritten my life in just six weeks.

"The Free Use arrangement ends with the tour," Rowan says gently, reading my hesitation. "That was always the agreement."

"This would be a completely different contract," Marcus confirms. "Standard industry terms for a performing artist."

"You'd be joining as a full member," Silas adds. "Equal share. Equal voice."

"Equal pain in the ass!" Jax crows, then ducks as Lena swats at him.

I feel a smile spreading across my face. "When do I sign?"

Chapter 9 - Scene 2

The after-party is a blur of faces and drinks I mostly don't touch. I keep expecting to wake up back in my childhood bedroom in Tennessee, the whole tour just an elaborate dream my brain conjured to escape reality.

But the bass thumping through the exclusive club is too visceral for dreams. The congratulatory handshakes from industry people too firm. The weight of Rowan's arm around my shoulders as he introduces me to producers and journalists too solid.

"You're overthinking everything," Jax shouts in my ear over the music, handing me a shot I don't remember asking for. "I can literally see the gears grinding behind your eyes."

"Just processing," I yell back, accepting the shot but setting it on a nearby table. "Kind of a big night!"

"Understatement of the century, Smurfette!" He grabs my hands and pulls me toward the dance floor. "Stop thinking and start feeling!"

So I dance. With Jax, with strangers, with Rowan when he joins us. Even Silas makes a brief appearance at the edge of the floor, moving with the same controlled precision he brings to everything, before retreating back to a dark corner booth.

I'm sweaty and breathless when I finally escape the dance floor, my ears ringing pleasantly. The crowd has thinned, the party winding down as the first hint of dawn threatens the windows. I find a quiet spot near the bar and order water, gulping it gratefully.

"Is this seat taken?"

I look up, and the water nearly comes back up through my nose.

Eric.

Marine Eric from the motel in Tennessee. Eric from the night before I got on that first bus to Nashville. Eric who has absolutely no business being in a VIP club in New York City.

He looks good—different out of uniform, in dark jeans and a button-down that shows off the shoulders I remember digging my fingers into.

"What are you doing here?" I manage after I stop choking.

"Watching you kill it on stage." He slides onto the stool next to me, signaling the bartender. "I caught the show."

"How did you even—"

"I follow you on Instagram," he says with a shrug. "You posted about the final show. I was on leave and thought, why not?"

The bartender sets a beer in front of him. I stare, trying to reconcile this bizarre collision of my before and after.

"You came all the way  because you saw an Instagram post?"

He takes a swig of beer. "I came all the way because the girl I met in the middle of nowhere turned out to be amazing. " His eyes meet mine, and there's something warm there, something genuine. "Wanted to see it for myself."

I laugh, the tension breaking. "That's either incredibly sweet or deeply stalkerish."

"Can't it be both?" He grins, and I'm reminded why I went home with him that night. He has a good face—open, honest, with eyes that crinkle at the corners when he smiles.

"Fair point." I steal a sip of his beer. "So what did you think of the show?"

"I think you're going to be a star." He says it simply, like it's already fact. "And I think I get to say I knew you when."

"When I was awkwardly losing my virginity in a motel off the highway?"

He chokes on his beer. "That was your first time?"

"Second," I correct. "But the first was so bad it barely counts."

Eric laughs, shaking his head. "You always this honest?"

"Only when I'm exhausted, overwhelmed, or drunk." I tick them off on my fingers. "Currently two for three."

His hand finds mine on the bar, warm and calloused. "Let me get you out of here. Get you some food, maybe?"

I glance around the club. Rowan is deep in conversation with a music journalist. Jax is still on the dance floor with a group of models. Silas has disappeared entirely. Lena left hours ago.

"You know what? Yes." I slide off the stool. "Let's go."

Outside, the pre-dawn air is cool on my flushed skin. Eric hails a cab, and we pile into the backseat. He gives the driver an address I don't recognize.

"Where are we going?"

"Best 24-hour diner in town." He settles back, his thigh pressing against mine. "Unless you'd rather go somewhere else?"

I shake my head, suddenly aware of how hungry I am. "Diner food sounds perfect."

We ride in comfortable silence for a few blocks. The city blurs past the windows, all neon and shadow. I feel strangely peaceful despite the chaos of the night—or maybe because of it.

"So," Eric says finally, "lead singer of The Hale Effect. That's a pretty big deal."

"Apparently." I lean my head back against the seat. "Still doesn't feel real."

"What happens next?"

"Three months off. Time to rest, write, figure out the new dynamic." I turn my head to look at him. "Then back on tour, but bigger venues this time."

His hand finds mine in the darkness of the cab. "I'm proud of you. Is that weird to say?"

"A little." I lace my fingers through his anyway. "But I'll take it."

The cab stops at a small diner tucked between taller buildings, its windows glowing warm yellow against the blue-gray of early morning. Inside, it smells like coffee and grilled cheese. We slide into a booth by the window, knees bumping under the formica table.

We order—pancakes for me, burger for him—and talk. About the tour. About his deployment. About everything that's happened since that night in Tennessee. It's easy, comfortable, like picking up a conversation we'd merely paused rather than ended.

When our food arrives, I dive in with embarrassing enthusiasm. Eric watches, amused, as I demolish the stack of pancakes.

"What?" I ask around a mouthful of syrup and butter.

"Nothing." His smile widens. "You're just exactly the same, even after everything."

"Disappointed?"

"Impressed." He steals a piece of my bacon. "Fame hasn't gone to your head yet."

"Give it time," I joke. "In three months I'll be demanding green M&Ms and mineral water from the Alps."

"I doubt that." He reaches across the table to brush a strand of blue hair from my face. "But if you do, I'll still think you're pretty great."

Something warm unfurls in my chest. I catch his hand before he can pull it back, holding it against my cheek for a moment. "Thanks for coming tonight."

"Thanks for being worth the trip."

The check comes, and we argue over who pays. I win, slapping down a credit card that still feels strange to use.

"Rock star perks," I explain when he protests.

Outside, the sky has lightened to pearl gray. We stand on the sidewalk, suddenly awkward in that way people get when they're not sure if a night is ending or beginning.

"My hotel's not far," he says, hands in his pockets. "Or I could get you a cab back to yours."

I step closer, close enough to feel the warmth radiating off him. "How long is your leave?"

"Three more days."

I smile, making my decision. "Then we better not waste time."

* * *

Four months later, I'm back in the same rehearsal space where it all began. The room looks smaller now, less intimidating. Maybe because I belong here.

"So Lena says the session's going well," I tell the guys, hanging up my phone. "She sends her love. Apparently, producing for a rap group is 'expanding her sonic vocabulary' whatever the hell that means."

Silas snorts from where he's tuning his guitar. "It means she's tired of listening to Rowan's poetry set to music."

"Hey!" Rowan throws a wadded-up piece of paper at his brother, who dodges it effortlessly. "Some of us are still committed to lyrical depth."

"Some of us are still committed to getting laid," Jax counters, spinning a drumstick between his fingers. "Speaking of which, how's the supermodel, Ro? Still convinced you're deep and tormented?"

Rowan's ears turn pink. "Alessandra is actually quite brilliant. She's getting her doctorate in—"

"Yeah, yeah, she's smart and hot, we get it." Jax turns to me with an exaggerated eye roll. "Ever since he swore off our old arrangement and started dating properly, he's been insufferable."

I laugh, settling into the worn couch that used to intimidate me. "I think it's sweet. And smart. The Free Use thing was... intense."

"But fun," Jax insists with a grin. "Admit it, Smurfette."

"It was something," I concede, unable to keep the smile from my face. "But I prefer being here for my voice."

"Speaking of voices," Silas interjects, checking his watch, "shouldn't our potential backup vocalist be here by now?"

As if on cue, Marcus pokes his head in. "She's here. Ready?"

We arrange ourselves like a proper band now—me in the center, the guys flanking me. No more lurking in corners or watching from the sidelines. The door opens, and a girl walks in.

She's striking—tall and willowy with vibrant purple hair that makes my blue look tame by comparison. Her eyes dart around the room nervously, lingering on each of us before settling somewhere near the floor.

"This is Willow," Marcus introduces. "Willow, The Hale Effect."

"Hi," she manages, voice barely audible.

I see myself in her immediately—the uncertainty, the hope, the terrified excitement. The guys introduce themselves one by one. When it's my turn, I step forward, extending my hand.

"I'm Everlee. It's nice to meet you."

She takes my hand, her grip surprisingly firm despite her nervousness. "I'm a huge fan," she blurts, then blushes furiously. "I mean, of all of you, but especially—I saw you in, before you joined, and you were amazing."

"Thank you." I squeeze her hand before letting go. "Why don't you show us what you can do?"

As she sets up at the microphone, I notice Jax and Silas exchanging a look I recognize all too well. My stomach tightens with unexpected protectiveness.

"Excuse me for a minute," I tell them, slipping out of the room before Willow begins her audition.

In the hallway, I take a deep breath, trying to sort through the conflicting emotions. I'm not jealous—that's not it at all. But I remember being in her position, not understanding what was really being offered. Not that it was bad. It wasn't. But it was complicated in ways I never anticipated.

"Everlee?"

I turn to find Eric leaning against the wall, dressed in civilian clothes but still radiating that military bearing. My heart does a little skip it still hasn't learned not to do.

"Hey, soldier." I move into his arms automatically, like my body knows where it belongs. "You're early."

"Thought I might catch the audition." His hands settle at my waist, warm and solid. "Unless that's against the rules?"

"No rules anymore." I rise on tiptoes to kiss him quickly. "But I need to talk to you about something first."

I pull him into an empty practice room, closing the door behind us. He raises an eyebrow, clearly expecting something else.

"The girl auditioning," I begin, trying to organize my thoughts. "She reminds me of me. Four months ago."

Understanding dawns in his eyes. "And you're worried about her?"

"I'm worried about what might be offered to her." I pace the small room. "The guys were looking at her the way they first looked at me."

"And you don't want her to go through what you did?"

I stop pacing, frustrated by my inability to articulate the complexity of my feelings. "It's not that simple. What happened on tour wasn't bad. It was... educational. Transformative, even. But it was a lot. And I'm not sure she's ready for that."

Eric watches me with those steady eyes that see too much. "So what are you going to do about it?"

The question catches me off guard. "What do you mean?"

"You're not just a passenger anymore, Everlee. You're part of the band. You have a say." He steps closer, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "So what do you want to say?"

The realization hits me like a chord change—sharp and clarifying. He's right. I'm not powerless here. I'm not the girl who says yes to whatever's offered just to stay on the road.

"I need to talk to them," I say, already moving toward the door. "Wait here?"

"I'll be here."

I return to the rehearsal room just as Willow finishes her song. She has a beautiful voice—pure and strong, with an emotional resonance that can't be taught. The guys are clearly impressed.

"That was gorgeous," I tell her truthfully. "Would you mind giving us a minute to talk?"

Marcus escorts her out, leaving just the four of us. I take a deep breath and step into the center of our loose circle.

"Before we make any decisions," I begin, meeting each of their eyes in turn, "I want to be clear about something. If we bring her on, it's for her voice. Nothing else."

Jax looks surprised. Rowan thoughtful. Silas, as always, unreadable.

"The Free Use arrangement we had," I continue, "was between us. It's not automatically part of the deal for every new person who joins."

"We weren't suggesting—" Rowan starts, but I cut him off.

"I saw the look." My voice is firm but not accusing. "And I get it. What we had was intense and special in its own way. But it's over now. We've all moved forward."

Silence falls over the room. I hold my ground, heart pounding but voice steady.

Finally, Silas speaks. "You're right." It's simple, direct, unexpected coming from him. "Her voice is what matters."

Jax sighs dramatically. "Fine, fine. No more Free Use arrangements." He grins. "Besides, I'm kind of enjoying the challenge of actual dating."

Relief washes through me. "Thank you."

We call Willow back in and offer her the position—as backup vocalist only, with the potential for more involvement as she proves herself. Her face lights up as she accepts, and I feel a weight lift from my shoulders.

After she leaves, vibrating with excitement, I excuse myself again. Eric is where I left him, scrolling through his phone.

"How'd it go?" he asks, looking up.

Instead of answering, I lock the practice room door and push him against the wall, capturing his mouth in a kiss that makes my intentions perfectly clear.

"Whoa," he laughs against my lips, hands coming up to grip my hips. "I take it you handled it?"

"I did." I unbutton his shirt with practiced efficiency, revealing the chest I've memorized over these past months. "And now I need to handle something else."

"Yes, ma'am." His eyes darken as I unbuckle his belt. "Here?"

"Why not?" I sink to my knees, looking up at him through my lashes. "For old times' sake."

He groans as I take him in my mouth, his head falling back against the wall. I work him with the confidence of someone who knows exactly what he likes, what makes his breath hitch, what draws those low sounds from the back of his throat.

"Everlee," he gasps, fingers tangling in my hair.

I pull back, replacing my mouth with my hand. "Tell me what you want, soldier."

"You." His voice is rough with desire. "Always you."

I stand, shedding my jeans and underwear while he watches, hunger evident in every line of his body. When I'm naked from the waist down, I turn and brace my hands against the wall, looking back at him over my shoulder.

"Then take me."

He's behind me in an instant, one hand guiding himself to my entrance, the other gripping my hip. He pushes in slowly, both of us groaning at the sensation. Once fully seated, he pauses, pressing his chest against my back, his lips at my ear.

"One of these days," he murmurs, "we're going to do this in an actual bed."

I laugh, pushing back against him. "Where's the fun in that?"

He begins to move, setting a pace that's just on the edge of too much. Every thrust drives me closer to the wall, the slight roughness exactly what I need. His hand slides around to where we're joined, fingers finding my clit with unerring precision.

"Fuck," I gasp as pleasure spirals through me. "Right there."

"Here?" He circles harder, his rhythm never faltering. "Or here?"

"Don't you dare stop," I warn, feeling the tension building. "I'm close."

"I know." His voice is strained, his control slipping. "I can feel you."

The orgasm hits me like a power chord—loud and overwhelming, reverberating through my entire body. I bite my lip to keep from crying out, aware of the thin walls. Eric follows moments later, his body tensing against mine, his breath hot against my neck.

For a long moment, we stay joined, catching our breath. Then he carefully withdraws, helping me turn to face him. His expression is tender as he brushes my disheveled hair from my face.

"You okay?" he asks, always checking in.

I smile, feeling a contentment that goes far beyond physical satisfaction. "Never better."

We clean up and straighten our clothes, stealing kisses between buttons and zippers. As I reach for the door handle, he catches my hand.

"The tour starts soon, right?"

I nod. "Three weeks."

"Think you might need some security?" His tone is casual, but his eyes are hopeful.

"Are you offering your services, Sergeant?"

"I might be due for a career change." He shrugs, but I can see what this means to him. "I've heard the road can be dangerous for rising stars."

My heart swells with possibilities I'd never dared imagine back in that motel room in Tennessee. "You'd really come with me? On tour?"

"Try and stop me." He pulls me close, his forehead resting against mine. "Where you go, I go. If you want me there."

I close my eyes, savoring the moment—the feeling of being chosen, not for my body or my voice, but for exactly who I am.

"On tour," I whisper, the phrase now a promise instead of permission.

__________________________________________________________________________
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