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This is a shout out to everyone I ignored so I could write this book.





I’m sort of sorry.

Except to my brother.

Not sorry, Brandon. 
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Seven Years Ago




Keep your head down.

The black hood draped over my tousled hair hides a majority of my face from the pelting rain. No matter how quiet I try to walk, the soles of my beat-up Converse slap against the wet pavement like a herd of sumo wrestlers running by.

Don’t let them see you.

The midnight sky is void of any stars, blanketed by unfriendly grey clouds that only block the moon from giving any light. Most of the streetlights are out, and the few remaining are too dim to give off any decent light.

My shitty night only becomes worse when the cold fall air nips against the wet skin caused from the downpour cascading around me, soaking my clothes and reminding me that I can’t even afford a fucking umbrella.

Everybody warns people away from this part of town after the sunset, but I had no choice. I missed the bus, and had to walk to Clinton from the city. My cell ran out of minutes days ago, I have no money to use a payphone, and I knew my parents were both working one of their two jobs, so they wouldn’t be able to come get me.

When I turn the corner, I hear distant footsteps behind me. My body going rigid as they near, I pick up the pace with a heavy weight building in my gut. Fear.

My socks are soaking wet from the holes in my shoes, my sweatshirt and Teag under it are clinging to my body, and the strong wind is making it hard to walk in a straight line, much less see through the storm.

The steps behind me start getting faster, like they’re coming for me. I hear plenty about the people who live around here, and I have no interest in getting to know them. But without knowing where to go or hide, it becomes inevitable that I’ll meet whoever occupies the rundown buildings lining the abandoned street.

My arm is yanked from behind, causing me to jerk backward. I turn to see two guys a little older than me grinning like they won the lottery. They’re both dressed in dark colors—black ripped jeans, black T-shirts, and leather jackets—and tattoos jut out and wrap around their necks.

“Look what we got here, boys,” the blond one says, circling me. My eyes follow him, fists clenched at my sides.

The dark-haired one steps closer. “What are you doing in our territory?”

Jaw ticking, I stay quiet, not giving them the satisfaction of knowing about the terror building behind my secluded eyes.

Never show your fear.

The same guy shoves my shoulder, causing me to stumble backward. “You deaf or just fucking stupid, kid? When we ask you a question, you answer.”

I let out a short breath, eyes darting at the sight of two more men stalking out of the shadows of the alley across the street. They’re drawn to my helplessness like a shark to blood.

“I don’t have anything you’re interested in,” I finally tell them, voice hard.

They laugh. “Why don’t you give us your wallet and let us be the judge of that.”

I know damn well they’ll be disappointed with the pennies and milk card I have stashed away in the wallet that’s only held together by duct tape.

“I have nothing to give you,” I reiterate, stepping forward. “I’m just going home.”

“Home,” a new guy repeats, coming at me. His eyes travel down me, taking in my attire like I’m sporting Calvin Klein rather than thrift shop hand-me-downs. “You live on the other side of town, right? Definitely not from around here.”

Silence.

The blond asshole grabs my arm, his tight grip making me cringe. “Give us your wallet, kid.”

I look around me, knowing there’s no way I’m getting out of this easily. The four guys surrounding me are twice my size, and have way more fighting experience than I do.

Begrudgingly, I hand it to the blond.

Tearing it open, an angry expression immediately crosses his greasy face. His glazed eyes snap to mine, throwing my wallet into a mud puddle at his feet.

“This a fucking joke?”

I try yanking my arm from his grip to no avail. “Just because I’m from the other side of town doesn’t mean I’m rich, fucktard.”

Before I know what’s happening, I’m on the ground, pain shooting up my back from landing over the broken curb. I groan, struggling to sit up, but a boot lands heavily on my chest, keeping me down.

“That any way to talk to us?”

They all strut forward, and I know what’s coming next isn’t going to be pretty based on the hard expressions on their faces.

Never talk back.

Maybe if I actually listened to my father’s rules, I wouldn’t be like this. Or maybe these guys wouldn’t give a shit if I gave them my money willingly and I’d still end up powerless.

The first kick comes from the dark-haired one, his work boot connecting with the side of my ribcage. I cry out, hands shooting to the area of impact. I scream out a curse as another shoe lands on the other side of my ribs, and I ball up on instinct hoping the blows won’t be so bad.

Never back down from defending yourself.

Dad must have known that listening to the other four rules wouldn’t be so easy for me, so he came up with the fifth. Forcing myself to fight back, I sit up right before a third guy takes his turn. With pain shooting through my body, I shakily get on my feet, fists clenched in front of my face.

They laugh again, bellowing at my crumpled stance. “Tough guy,” one of them muses.

“They never win,” another adds.

Not knowing what else to do, my fist flies forward with all the energy I have, connecting with one their jaws. He stumbles back from the jab, but I can’t imagine it hurts as much as my hand does from the punch.

Another strenuous line of curse words escapes my mouth as I cradle my swollen hand.

Trying to run, I make it as far as a few feet before I’m back on the ground with shoes and fists flying toward me at once. Every crack, pop, and strike from the contact makes me cough and groan. A bitter, metallic taste fills my mouth as one of them kicks my face, stinging pain over my cheekbone and lips radiating through me. My eyes water, body goes weak, and limbs become numb.

I tried, Dad.

I let out strangled breaths as I look up at them through swollen lids. “You’re going to regret this someday,” I rasp when the strikes become less frequent.

Amusement carves into their faces, mixed with disbelief over my bold statement.

“Somehow, I doubt that, kid.”

“I’m going to make something of myself,” I say aloud, a cemented promise not to them but to myself and whoever would listen.

To the universe.

Never again will I be powerless, poor, and unprotected. I’m going to be bigger than anybody in this town knew, making sure everybody saw the steel skin that would make me untouchable.

Right before the final blow, the leader chuckles, eyes scoping out my defeated body as it rests in angles it shouldn’t on the grubby ground. “Yeah. And I’ll be the fucking president.”
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Ashton




We may not be a fairytale ending,

But we’re a story they’ll never forget




The familiar lyrics are nothing more than a bitch slap to the face, and every radio station in the country knows it. Every DJ felt the need to play the love song ever since the big news broke of the split between country music stars Ashton King and Rhys Alden.

“A tragic love loss” is what they deemed it.

… tragic, as if Rhys died. When really, he’s probably at his mansion in Nashville sticking his dick in some new groupie that can’t get enough of those baby blue eyes and soulful voice.

Gag me.

Six years down the drain. That’s the true tragedy. Who spends six years together with a promise of forever just to undo it all right after getting engaged? We’re definitely a story nobody will forget, least of all me.

The DJ of the night announces the story for the thirteenth time after the song ends, as if America hasn’t heard it yet since it came out this morning over every media source known to man.

Rhys Alden and Ashton King No More.

Engagement Off.

Cheating Scandal: Who Cheated on Who?

Rhys Secretly in Love with Another Woman.

Ashton King Cracks Under Pressure.

It’s almost funny how the press is spinning the rumors. There are articles circulating that blame either party, not that it matters. Fans are always going to pick sides. And since Rhys “made” me the singer I am today, most of the people sympathize with him.

All because he made a name for himself before I stepped into the scene. It’s pathetic how everybody feels the need to assume I would have never made it if I didn’t start dating him when I was young and stupid.

“Another drink?”

I stare at the bartender who can’t be much older than me. I’d say twenty-eight to my twenty-one, somebody who probably came to LA hoping to make a name for himself somehow. Actor. Model. Singer. He’s got the looks to be any of those, and the lustful eyes he’s giving me will probably get him there if he meets the right people.

However, my sour mood and lack of fucks with most humans today means I am not that person for him.

“No thanks.”

He leans forward. “You okay, sweetheart?”

Slowly, I meet his eyes. “I’m not your sweetheart.”

A knowing grin creeps on his face. “From what I hear, you’re not anybody else’s either.”

Gripping the shot glass in my hand, I remind myself that doing physical harm to somebody will not look good in the press. Although the idea of throwing this at his face is tempting.

Taking a deep breath, I loosen my grip on the glass and sit up straighter. Before I can form my calculated response, his attention is caught by something behind me.

“Well, shit,” he breathes. I see the familiar starstruck expression on his face as he gapes at whoever came in.

Given that Lava is the newest hot spot in LA, it attracts a lot of well-known people. It also tends to draw the press, but at least there’s enough other stars to distract them in the crowd when they do decide to flock.

I’m vaguely aware of a presence next to me, body heat warming up my already overheated skin. I’m overdressed for a club, wearing leather leggings and black mesh top with my favorite pair of beige-colored, embellished cowboy boots that my grandma bought me years ago.

Inclining my head to see who joined me at the bar, I know why Bartender Boy is suddenly struck speechless.

Dylan Hilton, bass guitarist of the band Relentless, is leaning against the bar, taut body angled toward me with a predatory smile on his clean-shaven face. His hair isn’t as long as it used to be, but still longer than most guys in the scene like to wear it. It makes him look unkempt and care-free, and from the headlines he makes with half-naked women on either side of his arm, and half-empty bottles of vodka in his hands, that’s exactly what he’s going for.

Relentless played at the Staples Center last night, creating a lot of buzz since their arrival the day before. Their music isn’t bad, and on a good day I sing along to their songs during my morning run, but I won’t give his ego the stroke I know it doesn’t need.

“Hey,” he greets, his lips going into a crooked grin as he scopes me out from where I’m perched on my stool.

His hand runs along his sharp jawline as his eyes roam over my body, the tight sleeves of his heather grey T-shirt bunching up around his ripped biceps.

He may be an asshole, but that doesn’t cloud my attraction toward him. The clothes he wears show off his fit body, barely masking the form of chiseled abs and hard planes that I know are hiding under his shirt. He’s done plenty of photoshoots that show them off, even flashing the paparazzi his body more times than not.

Yet, despite the pending attraction for him, I know better than to get involved with his type. Not to mention hooking up with somebody two seconds after a breakup would only stir rumors that I don’t need. 

“Not interested,” I inform inadvertently, looking away. I roll my neck, letting my brown hair cascade around my face to shield him from staring, but I can still feel his heated eyes.

“Can I get you another drink?” he persists despite my lack of enthusiasm.

I sigh. “You can go away, pretty boy.”

The stool next to me moves, the legs scraping against the floor. He sits down, a little too close to me, and goes in for the kill.

“I’m just trying to be friendly,” he swears, although his low tone and hunter’s stance says anything but.

I glance at him through narrowed eyes, shaking my head. “You’re just like every other guy, you know that? You think because you’re attractive and part of some famous band you can get whatever you want. Let me tell you something, pretty boy. When a girl says she’s not interested, that’s when you walk away.”

His chocolate eyes dilate, golden rims doing nothing to lighten the darkening hues. “You think I’m attractive?”

Sigh. Of course that’s what he takes from the conversation. I count my breaths until I get to three, giving my anger a chance to simmer down before gracing him with a reply. “You’re as egotistical as they say,” I drone, crossing my arms on my chest. “Most times I ignore what the press prints because they love making assumptions about people. It’s best to hold off judgment until it can be made in person. But you? You’re arrogant and don’t know how to stop. For once, the press got it right. Good for them.”

Standing up, I brush my shirt flat, then grab my bag from the bar counter.

He shifts in his seat, hooded eyes scrutinizing my brazen remark. “Who the hell are you to assume I’m an arrogant asshole from one conversation?”

I’m about to reply when I stop myself, my eyes narrowing and head tilting to observe him.

He doesn’t know who I am. Interesting. Some people would probably be offended by that, but it gives me leverage. But if he thinks I’m just one of the easy screws he can pick up during his nightly escapades, he’s sadly mistaken.

Sharp jawline be damned, he won’t use me like he does everything else with a vagina.

I give him a sly smile. “I’m nobody you need to worry about. But if you really don’t know how you come off, you might want to start thinking about what you say and do. Nobody likes a pushy guy.”

His eyes narrow. “Some women do.”

I step forward. “Well not me.”

We’re gawking at each other like our lives depend on winning the stare-down.

He breaks first, his eyes roaming the length of me again now that he has the full view. It’s heated, judging, and his spends an extra long time on my legs, probably seeing how tight the leather is against my thighs. That always tends to get people’s attention.

“You look like a bipolar cowboy,” he states, eyes raking back up my body before landing on mine. “It’s like you can’t decide if you want to rock out to ACDC or sing along to Johnny Cash.”

My hands instantly go to my hips in defense mode. “What’s wrong with liking both?”

Scrunching his face, he asks, “You like country music?”

“I like a lot of music,” I ground out.

“But … country?”

“What’s wrong with country?” I snap, feeling my irritation grow to an all-time high. I can handle a lot, but the more it builds the harder it is to hold back.

“It’s depressing. Unless you’re into old trucks, beer, and wives leaving their husbands, then I guess it’s good.”

Is he for real? “As opposed to what? Rock songs are about sex and drugs. What’s so special about that?”

He shrugs, leaning his elbow on the bar. “It just sounds better.”

That’s it. “You know what else sounds better? Sticking my foot so far up your—”

“Whoa,” a new voice cuts in, putting an arm around Dylan’s shoulder. I’d recognize Ian Wells from anywhere. He’s the singer of their band, his appearance less demanding than Dylan’s, but still easy on the eyes.

“Don’t waste your time,” Dylan snips, shrugging Ian’s arm off him and standing up. His piercing eyes lock with mine. “This one’s ice cold.”

My lips twitch and fists clench tight at my sides. He obviously doesn’t get rejected often, and isn’t handling it very well.

“And you want people to believe you’re not an asshole?” I laugh at the ridiculous thought after his outburst.

He rolls his eyes. “Clearly you’ve got a few issues yourself, princess. Careful not to fall off that pedestal you’re sitting so high up on.”

Ian squeezes Dylan’s shoulder. “Dude, come on. Do you really want to talk to her like that? She’s—”

“Just leaving,” I cut him off, gripping my bag so tightly my knuckles are white.

The recognition in Ian’s eyes is mixed with the sympathy for his friend’s behavior, but I don’t let him tell Dylan who I am. It wouldn’t change how he acts anyway.

“Good riddance,” Dylan calls as I walk away from them.

The last thing I hear is the music thumping in the main club area as I walk outside, and I decide one thing.

Today can go to hell, just like Dylan Hilton.
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Dylan




The draft raking over my body stirs me from my sleep, causing me to crack my eyes open to naked curves and perky breasts lying next to me. Scoping out the blonde beauty makes me smile to myself as memories from last night come back in pieces.

The sight makes something else on me stir awake, cock twitching at the inviting flesh only inches away. I’m pretty sure the bombshell’s name is Rachel, but there was another blonde I danced with most of the night that makes my memory fuzzy. Or maybe it’s the amount of alcohol I consumed and pills downed with the group I chilled with that was making everything muffled.

The knock on the door causes what I do remember to fade, and the woman next to me groans and covers herself with the blanket, hiding what I wanted nothing more than to be reacquainted with.

I sit up, stretching, feeling the burn of my hangover ringing throughout my body.

Looking down at the girl, I tug on the blanket. “Sorry, sweetheart. Time to go.”

She mumbles incoherently, unmoving.

I sigh, pulling the blanket off her as the knocking at the door gets louder.

“Hold on!” I yell, causing the girl to groan louder. She looks ten times rougher than I do, and I’m pretty sure it’s because she drank twice as much as me. A vague memory of her downing shots of pink liquid fills my aching head.

She finally sits up, the blanket falling from her bare chest. I happily soak in the view for a few seconds before grabbing her dress from the floor and tossing it onto her lap.

“Time to go,” I repeat, sliding on my boxers.

I walk to the hotel door and glance through the peephole. Cursing when I see it’s Ian, I blow out an irritated breath before opening it.

“You were supposed to meet us downstairs half an hour ago,” he greets me, waltzing in.

“Please, come in,” I murmur sarcastically, closing the door.

“Tom is in the conference room.”

The movement from my bedroom catches his attention, and then Rachel emerges, dressed in her tight pink ensemble that looks painted on with her black heels hanging from her fingers.

“Are you sure you want me to leave? We can have a lot more fun,” she purrs, sliding her hand down my arm. She glances over her shoulder at Ian, a smile tipping up her lips. “He can stay if he wants.”

Ian cringes at the proposal, looking like he’s about to vomit over the concept of a three-way, making me chuckle.

I clasp his shoulder, eyes dancing with amusement. “It ain’t gay if the balls don’t touch, bro.”

He pales, brushing off my hand.

I snicker at his discomfort, aiming my attention back on the girl. “Sorry, Rachel. It was fun while it lasted though.”

Her head whips to me. “My name is Emily!”

My lips form into an O as she storms out of the room, leaving Ian and me alone.

“Really?” he doubts, lips forming a frown.

I make a face. “I thought her name was Rachel … or Brook.”

He stares dubiously at me, and I can’t tell if it’s because of the name blunder or the fact I didn’t deny the potential threesome she offered up. Would I have done it? Not with Ian, but I was open for just about anything that could get me off.

I shrug dismissively. “Anyway, I’ll be down in twenty. I need a shower. They still serving breakfast?”

“It’s almost noon, Dylan.”

“So?”

He rakes a palm down his face. “I get that you probably had a late night with Emily, but we’ve had this meeting set for over a week now. We agreed to talk to Tom about the new collaboration. The one we need because of you, might I add.”

I try not to put too much thought into his statement, already blaming myself for putting the whole band under fire. I had no clue the shit I did was going to reflect on them, but nonetheless it did.

“And we will,” I agree slowly, “after my shower.”

He shakes his head, looking away. “You always get like this when we’re away. The only time you’re ever grounded is back in Clinton. And last night at the club? What was that, dude?”

“What part? It’s all a bit … unclear.”

He says two words that brings back a heart-shaped face, and bad attitude to mind. “Ashton King.”

“That stuck up princess? She pissed me off.”

“You were an ass,” he counters. “Just because somebody called you out on it doesn’t mean you get to be a bigger one.”

“What’s the big deal?” I walk into my bedroom, grabbing some jeans and a T-shirt out of the dresser.

He follows me. “If you showed up on time to the meeting, you’d know what the big deal is.”

Why the fuck would it matter? I freeze mid-step at the suspicion. “Don’t tell me …”

 “Yeah,” he deadpans. “She’s the person Tom’s making a deal with.”

I spin around. “He wants us to collaborate with her?” After she left the club, Ian smacked me upside the head and explained she’s a big deal in the country music scene. Why Tom would want us to work with her is beyond me.

“She’s a country singer,” I spit.

“It’s called a cross-over. Plenty of artists do them.”

“We’re not like other artists—”

“It’s not up for debate,” he informs me matter-of-factly. “We’ve already been through the basics, and those who did show up agree it’s a good move. She’s at the peak of her career, and the pairing would be good. It’s just for a song and a few shows.”

“But—”

“You know the rules, man,” he cuts me off, backing out of the room. “If you don’t make it to the meetings on time, the majority vote counts. You’re the only one who doesn’t like the idea. And be honest, man. You’re only against it because she’s not afraid to speak her mind and call you out.”

I press my lips together, jaw ticking. He thinks he knows everything about me so he can put in his two cents. That’s Ian. Always playing the savior when he’s sure somebody needs it.

He stuffs his hands in his jeans pockets. “I can see if the kitchen will cook you up some breakfast if you really want it. Maybe some pancakes will cure the hangover I’m sure you have. Tom is leaving tonight, and he wants to talk to you.”

Yay. Captain Kill Joy is here.

“Fine,” I relent bitterly, gripping my clothes a little too tightly in my hands. “Tell him I’ll be down soon.”

He stops at the door, looking back at me one last time, but he doesn’t say a word like I know he wants to. The disapproval in his eyes says plenty.




The conference room is off the main lobby and away from the noise echoing in the dining hall where the hotel serves their meals. I can still smell everything my empty stomach craves, but I do as I’m told and go to the conference room instead like a good little puppet.

I plop down across from Tom Bennington, our manager since we signed with Indie Mass World Records. When he first started working for his friend’s company his hair was a darker brown, but now it’s speckled with grey despite him only being in his late forties. Ian insists it’s the stress from dealing with our constant crap, and I know he’s talking about me. It’s like watching the President age during his term.

“Dylan,” he greets, inspecting me with a disapproving expression on his face.

Not even five seconds in and I can hear the disappointment in his voice. I think that’s a record for me.

One of the staff brings in a plate of food, setting it in front of me. My stomach rumbles over the sweet smell of syrup that’s poured over the pancake stack.

“Boss man,” I reply curtly, cutting into them. I’m practically salivating without a care in the world over how Tom’s looking at me. 

“So, what’s this about?” I ask, food in my mouth.

He blinks. “I’m sure your mother taught you better manners than that. Like not talking with food in your mouth. Or, I don’t know, not bad-mouthing women at clubs or in general.”

I swallow. “This is about Ashley?”

He sits up straighter. “It’s Ashton. Don’t pretend you don’t remember her name. She’s not one of your conquests to treat like shit and ask to leave in the morning. She is going to help this band.”

“She’s not even at our level!”

He leans forward and grabs my plate, standing up and dumping my food into the garbage can by the door.

He puts my empty plate back in front of me, a smug grin tugging on his lips as he sees me gaping back at him. “You’re right,” he agrees. “She’s above you. Her solo career has produced more record sales in her first year than your precious boy band did.”

“We’re not a boy band and you know it.”

He just shrugs, flattening his dress shirt before taking his seat again.

“And why the hell did you get rid of my breakfast?” I demand, shoving the plate away and leaning back, legs wide with my arms across my chest.

He leans his arms on the edge of the table. “I think it’s time you start seeing the consequences of your decisions. Instead of letting you get away with everything, it’s time to put our feet down. Don’t be mistaken with the luck you’ve had so far, Mr. Hilton. The label has no interest in playing silly games with selfish people.”

“So now I’m selfish?” I huff.

“That’s the tamest thing you’ve been called.”

Couldn’t argue with him there. The press has come up with some colorful nicknames for me over the years. Most of them are entertaining to me, even when I should be offended by them.

“Is that why I have to be get along with Ashton King? Because if I don’t I’ll be punished?”

He lets out a heavy sigh. “You should respect Ms. King because it’s the right thing to do. As long as you play nice, so will she. It’s as simple as that.”

I press my lips tightly together, knowing I have no say in the matter even if I argued. Back when we formed this band, we agreed on being a democracy. Majority vote wins, and if we don’t bother showing up, we don’t get a say.

As much as I think working with Ashton King is a bad idea, it’s not up to me. My hands are tied, and Tom made sure to double knot that bitch.

“Why her?” I find myself asking after a long period of silence.

He stands up, putting his hands in the pockets of his dress pants. “It’s simple, Dylan. She has a lot of press surrounding her right now. Press that will help boost Relentless with this collaboration. So don’t mess this up.”

Jaw ticking, I demand, “Why do you always insist I’ll be the one to mess things up for us? You know what this band means to me, Tom.”

“I just so happen to know that your ego means a lot more than the band these days.”

Before I can reply, to deny it, he walks out.

Who is he to tell me what’s most important in my life? Just because he runs the label that heightened my career doesn’t mean he control every aspect of my life.

 Actually, that’s exactly what it means. Life is a bitch that way. Fame comes at a cost, and I sold my soul to the devil for it years ago. Despite not wanting to let him be right, I allow our conversation to soak in with the silence of the room consuming me.

“He doesn’t have to be right, you know,” Ian says from the doorway, his shoulder against the doorjamb.

Not wanting to have a heart-to-heart, I opt to change the subject. “I take it Kasey left since you’re here?”

His girlfriend, AKA the woman who made Ian a total pussy, had been traveling with us for the last few shows. Kasey Miller isn’t a bad chick. In fact, I like her. Not that I’d tell her that to her face, because I’ve already filled my quota of girl friends with Tessa taking the number one spot. By force, too, might I add. Between her and that fluffball cat she’s obsessed with, I don’t have room any other female friends.

His lips twitch. “She promised her sister she’d go to her last dance recital so she’s back in Vermont. Then her and her dad have plans.”

I just nod, acting interested.

“Dylan—”

My chair scrapes back. “I’m not in the mood, dude. We’re working with Ashton, I get it. I won’t screw it up for anyone.”

I attempt to walk out, but he blocks me. “Don’t be like this.”

“Like what?” I snap. “Like the person everybody seems to think I am? Selfish? Abrupt? Flakey?”

He rolls his eyes. “Maybe a bit dramatic,” he jokes, giving me his laidback, lopsided smile. “I don’t want to piss you off, bro. But you haven’t been acting right lately. It’s like you’re trying to ruin yourself.”

Knowing he isn’t going to let me through until we have a Full House moment, I settle against the wall with my arms on my chest and a bored expression on my face.

“You know, I recall when we had a spat very similar last fall,” I recall, eyeing him suspiciously. 

 His eyes flicker in recognition. “Is that your way of telling me that you’re acting this way because of a girl? Because I seem to recall your grievances toward my attention toward Kasey back then.”

He acts like ‘back then’ is ages ago, but it’s only been eight months. Their relationship sputtered from the start, yet he still got the girl in the end.

I chuckle. “You act like your attentions have changed. You’re still stuck on her.” Pussy whipped, I correct silently, knowing it won’t help if I say it out loud.

“Don’t avoid the question.”

“There’s no girl.”

“You’re right,” he chortles. “There’s a lot of them. Especially since we’ve been in LA.”

I can’t stop the grin from creeping on my lips. “What can I say? I like feasting on the local cuisine.”

He stuffs his hands in his jeans pockets. “I had a feeling you’d say something like that. Tom told me he was giving you a warning about behaving. If you stray too far from what’s expected—”

“And what is that?” I demand challengingly.

“Not being a dick for one.”

“And the others? We fucking made something of ourselves, Ian. Everything we have we earned. What’s wrong with embracing the life we worked our asses off to get?”

“We’ve talked about what it costs though,” he counters, stepping inside the room. “Dylan, you know what fame is like to the rest of us, and none of us want to see it consume you. The press make us out to be assholes, and the more you feed them shit to run in the magazines, the more our fans will start to have a different perception. Do you want that?”

Not for you guys. But for me? I don’t give a damn what story they run. None of them are like me. They all want to keep their lives tame like it used to be, but what did they expect? When we signed with the label, we knew that we were going to make it. We had singles top the charts and sales skyrocket. As soon as we put ink to paper, our lives were never the same.

“I’m not like you guys,” I point out after a stretch of silence. “And eventually you guys are going to have to accept that.”

I shoulder past him when I’ve had enough.

“We know you’re not,” he calls as I saunter off toward the elevators.

I spin around to look at him, disgruntlement set into my permanent frown, eyes twitching at the idea of him trying to soften me.

He stays where he is, rather than stalking over to me. “But Tom and the label don’t know you like we do. They see what you do as a threat to not only our reputation, but theirs. Don’t take that lightly.”

It’s a warning that I’m not as untouchable as I think I am. If I don’t back down, everything I’m proud to flaunt will be taken away from me, and there won’t be anything to the name I earned.

There won’t be anything left of me.
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Ashton




The plus side of having friends in LA means not having to stay at the hotels where paparazzi hang around digging for a scoop. And with the breakup stirring rumors everywhere, it’s best to lay low until something new comes along for them to attach to.

Of course, the something new happens to involve the douchebag from the bar. Dylan Hilton is everywhere, soaking up the attention any way he can get it. If I didn’t think that my label had a point, I wouldn’t willingly work with Dylan or the band. Which is a shame, because the rest of the guys seem decent from what I hear. Not that I’ve met the drummer or main guitarist. But I know that this opportunity will help the press get over what Rhys and I used to be. Maybe I can finally make a name for myself that isn’t attached to him.

A girl could dream.

“Hey, girl,” Teagan chirps, throwing a towel at me as I step off the treadmill. My forehead is slick with sweat from my morning run, and my breath is ragged from the way I pushed myself into overdrive.

I learned a long time ago that running was my escape. The harder I pushed, the further my mind was from the press. This isn’t my first go around with the leeches hooking themselves to my life, and it wouldn’t be the last.

I down half my bottle of water after wiping myself off.

“You want to talk about it?” she asks knowingly, gesturing toward the machine that’s probably worn out now.

I sit down next to her, legs limp from the intensity. Teagan is my longest lasting friendship, starting before we had any thoughts of fame and fortune. She always wanted to act and I always wanted to sing. Back then we thought it was a far-fetched dream to have. Our goals consisted of watching cheesy teenage romances and junking out in her parents’ living room while gushing about our celeb crushes.

She’s had my back from the beginning, and it’s rare to keep that type of friendship after success tries hindering it.

“Not really,” I answer honestly.

“You shouldn’t push your body so hard. It looks like you’ve lost weight, and you didn’t have much to you before.”

I peer down at my body, dressed in a black sports bra and spandex shorts. My clothes have been fitting a bit looser lately, but I haven’t had much of an appetite with all the buzz about me in the media. I never liked having my life researched and put under a microscope for everybody to study. It just piles on the stress that I don’t need to carry on my shoulders.

“I’m okay, Teag. Promise.”

She smiles. “I know you are. You’re tougher than most girls I know. Especially the people around here. These chicks break a nail and cry like they’re dying.”

I giggle at the thought. “Hey, you chose to move to LA.”

She smacks me with a clean towel. “I never said I regretted it. It’s definitely been eye opening.”

She just shot her second movie, and this time she’s a supporting role—unlike the first small role she played in some indie film a while back.

“I better be invited to the premiere,” I tease half-heartedly, knowing there’s a red-carpet event that she’s looking forward to. “You might break my heart if you forget me.”

She shoves my shoulder playfully. “Oh, please. You’re unforgettable, Ash. Plus, you’re already added as my plus one to the event.”

My face screws. “Don’t you want to take a date? Maybe one of the male variety?”

“Subtle,” she snorts. She shakes her head. “I don’t have time to find a date for the event. I don’t have time to date period.”

“Well there’s always time for a little fun in between projects.” I wiggle my eyebrows suggestively until we’re both cracking up.

“You’re such a dork.”

I grin. “I don’t think that’ll ever change.”

Her expression goes somber. “I’m glad Rhys didn’t take that from you. Don’t give me that look, I won’t bring him up again. I’m just happy to see that you’re not letting him get to you. He isn’t worth the breakdown the press wants.”

I stare at the ground. “Don’t you think that’s … odd? Six years is a long time to be with somebody. I should be sadder than I am. Furious. But I’m not.”

She squeezes my hand, drawing my attention to her warm, amber gaze. “You may have been with him for six years, but that doesn’t mean you loved him the whole time.”

I let that soak in.

“He changed,” she notes. “You didn’t. You guys weren’t on the same page anymore. It happens.”

I frown. “I was going to marry him.”

A small smile forms on her lips. “Yeah, you dodged a bullet with that one.”

“Not sure that’s what I’d call the affair.”

She stands her ground. “Let that bimbo have her taste of him. It’ll never last anyway.”

I crack a grin. “Thanks for being a good friend.”

“We promised we’d always have each other’s backs,” she reminds me. “I’m a woman of my word.”

I give her a small side hug.

“And as your friend, I think you should move on from the douche nozzle that is Rhys Alden. You should totally hookup with one of the Relentless guys. It’s practically fate you’re working with them now of all times.”

My nose scrunches. “Um, no. It’s never a good idea to mix business with pleasure. And anyway, it’s not fate. We both have a lot of press around us right now, so they think it’d be a good collab—use the press to boost both of our sales.”

“And get a rebound.”

“Teagan!” I laugh.

She holds up her hands. “I’m just saying, girl. Maybe a good lay is all you need. And those men are fine specimens. Especially Ian Wells.”

“Hate to break it to you, but I’m pretty sure he’s dating somebody.”

She huffs. “Well fine. There are still three others to choose from. What about Dylan? He’s hot.”

I stand up, throwing the towel across my arm. “He’s also a huge asshole.”

Her eyes flash a golden brown, a sure sign her thoughts are anything but innocent right now. “Most men are. But maybe that huge asshole also has a huge dick.”

I wince and she laughs. “Please stop. I’m not sleeping with any of them. Or anybody else. I just broke up with Rhys. Even if I stopped loving him a while ago, there are still feelings. Faded, but they’re there.”

She gives me an understanding nod. “Well, when you’re ready to put yourself out there, I know some people.” She winks at me.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I start to walk out but she stops me. “Can you promise me not to keep running? Or at least start eating more. I don’t like being worried about you, Ashton.”

“I promise.”

We smile at each other remembering the shared promises of the past. Tiny pinkies twisting with the biggest test of friendship. We may have been young, but our innocence was what made our friendship untouchable in the end.


The feeling of the piano keys beneath my fingers causes the melancholy previously plaguing my body to melt away, my fingertips running across them in a soft melody.

The piano is my favorite instrument, even more than my guitar. It’s the first thing I learned to play, my grandfather teaching me when I was just eight years old.

There’s something about the way the sound echoes throughout me, filling the cracks of my conscious where my problems like to hide. It undoes the knots that form in my muscles, causing my body to surrender itself to the music.

Sitting in front of the piano is my therapy when I need it most. When I close my eyes and let the music take over, my memory shifts to late afternoon lessons with Grandpa in the house I called home back in Tennessee.

He’d be sitting next to me on the worn bench that he built himself—a bench I carved my name into right where I always sat—and patiently taught me his favorite songs.

Despite his efforts to keep me playing classics like Mozart or Beethoven, my tastes quickly changed when I discovered the radio dial. Our lessons became fewer when he realized I wasn’t interested in playing the same music anymore, but he always listened to me play even when he pretended not to.

My fingers abruptly stopped on the keys, and I opened my eyes remembering his last day, the feeling constricting my heart. He entered hospice care when his pancreatic cancer became too advanced to cure, and he refused to go to treatment and be held up in the hospital when he could be living what was left of his life his own way. We had nurses come to the house every day, and when it was his last he made sure everybody knew it.

“I want you to promise me, something,” he told me, brushing my hand with his.

“Anything,” I whisper, fighting back tears.

“No matter what comes your way, only do what makes you happy. Play what you want, what makes your heart full. What makes your soul complete. Be around people that make you laugh on your worst days. And never settle for anything.”

My smile wavers. “I promise.”

He squeezes my hand. “You’re going places, baby girl. I wish I could be around longer to see everything you accomplish.”

A tear slides down my cheek, but he reaches up and brushes it away.

“None of that, darlin’,” he chides tiredly.

“You’re the reason I’ll be able to go places.” I sniff, trying to stay strong. “The competitions I won were all because of you. The agent that reached out to me loved the song that you taught me to play.”

He stops me. “And you’ll grow off that. You don’t need me to make it. You’re going to do that all on your own. Now go play me something, Ash.”

“What do you want to hear?”

“Whatever makes your heart happy.”

I reluctantly let go of his hand and walk over to where the piano is by the window. I stare at my carved name and brush my hand against it before sitting in Grandpa’s usual spot.

Shakily, my fingers graze the keys, slowly starting to play Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah.” Knowing that it’s one of his favorite songs makes my heart happier than he could ever imagine.

I close my eyes and let the tears stream down knowing he can’t see my face as the music plays. Halfway through the song, he starts coughing, and I stop playing. The nurse helps sit him up, propping a pillow behind his back.

“Grandpa?” I croak.

His eyes grow heavy, but the pride shining in them is evident.

“Keep playing, baby.”

Wanting nothing more than to please him, I did.

And I watched him as he drifted off completely.

I stare at my still fingers just resting on the ivory, waiting for them to find the will to start playing again.

But the memory jarred me, and whatever was willing me to play before was now gone.

I release a heavy sigh and pull away from the piano, letting my hair fall from the tight ponytail it’s tied in. Turning around on the bench, I allow my gaze to take in the small music room.

It hasn’t changed since I last visited, but it has gotten homelier. Every time I come to LA, I tell myself I’ll stop by the private studio, but knowing who runs it, I was always afraid to make myself at home.

Especially now.

“I was wondering if you were going to show up while you were here,” a hoarse voice called from the doorway.

My eyes snap to the white-haired lady smiling at me; a homely feeling crawls through the empty places my old memory cracked.

“Stella,” I greet, finding myself smiling.

She walks in, arms open, and engulfs me in a bear hug. Pulling me up from where I sit, she gazes down at me, tsking and shaking her head.

“You need meat on your bones, missy,” she chides, forcing me to spin around for her.

I laugh. “You always tell me that.”

She puts her hands on her boney hips. “Well now I really mean it. You aren’t losing weight because of my idiotic grandson, are you? Going through some post-breakup meltdown?”

I can’t help but smile despite hearing about Rhys. Stella has always been brutally honest, even when it comes to her own family. And as much as she loves Rhys, she’s never been his biggest fan.

“No,” I assure her. “It’s not because of Rhys. I’ve just been stressing about a lot of different things. There’s no need to worry about me.”

“I’ll always worry. It took you splitting from Rhys to come here. I told you before you were always welcome. No matter what.”

“This is his studio, though.”

“It’s mine,” she corrects. “And I always keep to my word. I know Rhys didn’t treat you like he should have, and I know he was raised better than that. But—”

“I don’t need your pity,” I cut her off, letting her words tear through me. “You’re right, Stella. Your grandson treated me like crap, but I was stupid enough to let him. That’s on me. I fully accept that I could have ended things long before the scandal. I don’t want, nor do I deserve your pity.”

Her grey eyes hardened. “Have I ever made decisions based on pity before? I know Rhys kept us at a distance while you two were together, but you know me better than that.”

I open my mouth to reply, but she holds up her hand. Clamping my lips closed, I wait for her lecture.

“I don’t like what that boy did, who he’s become, and who he’s upset in his path to self-destruction. And you’re right, Ashton. You could have ended things with him long before this, but you didn’t. I’d like to think it was because you saw something in him that a lot of people don’t see anymore. He’s changed because of the attention his music has gotten, but you’ve always seen the best in people.”

Looking away from her stern expression, I stare blatantly at the floor.

“So as long as you’re around, use this studio to make the music that you want to play. I know for a fact Rhys was holding you back from a lot because he was afraid.”

I scoff. “Afraid of what?”

Her smile reappears, cutting through the seriousness that was carved into the lines of her face.

“You becoming bigger than him.”

I stare, eyes wide, not wanting to believe the truth in it. Believing that Rhys is capable of holding me back means that I spent six years supporting him with nothing in return. Love made you blind, clouding your judgement when you needed it most.

Deep down, I knew Rhys was capable of anything, but accepting it meant I was foolish enough to fall for it. 

“I can see you don’t believe me, but I know my grandson. He’s a lot like his daddy. He doesn’t believe that anybody is better than him. But you?” She nods. “I think anyone who knows you can easily see how much better you’ve always been. In more ways than one.”

It’s comical that she brings up his father, because Anthony Alden is one of the biggest producers in the industry. Considering Rhys is known for building up my success, he’s no different. He was born into this lifestyle, with his father making him who he is today.

Yet he gets all the credit, unlike me.

Funny how life works.

My eyes cast down again, avoiding the glint in her eyes that scope out mine. “That’s nice of you to say, Stella.”

“I’m not just saying it to make you feel better,” she informs me. “I’m saying it because it’s true. You know I’m a family woman, and even though you aren’t with Rhys, you’ll always be a part of the family. Secretly, I’ve always preferred you over that hothead.”

A laugh bubbles out of me.

She joins in. “Learn to laugh, kid. You’re too young to be this withdrawn. And if the press sees you affected by the breakup, they’ll eat you alive.”

She turns to walk out.

“The press has already tainted whatever reputation I had because of the breakup. It’s why my label wants me to work with Relentless.”

She stops and looks over her shoulder. “I heard about that. Do me a favor, kiddo. If you fall in love with one of them, make sure he’s worth your while.”

My jaw drops. “I’m not going to fall in love with anyone!”

She chuckles. “That’s what you said about Rhys. For the record, I hope it isn’t true. You deserve to fall in love and know what that feels like. Love isn’t easy, kid. Handing your heart over is probably the hardest thing you’ll ever do. And you know you finally found it when you realize the battle to get there was a warzone, and the person you’re handing that medal to was fighting the battle right there beside you the whole time. Rhys … he was too proud to fight. He didn’t deserve that medal you gave him. I just hope next time around you find a guy who will cherish it when the war is over.”

I blink a few times, unsure of what to say.

I’d never heard love compared to a warzone before, but leave it to Stella to make that connection.

“What if you’re not fighting the same battle?” I question as she walks toward the exit.

“Doesn’t matter,” she answers simply. “What matters is that they’re willing to get dirty for the right reasons. Nobody who isn’t willing to get a few scrapes and bruises is worth your time. They need to know what kind of heartache is out there to understand how precious love is to have when you find it.”

My lips part to respond but she leaves before I can say anything.

Sitting on the piano bench, I think about the battle that I had so far. I’m just not sure if I know anybody willing to get that dirty in order to find something beneath the grime.

Sometimes I wonder if love is worth it.
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Dylan

The techno shit blasting from the speakers is horrible, but it does the job drowning out the pestering thoughts that echo in my skull. It doesn’t seem like the alcohol I’ve been drinking all night is helping. Although the amount of vodka I’ve drank is making me looser than I’d been all day.


The redhead in a short skirt grinding her ass against my dick like her life depends on it seems to know I’m too drunk to really care about her desperation. So when she turns around and ropes her arms around my waist so our bodies meld together, I let her. When she feels me up—my arms, chest, and abs—in the middle of the club, I let her. And when she pushes her fake tits against me then pulls me away to an empty hallway, gets on her knees, and takes me out of my jeans and boxers, I sure as hell don’t stop her.

The end game is all the same. Get in, get off, get out.

I know if the guys were here, they’d give me shit for letting a girl go down on me out in the open. And maybe if they actually decided to join me instead of staying behind at the hotel, I would have pulled myself together.

But after the makeshift intervention they held for me at the hotel, I had no interest in caring that they didn’t want to hangout. They all thought I had a problem.

Maybe my problem was them.

My hand grips the back of the girl’s head as she takes me farther in her mouth. My head tilts back against the wall behind me as a guttural groan escapes my mouth. No doubt she has plenty of experience, because she knows exactly what guys like.

“Fuck,” I curse, gathering a fistful of her hair in my palm and lightly yanking on it.

She moans at the move, my dick vibrating in her mouth. If she keeps that up this is going to be over quickly.

Taking what I want, I thrust my hips forward so she takes me fully in her mouth. I repeat the movement a few times, seconds away from coming when a surprised gasp snaps us out of the moment.

Red almost takes off my dick when she loses her balance, falling backward onto her ass.

“Oh my God!” a high-pitched voice squeaks from down the hall. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t think … uh …”

Red’s face is about the color of her hair, struck from getting caught in the act. I wouldn’t think a girl who is so willing to give a blowjob in the middle of a hallway would care, but turns out there is some shred of dignity in her after all.

“Do you mind?” I ask casually, gripping my swollen cock in my hand as I try putting myself back into my jeans.

“Excuse me?” the girl snaps, boldly stepping forward. When she steps into the light, everything pauses.

“Unfuckingbelievable,”Ashton snips in disgust, crossing her arms over her chest. She looks completely different than the first time I saw her two days ago.

Rather than the leather she wore last time, she is sporting a white sundress with some sort of pattern stitched into the bottom. It came mid-thigh, showing off her toned legs. I bet she worked out to have the kind of muscle that her cowboy boots seem to emphasize. When I trail back up her body, I notice how her crossed arms push her breasts together so they’re better displayed in the V-neck of her dress.

“You just escape from the set of Footloose? You do realize we’re in a club, right? This isn’t some line-dancing class.” I focus on buttoning and zipping my jeans up, although the aching bulge protests from the imprisonment.

“And you realize this is a club, right? Not your hotel room where you can get off anywhere you like.”

I shrug, not bothered by her clear distaste for my nightly adventure. “Unfortunately, you showed up before I actually got off. Going to get a bad case of blue balls unless one of you ladies would like to finish the job.” My eyes stay on Ashton as I suggest it, waiting for her reaction.

Just as I assumed, her face contorts in pure disgust. Chuckling to myself, I absorb the little win, proud to have made her look like that.

Red finally gets up, pulling her skirt down as she looks at Ashton. Her red lips formed an O in recognition, and I can’t help but grin knowing where they just were.

She steps forward, hands flattening out her wrinkled tank top. “Wow, you’re Ashton King. I’m a big fan of your music!”

The way Ashton’s brows quirk up as she stares at her made it hard to contain my laughter. It’s reasonable, considering Red went from embarrassed to starstruck in two seconds flat despite Ashton catching her deep-throating me just moments ago.

“Well … thanks,” Ashton murmurs, staying civil as Red warily passes her and goes back to the dance floor.

I prop myself up against the wall, noticing her narrowed eyes. Whatever makeup she wore made the color of her green eyes look fierce like a tiger ready to pounce.

It’s hot.

“You got something to say, princess?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“What do you want me to call you?”

“My name.”

My head cocks to the side. “I can think of a few fun ways to call out your name.”

She holds up her hand. “Stop right there. I don’t need to hear the stupid shit you’re about to say. We’re never sleeping together.”

I push off the wall, stalking toward her. “You say that now, but just wait. Now that we’re going to work together, you’re bound to change your mind.”

I stop in front of her, the tips of our shoes touching. Her eyes are distant as they lock with mine, giving nothing away. That asshole of an ex that everybody is talking about must have done a number on her to be this closed off.

“Ever hear of personal space?” she quips.

I grin, noting how she hasn’t stepped back.

“Don’t think about making a move, pretty boy,” she warns, voice clipped. I can tell she means it, but I can’t stop myself. There’s something about pushing her that gets me off.

I reach out to move a strand of her perfectly curled hair behind her ear, but before I make contact, she drives her knee straight between my legs.

“Fuck!” I yell, dropping to my knees, cupping myself. I’m bent over when I hear heels running toward us.

“Jesus, what happened?” a new girl questions frantically.

I squint at the girl, inspecting the similarities between her and Ashton. They’re both wearing the same dresses, although the new girl’s is a little shorter and she has on stilettos instead of cowboy boots, and whereas Ashton’s hair is curled, this girl’s is straight.

The girl peers between me to Ashton. “Ash, why is Dylan Hilton holding his dick on the floor like somebody just kicked it?”

“I didn’t kick it,” she defends. “I kneed it. There’s a difference.”

Her friend stares at her like she’s crazy.

I wince as I stand up, rubbing myself as I study them. Eye-level they don’t look that similar like I originally thought. The new girl’s eyes are a weird shade of brown, almost amber-gold unlike the green eyes Ashton has, and Ashton’s face is heart-shaped and innocent, unlike her friend’s sharp edges. It’s the kind of sculpted face that you see on a screen, perfected for the camera.

“He was trying to touch me,” Ashton adds, shrugging like it explains everything.

“I was fucking with you,” I deadpan. “Has anyone told you that you’re uptight? Loosen up, would you?”

Her eyes narrow at me. “Do you want me to knee you in the balls again, pretty boy?”

“Pretty boy?” her friend repeats. “You already have a nickname for him?” The way she says it is too excited, which makes Ashton glare at her next.

“I call her princess, but she doesn’t seem to like it,” I inform her friend.

She snorts. “Yeah, that definitely doesn’t fit. A for effort though, buddy.”

Buddy. Can’t say many women call me that.

Before I can properly scope her out, Ashton snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Stop checking her out. You just had some random chick going down on you for Christ’s sake!”

Her friend chokes out a laugh. “Um, what the hell did I miss?”

Ash rolls her eyes. “I was heading to the bathroom when I found some moron on her knees in front of him. Right in the hallway!”

My face screws up. “Well, the bathroom seemed unsanitary. Would you want to do that in a place where people piss?”

She gapes at me in disbelief. Taking a step forward despite her friend giving her a warning look, she levels with me. “I wouldn’t do that anywhere except my own home. I have more class than the girls you hook up with.”

I cock my head, studying her hard features. She’s determined to stay closed off. Pissed off with the world over everything. I want to believe it’s because of more than just her old boyfriend, because the familiarity of a broken soul behind those sea-green eyes is caused by more than just one measly man.

“Sounds like your ex-lover didn’t keep things very exciting outside the bedroom then, sweetheart,” I muse, flicking the piece of hair she wouldn’t let me touch earlier.

Her widening eyes make me laugh louder than I had before, especially when her cheeks turn a rosy shade of pink. Even her friend is trying to hide her snickers from me, turning away so Ashton wouldn’t see her wavering lips.

“That is … I can’t believe … you’re—” She shakes her head, too flustered to complete her sentence.

“I’m what?” I press in amusement, leaning forward into her personal space.

I swear she hisses at me, which only hikes up the curves of my lips.

“You’re crude for one,” she announces as if I don’t already know that. In fact, it makes me roll my eyes. I notice her hands balling into tight fists at her sides, and the irritation growing based on her nostrils flaring.

“That all?”

Her friend laughs. “As much as this back and forth is entertaining, you really don’t want to mess with Ash, Dylan.”

Ash.

The name fit her. Like she was built from the ashes of a damaging fire. Maybe one day she would rise from them, if she’s lucky enough to see past whatever is holding her down—spoiling her soul from the soot.

Not all of us are that lucky.

“I’d hate to have the claws come out,” I relent, winking at her friend. “I didn’t catch your name.”

She grins. “I didn’t give it to you.” She loops her arm around Ash’s tense one. “Come on, babe. I think you’ve had enough fun for tonight.”

They start walking away, not another look back.

“I’ll see you around, princess,” I call after them, shoving my hands back into my pockets.

She raises her arm up, middle finger waving at me as they disappear around the corner.

I chuckle, leaning my shoulder against the wall. I’m still not for collaborating with Ashton King, but something tells me that working with the feisty wildcat is going to be ten times more interesting than I thought possible.

But the black pit growing inside of me warned me away from playing with the fire I wanted nothing more than to touch. To burn for. And as long as my own self-destruction was growing, I’d become my own piles of ashes long before I’d ever see her reborn from hers.
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Ashton

I give myself one last look-over in the mirror, smoothing out the white blouse that’s under my favorite denim jacket. I opt for a pair of black leggings since the meeting with Tom Bennington and the band isn’t supposed to be formal.

Yet, I find myself straightening out my naturally wavy hair, right before pulling out my favorite Passion Fruit pink lipstick and applying a layer on my thick lips.

“You look hot,” Teagan says from the doorway, grinning as she gives me a once-over. “Did you fail to mention you had a date after the meeting, or are you looking like that for a certain guitarist?”

I turn to her, hands on my hips, and narrow my eyes. “You think I’d go out on a date in this? This is practically what I write music in when I’m by myself.”

Her eyes linger on my painted-up face. “Funny, I seem to remember you wearing sweatpants and an old T-shirt whenever you write music. And you definitely never put makeup on.”

“What’s wrong with makeup?” I challenge.

She puts her hands up. “Nothing at all. I just think it’s cute how you’re acting like you’re not dressing up for Dylan.”

“I’m not—”

“You straightened your hair, Ash. You hate straightening your hair. In fact, whenever I ask you if I can do your hair you spend at least ten minutes complaining about what you could be doing instead of letting me straighten it.”

Knowing she isn’t going to let this go, I relent. “Think what you want. There’s nothing wrong with dressing up a little for a meeting. I can’t exactly show up in my pajamas, now can I? I’m meeting their manager and going over the contract set in place for this collaboration.”

She shrugs, but the knowing smile is still carved into her naked lips. Since it’s her day off, she’s sporting her usual leggings and Teag, no makeup, and frizzy hair. We always stay causal whenever we’re lounging around the house.

“All I’m saying is that last night was intense between you. I’ve never seen you so flustered with a guy before. It was cute.”

Cute?

My nose scrunches. “Cute, Teag? Really? He was infuriating! And seriously, who lets a girl go down on him out in the open? It’s disrespectful!”

She rolls her eyes. “It’s LA, babe. He’s not the first person to do it, and he won’t be the last.”

I stare dubiously at her. “You don’t think that’s sick?”

“I wouldn’t do it, but I won’t judge anybody who does. The guy is cocky, I’ll give you that. But so is Rhys, babe. Most guys like that are. They know they’re hot and can get anything they want. And based on the way Dylan was taunting you, you’re what he wants.”

“Well he isn’t getting me.”

A warm smile softens her face, but there’s doubt etched into it that I choose to ignore. “That’s up to you then. But there was some serious sexual tension in that hallway, and it wasn’t between him and his blower.”

My jaw drops. “There was not sexual tension between us!”

“Oh there so was. I’ve got a talent for that kind of thing. If I didn’t pull you away, he so would have kissed you. And you would have let him.”

I deadpan, “Are you forgetting I kneed him in the balls when he tried touching me?”

“I always thought the hard-to-get angle worked wonders on men,” she muses.

“I’m not playing any game, Teagan. So can you just stop? Plus, you think there’s sexual tension everywhere.”

“Not everywhere.”

“What about when I asked you to come with me to my Uncle Eddy’s funeral? Remember what you said about Betty Hamden and her neighbor, Earl?”

“They were totally ready to get it on right there in the funeral home!” she argues.

Unbelievable.

“She’s like half his age.”

“There are little blue pills he could take if she really thought that was going to be issue, Ash. Believe me, they probably had sex right after the service.”

I cringe, not wanting to picture that. 

As I’m busying myself by pulling on my boots, Teagan says, “Not that I’m sure you care, but word has it Dylan’s favorite color is red. Too bad you didn’t use that Ruby Slipper lipstick I bought you for your birthday last year.”

I grab one of the decorative pillows from the chair and throw at her. She laughs and dodges it, nearly getting hit in the boobs.

“Fine, fine, I’m shutting up.” She puts her hands up in surrender and backs out, but the glint her eyes tells me she’s just getting started.

My eyes go over to my makeup, seeing the red lipstick she’s talking about.

What are you thinking?

Dylan doesn’t deserve anything from me. Not my effort or my thoughts. His head is too far up his own ass to see anything other than himself.

I walk over to the mirror and grab a makeup remover from the package, wiping away any effort that the weak side of me put into my appearance.

I don’t have anything to prove to Dylan or anybody but myself. Hopefully one day I’ll see it and believe it, too.




My grandma used to tell me that you could tell a person’s character within the first five minutes of knowing them. Whether they’re good or bad, what their intentions are, if they’re hiding something.

She was always the type of woman who knew how to read people and figure out if they’re worth trusting. Me? I was never able to catch on that easily.

You trust too easily. 

I never thought that was a bad thing until I grew up and saw how many people took advantage of that.

“I love that you see the good in people, baby, but that will be your downfall,” Grandma once told me.

I missed hearing the advice she and Grandpa gave me growing up. After my parents’ accident, I had no clue if I’d ever get the kind of advice that children got from their parents. But my grandparents had plenty to share with me over the years, and I’d never forget that.

I just wish I could be like them—let go of the weak side of me that wanted to let everybody in. I had to force myself to believe that there was more bad in people than good. To be cautious. Distant. Anything to protect myself.

“Ms. King,” Tom Bennington greets, shaking my hand. His warm smile creates crows feet at the corner of his eyes, as he guides me to sit back down at the end of the oak table. 

Tom isn’t that old, but the discoloration of his hair and glazed eyes tells me that the job is getting to him. Or maybe it’s the musicians he represents. Relentless stayed on the press’ good side up until a year or so ago, and everything that led them in the media is because of Dylan.

I never made it my business whenever a headline came out that flawed their name, because I know everybody makes mistakes. But when they continue to make them, you start wondering how much they appreciate what they have.

Dylan is the type of rockstar that has everything to lose, but he’s too blinded by what he’s gained from the stardom to even think about the consequences.

  “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you,” Tom reminisces, taking a seat next to me.

Tom and I had only crossed paths a few times since he’s friends with my manager. Or, rather, he used to sleep with Meagan. Either way, we’d see each other at certain events that I’d show up at.

“Last time was, what? Four years ago?”

He smiles, swiping his palm across his jaw, drifting into memory. “Country Music Awards in Nashville. You presented the top female artist award to Carrie Underwood I believe.”

The memory comes back to me, my heart picking up speed like the adrenaline I felt when I stepped onto the stage in front of over 20,000 people for the first time. My stylist had me in a sequin fringed knee-length beige dress, something I wore long before Taylor Swift seemed to make it her trademark back before she went pop. I had on a pair of white cowboy boots, neutral tone makeup, and curly hair layered so it was styled up out of my face.

That night is one of my favorite moments to look back on whenever life becomes too much. Remembering where I started compared to now makes me see how much I’ve accomplished. 

“My hands were shaking,” I admit, thinking back to holding the award before passing it to Carrie. Even she could see my fingers trembling as she took it from me, but the assuring smile she casted my way made me feel a little better.

“You were just starting out. A lot of the people I represent were nervous during their first shows, too.”

My eyes flick to his, curiosity lingering in the back of my mind. “Even Relentless?”

He leans back, his hands resting casually in his lap. “Sure, even them. Any human would be nervous when they’re put in a situation they’ve never been in. Even the cockiest of them all who act like they don’t give a shit are terrified when they start off.”

I snort in disbelief. “Dylan? No way.”

He chuckles. “Don’t let him fool you, Ms. King. Usually people like Mr. Hilton have a lot of layers to them. Unfortunately, his are a bit … thicker than others.”

One of my brows quirk. “Some might say that isn’t a good thing. It means that they’ve got a lot to hide.”

Amusement flickers on his face, the right side of his lips curving up. “I’d counter that usually the people who hide things tend to care the most.”

Head tilting, I stare at him. “Are we talking about the same person, Mr. Bennington? It seems like you wouldn’t be quick to defend somebody you’re practically forcing to work with me just for some good press.”

He flashes his white teeth. “Please call me Tom. And you’re right, I’m sure if I were any other agent I would have given up on Dylan by now. But I believe in him, despite his downfalls. Hopefully this experience will make him believe in himself.”

I let that soak in, wondering how working with me could make somebody so high and mighty believe in themselves.

“I don’t think I’m the answer, Tom.”

He shrugs casually, glancing at his watch. “I don’t think you’re the entire answer, but your part of the solution. A piece to the puzzle, if you will.”

“Aren’t we all?” I murmur, sighing.

Before he replies, the door opens and all four guys saunter in one after the other. Dylan is the last one to enter, his dark jeans slung low on his hips and a tight T-shirt melded to his muscled body with black ink wrapped around his arms and peeking out of his low collar. I didn’t notice them before, and I can’t tell what they are.

I try forcing myself to look away, but his presence demands to be known. The way he carries himself, struts around the table as his friends all sit down, and comes toward me with a predator’s grin on his face tells me all I need to know.

He’s dangerous. Playing a game that I refuse to let him win. That grin carved into his face can mean a thousand things, but it can also hide a thousand problems.

Whatever he’s hiding behind may mean that he cares like Tom thinks, but I only see the trouble he can get me in if I bother letting him.

He pulls out the chair next to mine, despite the fact there’s still a seat between Ian and their drummer, Ben. Sitting down, he shoots me a wink, and makes himself comfortable by sliding down until his legs are spread open in front of him and his arms are draped across the padded arms of the office chair.

“Please, make yourself at home,” Tom says sarcastically, shaking his head at him.

Dylan’s grin widens. “Don’t mind if I do, Tom.” He turns to me. “Miss me, princess? It’s a shame you didn’t help me with my little problem last night. Had to go home and take care of it on my own.”

I keep my expression indifferent, not letting him get a rise from me like he wants.

Based on the looks we’re getting, he never told anybody about our adventure at the club last night. Doesn’t bother me any, because I bet if he did it would have been twisted for his benefit.

“You two were together last night?” Ian asks, the surprise not hidden in his tone.

I refrain from snorting or rolling my eyes. “I was at a club with a friend when I saw Dylan.”

Ian and Bash’s brows arch up in curiosity.

Tom’s eyes are plastered on Dylan. “I’m sure whatever help you needed from her was better off being done on your own anyway.”

His tone isn’t accusing, it’s knowing.

I choose to ignore the conversation, not willing to be drawn into it further. “So now that we’re all here, how about we start talking?”

“I thought we were talking, princess,” Dylan states, eyeing me suspiciously. “Was the conversation not to your liking?”

Somebody throws a balled-up piece of paper at Dylan, hitting him in the side of his head, the paper bouncing off him onto the table. He shoots the culprit a glare, but all three guys are smiling innocently like they have no clue who threw it.

Tom decides to take charge again. “Ms. King is right, we’re here to conduct a meeting about your collaboration. Her manager and I have been talking, and we think we’ve come with a decent agreement.”

“Agreement?” Dylan snorts, leaning back casually. “It’s a song and some shows together. Not much to talk about, is it?”

Ian sighs. “Dude, come on.”

Dylan holds up his hands. “I’m just saying it’s not exactly rocket science. You said there would be a song on an album, some cameo in shows, and boom. Done. Never have to see each other again.”

Something about the last part rubs me the wrong way, my chest deflating before I can tell it to stop.

My lips twitch, and I can’t hide the snip in my tone. “We get it, Dylan. You don’t like me or the idea of working with me. But like it or not it’s happening.”

 My tone seems to pique his interest. He straightens out, leaning forward so his elbows are resting on the edge of the table. His brown eyes darken into pools of black ink, appraising me in a new light.

“I never said I didn’t like you, sweetheart,” he says in a husky tone. “In fact, there’s a very specific part of me that wants to be better acquainted with you.”

Tom swears under his breath, but I hold up my hand before he can scold Dylan.

I lean forward, matching his challenging stance. “Let’s get something very clear, Dylan. This is as close as you and your dick will ever get to me. Because unlike the whores you like to cozy up to, I have no desire to catch an STD.” I send him a sultry smile, batting my eye lashes. “But feel free to keep sleeping around until your dick falls off. Last thing anybody needs is a Dylan Jr.”

The guys are howling with laughter as I lean back, crossing my arms over my chest. My eyes stay locked with his, not letting him see anything other than the surface level.

He can’t get to me if I don’t let him.

Tom claps his hands together once, getting everybody’s attention back to the matter. “Okay, people. As entertaining as that was, we do need to finalize this.” He looks at the guys. “Your next show isn’t for another two months, which means you’ve got time to sit down together and start writing. Your sounds aren’t that different, but combined they could be something the industry hasn’t seen before.”

Bash shifts in his seat. “That only really gives us a month then, which is kind of limited. What if we don’t write one? It’s hard when you’ve got five people working on one thing. That’s bound to cause differing views.”

I notice Ben silently staring down at the table, his jet-black hair long enough to cover his eyes. His slumped posture and distant expression says he doesn’t really care on the matter. It makes me wonder if he even wants to be here.

After reading up on them, it seems like he’s the ghost of the group. The press never has a story on him, and rarely gets pictures of him by himself. It’s like he doesn’t exist outside the band, and it makes me wonder what his real story is. Somebody who tries that hard to go unseen has a lot to say.

Ben speaks up first. “You don’t have to worry about me. I just play the music put in front of me.”

Sebastian Everly, or Bash, nods in agreement, raking a hand through his short blond hair. “It’d be easier if the main songwriter worked with Ash. Less conflictions. Better chance at actually getting something done in that time limit.”

I’m about to agree when Dylan holds up his hand, body tense in defense mode.

Everybody looks at him skeptically when he says, “I can write.”

Bash snorts. “Since when, Hilton? You’ve always just let Ian do the writing. Pressured him into it, actually.”

Ian eyes Dylan, blue eyes narrowed. “Not that I don’t think it’s cool to write with you, but that is a bit odd. Even for you.”

Dylan rolls his eyes, offense crossing his face, weighing down the corner of his lips. “Is there something wrong with wanting in on this? I’ve got ideas.”

“Nobody said you didn’t,” Tom cuts in. “I don’t think any of us have seen you so ready and willing before. Any reason why you’re stepping in now?”

Dylan’s eyes cut to mine when he answers. “Maybe I just want to take advantage of the new opportunities we have. If we’re going to collaborate with Boots over here, we need to ensure our voices are heard.”

“Boots?” I scoff.

“Would you prefer princess? Sweetheart?”

“I have a name,” I remind him. “Why don’t you just use that?”

He gives me a slick grin. “Everybody gets to call you by that. I need something special to call you, Boots. And you can’t tell me it doesn’t fit.”

“All right, love birds,” Bash claps. “So are we agreeing to let Ian, Dylan, and Ashton work on the song together?”

Ian scrubs his palm against the dark scruff of his jawline. “Why not just them? Dylan knows what this band represents. If he wants our sound heard, who better to make sure it’s incorporated?”

I gape at his casualness. Me and Dylan? Working together alone?

“Um …” I clear my throat, trying to wipe the doubt from my voice. “If Dylan hasn’t written songs for you before, do you really think it’s a good idea for him to start now?”

“Thanks for the faith, Boots,” he mutters dryly. “I think you should be honest though. You don’t want to be alone with me.”

Damn. Sitting straighter, I glare at him, but don’t say anything for fear of risking him hearing the truth in my defensive tone.

I feel everybody’s eyes on me, and don’t bother looking to see the interest casted in their hues. Dylan wants a rise. A reaction. He wants me to break and give in to him. But if I do that, I lose another piece of myself.

“Fine,” I relent calmly. “But the second you try taking control or giving me more shit than I deserve, Ian takes over.”

He scoffs as if that’s hard to believe. “Fine. Let’s shake on it.”

He holds out his hand, which I eye in suspicion. It’s not like he did anything to it, but for some reason I don’t want to touch him.

“What’s wrong?” he muses. “I don’t have cooties, Boots. You want to make a deal, then you have to shake on it. I’m sure your good ol’ Southern parents taught you that.”

My heart tightens in my chest, instant tears prickling my eyes. He’s either darker than I thought, or has no idea what happened in my past. The accident. The hospital visits. The constant fear of losing the people who should never leave you before they’re ready.

But he didn’t he know who I was at the club when we met, so how could he know that my parents died after a brutal car wreck?

Jaw ticking as I reach out, our hands meld together. Neither of us actually shake, we just keep our palms locked together and eyes glued to one another’s, like if we look away the deal will become null and void.

“You guys going to hold hands while we keep this going?” Tom asks, voice woven with amusement.

A slow smile creeps on Dylan’s face. “I’d drop my hand, but it looks like little Ashton over here likes it too much.”

Instantly, I drop his hand, lips pressing in a firm line. His cocky image is blurred out with my narrowed glare, irritation settling into the pit of my stomach like it usually does when he’s involved.

Something tells me it’ll be a permanent feeling for the next few weeks.

Bash laughs. “She looks like she’s mentally chopping your dick off, bro.”

Dylan chuckles. “Wouldn’t surprise me.”

Nonchalantly, he turns his focus to Tom, ignoring me completely. And that only fuels the fire boiling my blood.

After a grueling forty-five minutes pass of scheduling recording time, and setting dates for shows, we’re finally set free.

To my surprise, Dylan is the first one out. I half expected him to stay behind and bother me some more, but I guess he got his fill during the meeting. He kept “accidentally” bumping my knee with his under the table, or nudging his elbow against my arm. Every time I’d shoot him a look, he’d appear innocent, like he had no idea what he was doing.

“You’ve got to ignore him,” Ian asserts, snapping me from my thoughts. It’s only him and me left in the room, a few of the guys lingering just outside.

I grab my phone from the table. “Something tells me that’s a lot easier said than done.”

He gives me a sympathetic smile. “Dylan’s the type of person that demands to be known. He doesn’t like being in the dark.”

I want to tell him that I disagree, that all I see behind those devious chocolate eyes of his is a man caged up and not fighting to escape. He can play any game he wants to make him look like the playboy, and I don’t doubt for a second that he is, but there’s a motive left unspoken. A reason he wants left out of the press.

I opt to shrug. “Any advice for me?”

A small smile creeps on his face. “Don’t fall for anything he says. The Dylan I know isn’t the same one he shows to you. He’s a good guy, but he’s got some serious problems. If he doesn’t take this seriously, call me.” He takes a piece of paper out of his pocket and hands to me. Scrawled across it is what I assume is his cell number.

I look up from the paper. “So you’re saying there’s no secret to taming the beast?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” he admits. “But maybe it’ll take the right person.”

I frown. “If you guys have known each other for a while, you’d think you’re the person he needs to handle him. Or at least open up to.”

He studies me, seeming deep in thought, tongue wetting his bottom lip. “Sometimes friends are the last person you can open up to. If they see you differently then who do you have at the end of the day besides yourself? You can reveal anything to strangers because their opinion of you doesn’t matter. Doesn’t change things. And Dylan doesn’t like change.”

Who does?

I can see what he’s saying, but that doesn’t mean Dylan is going to open up to me. And if that’s what Ian wants, then he’s probably going to be disappointed. I may be a stranger to Dylan, but I’m also a challenge in his eyes. He won’t be honest with somebody who he’s trying to win in some sick game.

“I don’t think I’m capable of what you want,” I admit quietly, giving him a loose shrug.

“Just … look after him. I know you’re not here to babysit, but we’re worried about him. He’s not going down a good path, and every time he gets in trouble, it’s like another part of him is lost.”

I press my lips together and nod once.

“And Ashton? Look after yourself, too.” The sincerity in his tone loosens my tense muscles, and a foreign sense of warmth takes over.

I don’t force the smile that tips my lips, because I can see that he means it. “I will. I always do, Ian.”

His expression mirrors mine—friendly, but something knowing buried deeper than his expression can show. “It’s hard to live your life when you’ve got cameras pointing at you everywhere. I’m sorry for the shit show you’re going through. For the breakup.”

It isn’t until just now that I realize nobody has once said they were sorry to me about what happened between Rhys and me. It’s always been about the blame, and whose fault it is for happening. Choosing sides takes precedence over taking a step back and seeing that two people who once loved each other somehow fell out of it along the way.

I clear my throat. “Thanks.”

He must hear the sadness in my tone, because his eyes dull as he studies my stoic-turned features.

“I want to tell you that it gets better, but we both know that’s not always the case. All I can say is that I hope they find something else to focus on soon.”

I snort. “And let’s hope it’s not Dylan, right?”

His expression turns grim, my joke hitting him the wrong way.

“Sorry, I meant that as a joke.”

He looks out of the room, his eyes traveling between Bash and Ben. Dylan is nowhere to be seen, probably off finding his next hookup.

“It’s true though,” he says quietly, eyes returning to mine. He rubs the back of his neck, worry aging him. “If he keeps putting himself in the press, the label is going to drop him. Replace him.”

My brows arch up. “Tom would let them do that?”

He’s one of the few who cares about the people he reps. It wouldn’t be like him to let somebody get dropped that’s been a huge part of his success.

“Tom would do anything if it meant saving Dylan, even if it meant taking him out of the band—the spotlight.”

He’d do it because he cares.

“Tough love,” I conclude. “So is that what’s going to happen if Dylan’s reputation strikes again?”

Ian nods. “Tom is hoping this will help him. Maybe the good press will drown out the bad. And if he could change in some way then it would be better. Tom doesn’t want to let Dylan go, but he doesn’t want to watch Dylan destroy himself either.”

I nibble on my bottom lip. Seeing how many people care about Dylan causes jealousy to bubble up under my skin, but I beat it down before it becomes anything more.

“He’s lucky to have you guys.”

He shrugs. “I wish he would see that.”

“I’m sure he does. He’s just too prideful to admit it.”

He nods. “You’re probably right.”

Glancing at his phone, his smile widens. I used to look the same way when Rhys would text me.

“You should call her,” I say knowingly. He looks up at me, his eyes lit up. “I’ll see you later, Ian.”

I wave and walk out before him, taking a deep breath and fighting back nostalgia. There’s a weight in my chest as I think about what Rhys and I had, all the laughs, kisses, journeys.

Longing looks like Ian had on his face made me miss those texts. Even the simplest ones that he sent in between his shows made me smile or giggle like a love-sick puppy.

When the sun hits my face outside, I force myself to brush it all away. The last thing I need is to go back in time and remember all the things that don’t exist anymore.

One last deep breath, and I’m walking away from the past and into a better future.
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Dylan

Cracking open a new bottle of beer and passing it to Bash, I settle in next to Ian with my knees splayed open.

Right after the meeting, I opted to go back to my room. Taking out a notebook that I keep hidden in my bags, I looked through old lyrics that I’d written over the years. I hadn’t told anybody because the lyrics were something that I kept buried for a reason.

Not everybody likes to bare their soul to the world. Sometimes it’s easier to keep that side locked away, because world would only see what they have to gain when you lose it all.

I’m going to make something of myself.

Nobody is going deter me from everything I deserve. The people who think they can change how I see myself will only see how much damage I can really do. Compared to me, they’re nothing. And I have no problem showing them that.

Going through my music, I marked some of the lyrics that I could draw inspiration from. I had no intention of showing them to Ashton or the guys, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to prove to them that I could write like Ian or Ash.

It’s the people you don’t expect the world from that can bring it down in one instance. It’s why I don’t keep high expectations of people, because there’s less disappointment when they fail to reach them.

Maybe that’s why Tom looks at me like I’m risking everything for fun. He doesn’t understand that I’ve earned this, that I’m just taking what I deserve. Proving a point. Instead, he sees a promise in ink that helps pay his bills—a contract that controls my every move and thought. If I’m not perfect, he doesn’t get paid. Of course he’s disappointed that I don’t conform to the usual kiss-ass rockstar like the guys are.

Ian knocks his knee against mine, sipping on his own drink. “So want to tell us what the fuck that was back in the conference room earlier?” 

I roll my eyes, leaning back on the couch. “I was just testing the waters. Had to make sure that Boots was strong enough to work with us. Do you really want to spend time with someone who cries when somebody calls them a name? Plays a prank?”

Bash chuckles. “Really? You’re going with that? It doesn’t matter if she is that type of girl, the contract is final. You can’t change that, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to poke the bear.”

“Which one is the bear? Tom or Ashton?” Ian muses, and both he and Bash laugh.

The idea of poking Ashton in any way makes my cock twitch in my jeans. “Well I’m not really known for poking men, but I’d happily poke Ashton.”

Ian punches my shoulder, and it’s no love tap. Based on the way his brows pinch together, and eyes glower at me, I can tell I’m about to get a world-famous warning.

He usually gives me tiny lectures every now and again.

Keep your hands to yourself.

Don’t get into fights.

Stop putting your dick in random chicks.

It’s all the same whenever we travel. But since none of them want to live up what we’ve been given, I have to live it up for them.

“She’s off limits,” he all but growls.

“Ian, come on. She’s—”

“Not one of your play things,” he cuts me off.

Even Bash nods. “Yeah, dude. We’re working with Ashton, and she seems pretty cool. It’ll ruin the whole thing if you try sleeping with her.”

“And what whole thing would that be?” I pry suspiciously. “The part where we’re working with Boots to get good publicity, or the part where you’re surrounding me with goody-two-shoes in hopes I’ll change?”

“Stop being dramatic,” Bash chortles. “And stop avoiding the subject. Promise you won’t screw Ashton over. We need her, not just you. As much as you want to fit the stereotypical rockstar, the band doesn’t revolve around you.”

I don’t reply, because I know he’s right.  

  Back when we first started, Ian was the only one who would match my antics. We’d party together, dance with women, drink until we were numb and stupid. We’d do dumb things that should have gotten us into more trouble had we been as well known as we are now.

But something in him shifted when the press started hanging around and our shows began filling up and selling out. Everything about what we did for fun became business for Ian. He stopped wanting to go out. To drink. To hook up with random chicks.

I lost my closest friend, but gained a fandom. The tradeoff seemed better than I could have expected, a majority better than a minority.

Yet, out of everybody who acted like they cared, only a few of them kept dealing with my shit. And it wasn’t the majority who helped drag my numb body into hotel rooms when I had too much to drink, or covered up my stupid decisions in fucking clingy women who didn’t understand their part in a casual hookup.

None of the majority who wanted to be in my life would offer me help when I made a bad choice. They’d take pictures. Sell the story to the press. Anything for a quick buck.

It’s when you get sold out by the people you crave attention from that makes you realize how much easier it is to have a small group of people close to you. Smaller groups mean less betrayal.

But when the betrayal does happen, it makes it that much harder to deal with.

At least being consumed in the fans meant not feeling anything. Not trusting. Drowning in meaningless relationships was better than trusting somebody so much that it would destroy a person if they ever broke it.

It’s funny how lonely being surrounded by hundreds of people can be when they’re just empty shells with greedy intentions.

“I still think it’s a stupid pairing,” I prompt, shifting the conversation. “Tom could have reached out to any number of people with good reps. Somebody in our genre.”

“Ashton has a lot of press on her with the breakup,” Ian says. “She could benefit from this just as much as we can.”

“All I’m saying is that it’d be cool to work with somebody who isn’t the polar opposite of us.”

Ian shifts, beer resting on his thigh. “Maybe we’re talking about two different people. We all saw Ashton give it right back to you earlier. She’s a lot like us. She’s tough. Strong-willed. She’s not afraid to dish it back and call it like she sees it. Just because her main genre is country doesn’t mean her music means any less than ours. All music holds a different kind of truth—bares pieces of every person’s soul. That makes us pretty similar, Dylan.”

“Find an outlet, Dylan. Find something that doesn’t just speak to your soul. But bares it. Opens it. Heals it.”

Staring at the counselor with cool eyes, jaw clenched, I answer, “How the fuck do you expect me to do that?”

Her brow arches. “What did I say about language, Mr. Hilton?”

Crossing my arms on my chest, I shift on the uncomfortably hard couch. “Thought you wanted me to express myself, Doc. Can’t do that without dropping a few fucks now and again. Just be lucky that’s all I’ve said.”

“To answer your question,” she replies, ignoring my statement, “I want you to start doing something that calms you.”

An evil grin creeps on my face. Leaning forward, eyes trained on her double-D chest, I whisper, “I can think of something really fun that would calm us both.”

She closes her notebook, and stands up. Her dark eyes tell me she isn’t fond of the idea.

Must be a lesbian.

It’s the only reason she wouldn’t accept the offer. And I’d made it before, in much less casual ways. Maybe it’s the because she’s a school counselor and I’m a student. Or that she’s older than me by at least ten years. But she’s hot, her tits are big, and her face isn’t repulsive to look at.

“You play the guitar,” she says, walking to her desk and busying herself by tidying up the pile of papers.

“Your point?”

“You and your friends talked about starting a band. Would you play the guitar?”

At sixteen, the expectations of ever accomplishing something like becoming a successful band seemed distant. Untouchable. Just a dream that four dudes made to think there was a chance at escaping this shit town.

“Maybe.”

“Does playing make you happy?”

I shrug.

“Do you write music?” she presses.

I glare at her.

“Dylan, you need an outlet that isn’t sex. You’re young. You’ve got a lot of potential. Don’t waste it because of one bad night. Don’t live in the past. Create your future.”

One bad night, I scoff to myself.

A bad night is forgetting your wallet when you get to the restaurant. Or running out of gas halfway to your destination.

It’s not getting beaten half to death over pocket change.

“Music can’t save me, Doc. Nothing can.”

“It can if you let it. Let somebody.”

I snort. “You want to be that person?”

“I want to believe there’s somebody out there worth your time and effort,” she counters casually, eyes locking with mine.

“Music tells a thousand different stories, invoking thousands of different feelings. If there isn’t already a song that you can relate to, then write one. You don’t have to show it to anybody. Just do it for yourself.”

She grabs something off her desk. A black composition notebook. Passing it to me, I flip through the blank pages. 

“There’s nothing in here,” I note dumbly.

“It’s your job to fill it,” she tells me. She passes me a pen, as if I’m too poor to afford one on my own.

I stare at the items in my hand, staying silent.

She kneels in front of me, a soft smile dissipating the hardness of her eyes. “You’re only broken if you let yourself be, Dylan. Instead of letting yourself believe that you’re damaged, let yourself believe that you’re healing and rediscovering yourself.”

Blinking past the memory, jaw clenched tightly, I stare into oblivion.

  You’re only broken if you let yourself be.

She’s wrong. 

The broken will always be broken no matter how much they try to hide it. It’s no different than a shattered mirror. The more you try fixing it, the more hurt you’ll get. Just like the shards of glass will pierce your skin, the truth will puncture your soul—always reminding you that life has thousands of ways to beat you down, even at your lowest point.

“Hey, where’d you go?” Ian asks, nudging me with the bottom of his cold beer.

“Nowhere,” I murmur. “Were there ever any bands in the running to work with us? There are plenty of bands who need the media attention. What about Hollis’ band? The Wild?”

Ian protests instantly, nearly choking on his beer. “No way in hell. Last time you and Hollis Wilder hung out, you almost got arrested.”

I groan loudly. “How many times have I told you that it was all a misunderstanding?”

“You kept trying to get the cop to take her clothes off, Dylan,” he deadpans.

“We thought she was a stripper,” I reason. “It wasn’t too far-fetched in our defense. There was a strip club just down the road.”

The look of doubt is strong on his face. “She was driving a police car when she saw you idiots stumbling over to Hollis’ motorcycle.”

“She could have been very dedicated to the role,” I argue, shrugging. He rolls his eyes. “Plus, it’s not like we were going to take his bike out for a ride. It’s not our fault she made that assumption.”

“I’m just saying you could have made the situation a little better by shutting your mouth for once,” he informs me. “If it wasn’t for the fight that broke out at the bar, she would have cuffed you both. Then both our bands would have been fucked.”

I grin, remembering the moment when Rush Daniels, drummer of The Wild, caused that little scene. I still have no idea if it was to cause a diversion from our spat with the cop, or if he just wanted to throw a punch or two. Not that I knew Rush as well as Hollis, but it wouldn’t surprise me if it were the latter. He always did what he wanted, and could drink us all under the table and still walk out in a straight line with a woman at his side.

“That was a good night,” I state, smiling at him. “We really need to catch up with them some time.”

The only reason partying with Hollis worked out was because he and I never went after the same type of women despite us being eerily similar. Whenever we’d walk into a scene, it’s as if the girls flocked to the shaggy-haired, tatted up assholes, but the women he attracted were a little more adventurous, probably seeing what he drove up on. It’s like them seeing his motorcycle made them think of all the other kind of rides they could get. 

Ian doesn’t seem to like the idea. “They’re decent guys, but not somebody you should be hanging with right now. You’re already under enough shit. Take a break from the party scene for a while.” 

I make a disgruntled noise under my breath. 

Bash chooses then to intervene. “Anyway, Hollis’ band is doing their own thing right now. They have some good music out, but they’re still new. We wouldn’t have settled for collaborating when we started out either. We needed to build ourselves before we were associated with anyone else.”

“It’s not like we’d damage them,” I defend.

His eyes narrow. “Wouldn’t we? They’d be associated with a band who’s had a lot of problems lately. Fights. Drunk escapades. We’re a far cry from perfect. If they want to land on their own two feet, they need to do it far away from us.”

Eye twitching, I ask, “You mean me? Since I’m the one who put us in the media that way?” I roll my eyes and let out a dry laugh. “And what does that mean about Ash? You’re not willing to put a fresh face in jeopardy, but you’re willing to risk her?”

They’re both staring at me, surprise etched into their faces.

Ian puts his beer on the table. “Ash, huh? Well, unlike The Wild, Ash has already made a name for herself. She’s got plenty of fans—a good following. She won’t be at jeopardy like their band will.”

The way he says her name makes my fists clench, like he’s accusing me of something. Like my body wants to lay claim and warn him to keep his distance. And as soon as that feeling rises in the pit of my stomach, I beat it down.

I stand up and grab a drink from the mini fridge, popping it open and downing half of it. I can feel their stares on the back of my head, burning with acquisition. Ignoring them is easier; masking my contemplation means not letting them see my own doubt.

Wiping my mouth off with the back of my wrist, I walk back over to them. “You guys should probably head out. I’ve got an early day with the country queen.”

“Dylan—” Ian starts.

“Relax,” I snap, smacking my bottle down a little harder than I meant to on the table. “My dick won’t accidentally fall into her during the session tomorrow, or any time for that matter.”

Because when it happens, it won’t be an accident. She’ll want it just as bad as I do, and every touch, every kiss, every thrust of me inside of her will have a purpose.

But I don’t say that, because as far as they know, Dylan Hilton isn’t the type of man capable of that kind of affection.

Rough sex.

Kinky sex.

Hard fucking.

That was the kind of actions that my battered soul was capable of. I’m fine with them assuming that I’m not more than that, because even with the smallest marble of hope, I don’t have much faith in myself either.

But if they really think Ashton can change me, I’m willing to do anything to let them believe it.

Use her. Break her. Just like I break myself.
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Ashton

“You need to save me,” I plead through the phone, looking around the empty house.

“Girl, you’re going to be fine,” Teagan promises, sounding exasperated over my distress. What kind of friend is she? First she promises to stick around while Dylan and I sit down to share ideas for the song, then she has last minute plans she miraculously remembered.

“Teag, you told me you’d be home. Don’t make me remind you of the best friend contract we made in high school. We took an oath to never bail on each other when we needed it.”

She laughs. “We also promised to never give guys blowjobs, but look how quickly that changed. Oaths are meant to be broken under certain circumstances, my friend.”

I lean my head against the couch cushion, groaning loudly. “I can’t believe you brought that up.”

“I’m doing you a favor, babe.”

“By ditching me for plans that don’t even exist?” I doubt, frowning at how whiny my voice is.

Desperation is never a good look on anyone, but I’m wearing it like it’s in style, bold and flashy for the world to see.

“Please, bitch,” she scoffs in offense. “I’m using this time productively. I’m getting a full wax, because since the movie stopped filming I’ve been neglecting downtown. Ain’t no taxi going to want to drive down there without me touching up the city scape, if you catch my drift.”

I scrunch my face. “Thanks for the visual. Could have gone without it.”

“Anytime, girl. And if you need a wax, I can set you up with the girl that does mine. She is amazing, and she doesn’t charge LA prices. I mean, have you seen what people charge just to make sure their vaginas aren’t hairy? And don’t get me started on anal bleaching—”

“What?” I squeak, covering my face with a pillow. I take a moment to collect myself, but it’s hard to under the circumstances. “Teagan, how do you know about anal bleaching? Have you actually gotten that done?”

“I had a sex scene to shoot, and I wanted to make sure everything was pretty for the camera. I’d never done anything like that before, so I was covering all my bases just in case.”

I blink, too stunned to find something to say to that. I mean, what can I say to that? Ask how it turned out? If it was awkward? If you could go under a black light without risking your anus glowing?

Luckily, she doesn’t give me a chance to ask anything. “Anyway, I only did it that once and have no plans to do it again. But enough about me. You need to put on something pretty, brush your hair, smack on some lipstick, and get ready for Dylan.”

I peer down at my sweatpants and T-shirt, unsure of how she guessed I was still wearing them since she left.

As for my hair, it’s currently sitting in a messy knot on the top of my head. Frizzy strands are sticking out around me, looking like I just woke up and crawled out of bed. And makeup? Why bother putting any on when I’m not leaving the house.

“I’m not dressing up for him,” I inform her.

She sighs dramatically. “How else are you going to get him to de-cobweb your vag if you look like a hobo? Nobody wants to screw a hobo, Ash.”

My eyes widen. “Is that why you left the house? You think it’ll give us alone time. Teag! What did I tell you about Dylan and me?”

“Just think about—”

“No! No, no, no!” I quip, standing up and pacing around the music room. “I am not stooping down to his level. I’m not letting him use me, and I refuse to let myself use him like he’s the answer to my problems. Pointless sex may work for you, but I won’t be the girl that lets a dick fix her. Men can’t fix my problems. Only I can.”

I wince once the words are out, wishing I can take them back.

“Ash, you don’t have a problem,” she says quietly. “You’re just going through a rough patch. It’ll be over before you know it, but it’ll take some effort. You can’t move on if you don’t put yourself out there.”

“And I can’t heal if I let some asshole break me again,” I counter, gripping my phone so tightly in my hand it may break.

“You’re not broken!” she snaps back at me, voice edgier than mine. “What happened, Ash? You were fine after the breakup. You were more upset that you weren’t sadder about separating from him. What gives? Why the broken heart all the sudden?”

Rhys only took a small piece of my heart when our relationship ended. All the memories, the good and bad, are embedded in that tiny shard. It was trust that threatened to break us in the end, and it’s the reason that made me want to distance myself from the possibility of love.

Humans have an uncanny way of disappointing somebody and not even knowing it. Breaking somebody without seeing the darkness consume them. Music is the only thing that you can truly love without it breaking your heart. It’s what I want to focus on to make sure I don’t put myself in the wrong situation again.

“For once in my life, I’m trying to be guarded, Teagan. You know that my fatal flaw is trusting people too easily. I can’t keep doing that, especially in this type of society. I’ll get eaten alive.”

She’s silent for a long moment, contemplating what I’m saying. But as an actor, she must get it. We’re put in the spotlight and studied like a lab experiment. Everyone waits for you to make a mistake, and even the smallest ones get televised and torn apart.

“Babe, the only person who can hurt you is yourself. And that’s only if you let it. Don’t you think that putting your guard up all the time will be lonely?”

“I spent six years in a relationship.”

“What does that prove?” she doubts. “You even admitted that you stopped loving him long before the end of it. Don’t tell me you weren’t lonely the second things shifted for you.”

I close my eyes, not admitting anything. Justifying those six years as a way to embrace my new single status isn’t going to work when there’s somebody like Teagan around to call me out on the bullshit. It was lonely, even when I pretended it wasn’t.

“I’ll let you go,” she says after a while. “But can I just offer one little piece of advice, Ash? You don’t have to trust Dylan. Trust yourself. At the end of the day you’re the only person you can count on. Depend on. Nobody can destroy you if you know what you’re worth.”

She hangs up.

Throat closed off, I stare at the black screen, blinking back tears. What if my worth isn’t what everyone thinks it is? We’re our own worst enemy, our judgment worse on ourselves compared to how the world views us. The press can say whatever they want about me, but they can’t make me hate myself more than I already do.

As I’m turning to my room, my phone buzzes in my hand.

Without looking at the screen to see who it is, I say, “Teagan, you don’t need to apologize or tell me more about anal bleaching.”

“Try again, sweetheart,” a husky voice greets in amusement.

I freeze mid-step, realizing that is certainly not my best friend’s voice. Unless Teagan somehow turned into a walking testosterone fest that now sounds like sex on a stick.

“Uh …” I’m at a loss for words. Pulling back my phone, I examine the unknown number across the screen.

“You sound confused,” he states. “How many guys do you have calling your phone, Boots?”

Boots.

“Dylan.”

My tone isn’t exactly filled with enthusiasm, and there’s no doubt he hears that.

“Don’t sound so thrilled,” he snorts drily, offense licking his voice. “Since we never exchanged numbers, I got yours from Tom. I wanted to let you know I’m on my way over.”

Anxiety ripples through my body like somebody throwing a rock into a body of water. Shoulders slumping as I walk into my bedroom, my eyes catch movement from outside.

“Um, do you mean you’re already here?”

As I pull back the sheer curtain in my room to get a better look, he retorts, “That eager to see me? I knew you really liked me, Boots. But no. I haven’t even left the hotel yet.”

When my eyes connect with a familiar cherry red Dodge pickup parked in the driveway, my body tenses.

Blinking slowly as I search for the body that owns it, my heart picking up a little in my chest.

“Boots?” Dylan calls slowly into the phone.

I let out a shaky breath.

“Ashton?” Dylan’s voice is uncharacteristically softer, something I didn’t know he’s capable of being.

“I, uh …” Clearing my throat, I shake myself out of it. Collecting myself, I take a deep breath and back away from the curtain, letting it fall back into place. “Sorry. I’ve got a visitor. Can you maybe …” Get here sooner? “Come by a little later? Just give me some extra time to get rid of him.”

“Him, huh?” His tone is edgy again, like I just insulted his entire lifeline.

I don’t reply or egg on whatever is making him so irritated before hanging up. Passing myself in the mirror, I cringe at the homeless-looking person staring back at me. Teagan is right, I look like a hobo.

And with Dylan, it doesn’t matter, because my interest in impressing him is in a bottomless abyss somewhere. But seeing Rhys’ truck parked outside like it used to be whenever we’d visit Teagan changed everything.

I shoot her an anxious text.




Ashton: Rhys is here!




Her reply is instant, which makes relief sweep through me that she isn’t upset over our conversation.




Teagan: No way! What is he doing there?

Ashton: I’m hiding in my room, so I don’t know!

Teagan: Need me to come home? If you need me,

   I’m there.




There’s a knock at the door that snaps my attention from the screen. My sweaty palm runs across the soft material of my sweatpants. Running my tongue over my dry lips, I take a deep breath.




Ashton: I’ll survive.

Teagan: You’ve got this, babe.




Putting my phone on my bed, I make my way toward the front door. Seeing Rhys’s silhouette through the blurred glass has my lungs constricting, like I don’t know which side of him I’ll get when I open the door. 

Biting my lip, I undo the locks and open it slowly, putting a small smile on my face as I see the familiar six-three frame of tan, broad muscle grinning down at me. There’s light stubble on his sharp jaw, peach fuzz above his full pair of lips that I always used to tease him about. He always wanted a mustache, but could never grow one.

It’s when I finally look into the sea of familiar warmth that his mint eyes protrude like they’re piercing me that causes too many emotions to rise inside of me, not all of them good and homely.

“Rhys,” I greet, forcing civility.

He’s sporting his usual Teag and jean combo, and if I were to guess the designer jeans he has on are probably Diesel, which cost normal people a kidney to afford. But that’s Rhys—wearing only the best to show off his status.

He leans his shoulder against the doorjamb, the sleeves of his T-shirt stretching around his massive biceps. He told everyone he gained the muscles from helping at his family’s farm. Anything to look like a true country boy. Really, he spent most of his free time in his home gym, and only stepped onto his family’s farm when it benefited him.

Yet, when my eyes rake over the muscles I know he had hidden under his clothes, I’m pulled back into his web. Reminiscing of how familiar I’ve been with every inch of him in the past, how I loved him before his ripped body and inflated ego.

“You’re looking … comfortable,” he notes, lips wavering as he sees my attire.

I blink, teeth grinding back and forth. Yet my body has the nerve to be embarrassed by his disapproval, cheeks flushing. “I’m staying in. Unlike some people, I don’t dress up every second of every day.”

He rolls his eyes, pushing off the doorjamb and waltzing in past me with his shoulder brushing mine. Eye twitching, I turn to face him, arms crossing over my chest.

“You can’t just walk in here, Rhys.”

He looks around, probably noticing how little things changed. He hasn’t been here in over a year. We were supposed to make an appearance on Thanksgiving to spend time with friends. He bailed last minute, leaving me traveling alone.

“I came by to see you,” he states, turning his attention from the knickknacks on the mantel. “Is that so wrong? You can’t pretend you didn’t miss me, babe.”

Gaping at him in disbelief, I shake my head, absorbing his ego like it’s radiation out to kill me. Eventually, it’ll kill him, too.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” I accuse, staying planted to the floor where I stand. “I don’t know why you’d think I’d miss you after what you did.”

“It was one—”

“Don’t lie to me!” I yell. “Don’t tell me it was one mistake. Or one girl. Or one time. We both know that isn’t the truth. After six years, I know you better than that. The great Rhys Alden doesn’t do things half-assed. If you’re going to cheat, you’re not going to do it with just one woman.”

He shoves his hands in his fancy pants. “I deserved that, Ash. I know I do. And I came here to apologize, not piss you off more.”

I snort unattractively. “Apologize? You don’t know how to be sorry, Rhys. No matter what happened, it was never your fault.”

“Well I’m accepting the blame now.”

“Only because I saw your dick in the girl,” I hiss at him. “If I hadn’t caught you in a compromising position, you wouldn’t have owned up to it. But it’s kind of hard to explain that like it’s not your fault.”

“It wasn’t supposed to happen—”

I hold up my hand. stopping him. “I’m sure it wasn’t, Rhys. In fact, I’m sure that your dick accidentally fell into her on our bed. It was probably a strong gust of wind that led you two there, because Mother Nature can be such a bitch, right? And all this time I thought you’d done it on purpose. Maybe if you told me it was an accident before, I would still be kissing your ass and catering to your ridiculous needs.”

He stares at me, brows arched, eyes wide. Scrubbing his palm across his jaw, he shakes his head like he can’t believe I’d have the nerve to raise my voice at him or be sarcastic.

“Why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing here, Rhys? Because we both know it’s not to apologize for something you’re not sorry for.”

I can see his façade drop, the warmth in his eyes drain and turn into ice in a heartbeat.

This Rhys, the one full of hard edges and hidden agendas, is the one I came to know more than the soft side of him that I fell in love with. It’s this version of him that glowers at me like I’m just an obstacle for him to get past that made me fall out of love.

Being in love used to be the best feeling in the world, but falling out of it is just forgetting how charming the person can be. As soon as I saw the side of Rhys that parted from his old self, it wasn’t hard to question what I was still doing with him.

Yet, I let him put a ring on my finger.

Maybe I was just confusing safety with love, like spending six years with one person made me forget everything else the world had to offer because I was afraid to discover it.

Rhys had become my safety net up until the day he yanked it away and watched as I fell.

Fell out of love.

Fell into hate.

I could taste the hatred like a bitterness that couldn’t be washed away with anything. Water was too weak, alcohol was too strong, and there was nothing in between that could make me forget everything Rhys had done to me.

“Fine, you win.” His voice is grating on the soul, and I prepare myself to take whatever he’s about to lay down.

“Spit it out, Rhys. I don’t have time for this.”

Something glimmers in his eyes, but it isn’t a soft glow that lightens his tight expression. It’s dry, humorless. Like he’s about to peel the Band-Aid off slowly and let the pain settle in.

“Conner Mason is threatening to go to the press about the after-party incident.”

 The sentence isn’t what I expect him to say, and it throws me backwards like a blast into an old memory that I’ve refrained from having since it happened over a year ago.

  I can feel a panic attack creep into my chest, leaving my lungs constricting. I’m choking on nothing, suffocating on the past, and Rhys just stands there with disgust on his face like I’m the problem.

But it’s Conner Mason who he should hate, not that he seems to want to doubt his only close friend. Because it’s obvious that no matter how long we spent together, he never saw me on that level.

I blink back sudden tears, adrenaline rushing through me. “C-Conner?”

“Yes,” he barks. “Conner. You know, the guy you kept flirting with at the party? The one you kept doing shots with? There are pictures of you two getting awfully friendly. If he goes to the press, we’re both done for.”

That snaps me out of it. “We? If Teagan hadn’t of come into the room, the room you left me alone in, he would have taken advantage of me. How many times do I have to tell you that I kept telling him to get away from me?” Anger bubbles up until there’s too much pressure for it to keep form. “How the hell does that impact you anyway? If anything, he’s got ammunition against me because of pictures that don’t even tell the truth.”

His face darkens. “Don’t you get it, Ashton? I’m always part of it. I’m always involved. People go after celebrities like me!”

Like him.

I force myself to take a deep breath before I go off like a ticking time bomb. Rhys is being Rhys, thinking about himself instead of others. He won’t change, and I won’t try to make him.

“What Conner did to me, what he wanted to do to me despite us being together back then, has nothing to do with your reputation. So what is this about?”

He averts his eyes, focusing on a picture of some abstract form on the wall. “He wants the song we wrote together. Compensation to keep quiet.”

“Compensation?” I sputter. “Rhys! You’re not honestly going to let him have that song? It’s not meant for him!”

He scoffs. “It’s not like we’re going to record it. We broke up, remember?”

I finally step forward, fists clenched tightly at my side, nails digging into my palms. If I’m not careful, I’ll draw blood. But right now, I don’t care.

“Of course I remember, Rhys. I’m the one who ended things with you. Clearly one of my better decisions.”

I glare at his casual stance, like it doesn’t affect him. Like it doesn’t matter. And that pisses me off more than anything, because everything we had together just seemed so pointless to hold onto when he clearly had no intentions of cherishing their memories.

It makes me want to scream at the top of my lungs—ask questions that my soul needed answered. Did those moments mean anything to him? Because even the smallest ones I shared with him meant the world to me.

Licking my lips, I state, “If you came here to ask for permission to give him the song, you’re out of luck.”

He steps forward, eyes hardening. “Don’t you fucking get it? You’re already in hot water with the media. If he talks, truth or not, you won’t come out of it unscathed. You’ll go from Ashton King the girl people think was cheated on to the girl who cheated on her loving boyfriend. You think working with Relentless will help you come back from that shit show? Think again, princess.”

I cringe at the nickname, which is anything but endearing.

Another step forward. “That band is already fucked, Ashton. Do you really want to go down with them if Conner goes to the press about the party?” 

I take a step back, my body practically heaving with anxiety over what could happen. It wouldn’t matter what the truth is, because it’d turn into a he-said-she-said case. The press would play it up, and as much as I hate to admit it, Rhys is right.

I’m already barely treading water, but one more hit to my reputation would hold me under.

“Tell me what he has on you,” I croak. “You aren’t doing this for me and my reputation, Rhys. You never did. So what did you do that he’s blackmailing you over?”

His jaw clenches. “Nothing! I get that I screwed up, Ash. But do you have to see the worst in me?”

There’s no other way I can see you now.

He takes one last step forward, which is more like a leap considering he’s in my personal space. Space I would have never second-guessed sharing with him before.

His eyes blaze down at me, narrowed, accusing. The way his body towers over mine overloads my senses, and a fear I never felt before with him fills in the cracks he left behind. “He’s going to the media about it in a month. That’s how long you have to let me know your answer. My number hasn’t changed. Let me know.”

He walks around me without another word or glance my way. The front door slams shut, and I’m left standing in the middle of the hallway with another burden sitting on my shoulders.

Unable to think straight, my brain jumbled with the possibilities of what can happen if I don’t agree, there’s only one way that I can clear the fog and anxiety.



Ashton: Can’t meet today. We’ll start tomorrow.




I don’t wait for Dylan to respond before changing into my running shorts and sports bra, putting my ear buds in, and blasting music as I walk out the door.



My shoes hit the ground, the worn soles ricocheting off the pavement as I propel myself forward down the street. 

One small moment in a chain of many.

I push myself to run faster, like I’m flying—light enough to soar away from everything I can’t seem to sort out as they circle above me like hungry vultures.

Life is full of tiny moments that paint a bigger picture. It’s like we’re constructed of pieces that seem so small until the camera pans out to reveal the truth that’s been there all along. And the cracks that the light glimmers down on shows just how unfixable some moments are. How humans aren’t always able to fathom what makes them broken to begin with, because there are so many moments that overlap the darkest ones in our pasts.

My brain needs to shut off, and the only way I know how to do that is by letting the elements consume me—let the air kiss my skin, the sun engulf me body. I just need to be taken away for a while, before reality slaps me in the face again.

The slick sweat dripping down my body from the extensive exercise is my first warning of what’s to come. The way my skin overheats and starts burning like I’m on fire is the second. But it isn’t until my feet start dragging and knees buckle when I know that I’ve gone too far this time.

Before I can correct myself, my hands are catching myself on the hot pavement, stinging pain coursing through my arms as the shock of impact hits me. And when my cheek and chin bounce off the curb, dizziness sweeps my skull, my vision becoming blurry with the world spinning around me.

The taste of blood fills my mouth, but when I try pulling myself up my arms give out and I crash back down onto the ground again.

I hear people calling out to me. Flashes of light. Questions ringing. But nobody helps me up or offers to call assistance.

I try blinking away the blurriness, but it keeps clouding my surroundings, my ears ringing and eyes looking around, disoriented.

Then I hear a familiar voice in the crowd. The massive gathering parts forcefully as a tall, demanding figure shoves them out of his way.

Dylan.

He kneels to my level, hand cupping my cheek like his single touch can help assess all the damage. But I know that the damage isn’t above the surface. It’s skin deep.

I blink a few times and groan as he helps me sit up. 

“How you feeling, Boots?” His voice is low and gruff as he scopes over my face, like he wants this to be between the two of us rather than with the crowd circling my epic fail.

Not wanting to lie, I opt for the truth. “Like I ate pavement, pretty boy.”

He eyes rake over the right side of my face, wincing. I can only image what it looks like. It burns like hell, and I know it’s from road rash.

“Come on,” he murmurs quietly, helping me to my feet. “I’m parked over there. I’m taking you to the emergency room.”

“Dylan—”

“Don’t argue with me, Ashton,” he vexes, like it’s taking everything out of him to show the side of him that cares. “I don’t like … fuck. Watching those fucktards take pictures of you laying there makes me want to start fucking throwing punches.”

I try walking on my own but standing leaves me wobbly, my whole body feeling like it’s weighing me down. I want to tell him to calm down—that I’ll be fine.

But instead my body gives out, and the last thing I hear is his loud cursing as I go down. Luckily, before my body reunites with the pavement, I’m caught and suspended in the air, floating. A breeze kisses my overheated body as we move, and my eyes close as I give into the pain. Something I refused to do before, but had no choice to now.

My hair is brushed behind my ear, and right before I black out, I hear, “Who the fuck broke you, Boots?
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Dylan

Fear smells like antiseptic, and it has a way of crippling your mind as it forces you back into the past. As soon as I carry Ashton into the emergency room, I’m brought back to that night, my senses going into overdrive until I feel like I might blackout, too.

I hate fucking hospitals. I hate how clean they are when they see such dirty, fucked up things. I hate the smell of cleaner, the way everybody looks so defeated even before they lose a battle, and hearing everybody’s business like a fabric curtain can give anybody privacy.

With the way my knee bounces and eyes twitch as they study the room, there’s a solid chance anyone who passes by can see my discomfort. Shit, the nurses and doctors probably think I’m tweaked or crashing from a high because of the jerky movements, but I can’t get my thumping heart to calm the fuck down.

Despite wanting to jump out a window to get away from here, Ashton hasn’t woken up since she passed out. She didn’t even twitch when they put an IV in her arm. But I sure as hell did.

And shit, the press would have a field day if they knew that the great Dylan Hilton is afraid of needles. Letting them know my kryptonite would be the end of the reputation that I made for myself.

I scoff to myself over the thought. As if you’re good enough to be Superman.

The world can’t handle a guy like me being somebody as good-hearted as Superman. If anything, I’m Lex Luthor waiting to destroy everything that matters to humanity. I don’t spend all this time playing up the heartless asshole to let just anybody bring me down.

When you’re surrounded by cameras, you have to act. Most people opt to let the world love them, but love holds expectations that are too high to conquer. My part is bigger than that. I’m the man the world loves to hate.

It’s better to play up that role that let the world see me for somebody that I’m not. Or worse, somebody that I am. 

It’s why I got the tattoo on my side despite wanting to piss myself anytime the needle came near me. And shit, the artist who did it almost wouldn’t let it happen since I had to console myself with nearly an entire bottle of bourbon before the appointment. But after paying him more than he’d see in a month, he opted to go along with it. Luckily, I’d picked out the image before getting drunk, or else I could have walked out of there with fucking Hello Kitty inked on my ass. And as much as I love pussy, that isn’t the kind I wanted marked on me.

A low mewl escapes Ashton as her body stretches and repositions itself on the stiff looking bed. Even though Ridgemont is the top hospital for celebrity care in LA, I highly doubt the beds are any less uncomfortable than any other hospitals in the country.

Her eyelids flutter open, the gem-like color greeting the world again. I’d known they were some shade of green, but when I looked down at her before she passed out, I noticed the crystalized blue specks in them that somehow matched her torn persona.

It’s like her two-toned eyes matched her complicated personality, merging two sides of herself that she tried to keep separate like a modern-day Jekyll and Hyde.

Who the fuck broke you, Boots?

Whoever showed up at her place when I called obviously did some damage, or else she wouldn’t have been so determined to outrun her demons. Clearly, she’s new at the whole thing, because only amateurs thought they could escape them. The pros can accept their demons as part of their souls, because it’s our demons that shape every aspect of our being. You can run from a lot of things, but never from yourself.

“You going to keep staring at me, pretty boy?” she hums, her voice drowned with exhaustion, probably from the pain meds they gave her a few minutes ago.

I press my fist against my thigh, trying to calm my sporadic movements so she doesn’t see my discomfort. My clenched hand is white-knuckle against my jean-clad thigh, face drained of emotion.

“Just replaying the memory of you face planting into the pavement,” I lie. My eyes can’t help but travel up the marks on her face. “Don’t worry, you’re still hot.”

She struggles to sit up, wincing as the needle in her arm shifts in her skin. I bolt over, helping her, adjusting the bed so it’s easier for her to accomplish.

Her brow quirks. “You’re helping me.”

Her confusion makes my jaw tick, and I have to fight back a surly reply. But how can I blame her? I’m not the type who helps people on any given day. If I see an old lady walk across the street, I look away and just hope she doesn’t fall and break a hip. Once, I told a Girl Scout to fuck off and slammed the door in her face. Granted, I was so hungover that her voice sounded like a thousand nails scraping against a chalkboard in my head and it seemed like a justified response.

“You carried me here,” she notes, her face scrunching up.

I cross my arms on my chest. “Don’t look so appalled. Promise none of my cooties got onto you. If anything, I should send you my dry-cleaning bill. Between the drool and blood, I’m not sure they can save my favorite shirt.”

Her eyes dart to my chest, heart-shaped lips parting as they search me. There’s nothing in her eyes but remorse, unlike the other times when I watched her check me out. I missed the way her lustful eyes captured every muscle like she wanted a piece.

She huffs, peering forward, focusing on anything but me. “There’s no blood on your shirt, jerk. You made me feel bad.”

A pang of guilt finds its way into my conscience, because I’d only meant it as a joke.

Wait. “Did you just call me a jerk?”

She shrugs, arms slipping under the heated blanket I covered her with not long after we got here. Even though it was eighty outside, the hospital runs cooler and the room has a draft that her practically naked-body seemed to react to. It was either get a blanket to cover her pebbled nipples, or stare and fight a raging hard-on as she slept.

I opted to be a gentleman. Kind of.

“I’ve been called many things over the years, but can’t say a jerk is one of them,” I muse, thinking back to the last time I’d been called something so innocent. It was probably in middle school, when I pulled Tiffany Andrews’ hair to get her attention.

Hard to believe back then my biggest worry was if I’d pass my history exam or get a window seat on the bus.

 “So what are you still doing here?” she asks, not making eye contact with me. “Surely you have better things to do?”

I have a feeling she’s silently hinting at people to do rather than coming out with it.

I drag the chair over to the bed, eyes ignoring the needle that’s right in front of me. “Well, I had plans to write a song with a feisty country artist, but she bailed on. Kind of left my calendar open for the day.”

To my surprise, she frowns. She sneaks a peek at me, and I see the guilt dulling her eyes. Once again, I made her feel bad, which makes me feel like an ass. Since when does making women feel bad make me feel off put?

“I shouldn’t have done that,” she admits quietly, lips twitching. “It was unprofessional. We have a contract, and—”

 “I don’t give a fuck about the contract,” I inform her matter-of-factly. “And I don’t really care that you bailed on me. As shocking as this may seem, I’ve done plenty of bailing of my own.”

Her lips twitch upward, fighting a knowing smile at my witty sarcasm.

“Truthfully, I was coming over anyway.”

That makes her finally look at me. “Why?”

I grin. “Curiosity.” Worry. “You’re unloading a lot of firsts on me, Boots. You bail on our plans and then call me a jerk. Most women don’t do that.”

“Well don’t get used to it,” she mumbles.

I smirk, leaning forward so my arm grazes hers. “Don’t be so sure. I have a feeling you and I will discover a lot of firsts together.”

She gapes at me, eyes filling with calculation like she’s trying to figure me out.

I don’t ignore the heat creeping in her hues, but I don’t push it either. “Anyway, it made me wonder what came up. I tend to stick my nose in business it doesn’t belong in. It’s a hobby of mine, just ask the guys.”

Her nose scrunches. “You like sticking a lot of things where they don’t belong.”

I tip my head back and laugh, the feeling vibrating my entire chest. By the time I’m done, she’s staring at me like she doesn’t see the humor in such a true statement.

I take a deep breath, shaking my head. “I won’t deny it. Never led people to believe I was anything but an asshole who loved getting his dick wet.” I shrug casually, soaking in the attention she’s giving me.

Granted, her look isn’t exactly one of admiration. More like mild disgust. Still, I’d take those eyes raking over me any way I could.

She blows out a breath. “At least you’re an honest man-whore.”

Far from it, sweetheart.

“So tell me, Boots,” I bargain. “Why did I find you running like you were being chased by a pack of rabid bunnies?”

She deadpans. “Rabid bunnies?”

“Those fuckers can be scary.”

She stares at me in disbelief. “Bunnies?”

I shrug. “Well?” I press.

She shakes her head. “I like to run.”

I put my feet up on the end of her bed, crossing one ankle over the other, making myself comfortable. “Bullshit. You may like to run, but you weren’t going for a normal mile. I may not know you, but I’d say it’s safe to assume you didn’t back out of work just to exercise.”

Her lips press into a firm line, jaw ticking. I can see I’ve hit a nerve, but I don’t give a damn. You can’t bullshit a bullshitter.

“You’re right,” she finally says, eyes snapping to mine. “You don’t know me, so stop making assumptions.”

I put my hands up. “Hey, it’s your funeral. If you keep this up, you’ll be dead by the end of the month. If not physically, then emotionally. Nobody can run from the shit they don’t want anyone to see. You’ll never outrun them.”

She swallows. “Them?”

“The demons.”

She doesn’t reply, which gives me ample time to really study her. How her eyes are fixated on her lap. How her hands are tangled together and fingers are fiddling with anxiety. I bet if she looks at me, I’ll see the torment in her eyes, like somebody is poking the cage she’s trapped in.

“So who were you running from?”

“Nobody.”

“Keep lying. I’ll keep calling you out on it.”

She eyes me, her glare dark enough to suck what little soul I still have left through those narrow slits. “What about you, huh? If you think you know what demons look like, you must have plenty of your own.”

A dark chuckle escapes me, and I let me feet fall off the bed so I can lean into her. My lips come dangerously close to brushing her ear, but I keep enough distance so only my breath kisses her sultry skin.

“Sweetheart, I don’t have demons sitting on my shoulder. I have the fucking devil himself.”

I draw back slowly, examining her reaction. We lock eyes, not looking away. We absorb each other’s presence despite telling ourselves we don’t want it.

That’s the thing about being broken. You’re drawn to other people’s misery, picking up their pieces like they can be molded to fit your own emptiness. But it’ll never work, because their pieces may not be as sharp as yours, or as big as yours, even though they can cut you just as deep.

“So no,” I tell her so quietly it’s like we’re sharing a secret that the world isn’t ready to hear. “I don’t know you, or your pain, or even the reason you’re trying to run. But when the devil whispers to your soul, you don’t fight it, because the devil will always be more powerful than you. He’ll find a way to suffocate every good thing you know so you only feel the bad.”

She blinks in silence.

I shrug. “We all have demons, Boots. But the moment you realize they’re not worth fighting, the quicker you’re able to breathe again.”

“And are you? Breathing, I mean.”

I contemplate the answer. To lie or be honest for once. With Ashton the latter seems easier, because she’s frozen behind the same layer of ice I am, but we’re buried under different levels.

She’s not as broken as me, and if I tell her the truth she’ll only sink deeper until nobody can save her.

“Like an eighty year old who’s smoked his whole life,” I retort, shoving my hands in my jeans pockets.

She doesn’t seem impressed with the wisecrack.

“You going to tell me?” I press. “Or do I get to guess? I’ve always been good at the guessing game, you know.”

She rolls her eyes.

“Okay,” I prompt. “Well let’s see. You thought I was some chick named Teagan, and I’m going to assume you had a fight. Now, I’d really like to know what it was about considering you mentioned anal bleaching over the phone. Oh, to be a fly on the wall in that conversation …”

Her cheeks turn bright red.

I sigh dramatically. “However, I don’t think that’s who got you upset. Especially because it sounded like she wasn’t there when somebody showed up. Plus, you said it was a dude. And based on the tone in your voice, you weren’t fond of whoever it was. Which, if you were me, could be an array of people. Family. Old friends. Posers. Fans.” I shake my head, eyes piercing hers. “But no, because little ol’ Ashton King seems to be well received. Or, that’s what Tom tells me. Yep, the only person who could push you over the edge is somebody that you used to trust. Maybe even love.”

Her heart monitor picks up as her eyes flare with understanding. She knows I know.

“Rhys Alden.”

She doesn’t need to tell me I’m right, because the way the machine is beeping, it’s all I need to hear.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she whispers.

“Don’t let him ruin you, Boots.” Don’t let anyone ruin you. “Whatever that douchebag said isn’t worth your time or thoughts. It’s over. Next time he shows up, kick his ass out.”

“It’s not that simple,” she barks at me. “Have you ever been in love, Dylan? Do you know what that feels like?”

Averting my eyes, I shake my head.

“Well let me tell you,” she stresses, pain echoing in her tone. “Love feels overpowering. Like there’s nothing in the world that can get between you and that person. Not a bad day. Not rumors. Not even yourself, because you’re consumed in them. You feel tingles, and warmth, and comfort. You feel safe when they hold you, and at ease when they kiss you. Love is my favorite feeling in the world.

“And when that’s gone? Can you guess what that’s like? All the tingles and warmth turn into prickles and chills. The flutters you have in your stomach go eerily still, like all the butterflies died. Everything that made you feel safe with them turns into a question of why you ever spent your life consumed in theirs. You don’t just stop trusting them because they broke you. You stop trusting yourself because you’re not sure you’re able to figure out what love feels like with another person. So, no, Dylan. It’s not as simple as telling the man I was going to marry to just leave. Even when there’s nothing warm left in him.”

We sit in complete silence for a long moment, listening to her breathing even back out after that rant.

You stop trusting yourself.

I look around the room, spotting a pad of paper sitting on the counter by the sink. Why it’s in here since everything is computerized is beyond me, but I take full advantage of it.

Ripping off the top sheet, I hold it up.

“Do you see this piece of paper?”

She skeptically studies the pristine sheet in my hand, confusion dulling eyes that should never look as stormy as they do now.

She blinks when I crumple it up without another word, wadding it into a ball and displaying the aftermath in the palm of my hand.

“Trust is like a piece of paper. Once it’s crumpled, it’ll never be perfect again.”

She stares hard at the paper, her eyes glazing over like I just blew open the floodgates. When I see a single tear fall down her cheek, it takes everything in me not to reach down and swipe it away.

“Doesn’t mean you should stop trusting completely though,” I conclude quietly, dropping the piece of paper onto the bed next to her still hand.

I see her swallow as her eyes slowly travel up to mine.

Before she says anything, the white-haired doctor that was in here when we first arrived walks through the curtain.

“I’m glad to see you’re up,” he chirps happily, his smile making the wrinkles around his eyes more evident. He walks over to the computer and scans his badge to log in, typing away before looking at her.

“I’d like to go over a few things. Ask you some questions.” His light eyes trail to me, brow arched, as if to say, In private.

I stand up, shoving my hands in my pockets.

“I’ll be outside,” I tell them both, walking toward the hall. I stop in my tracks. “Before I forget, here.” I take her cell phone out of my back pocket and hand to her.

She snatches it away, wide-eyed. “Did you go through my phone?”

 I snort as she clutches it to her chest. “I didn’t know who to call, so I used it to get in touch with Teagan. Last I heard she was on her way but got stuck in traffic.”

The accusing glare melts in an instant, and something unfamiliar replaces the gaze. Appreciation? Who knows, but it makes me squirm where I stand. Shuffling my weight from one foot to the other awkwardly, I jab my thumb behind me.

“Well, I’ll be … somewhere.”

I don’t wait for either of them to say something before closing the curtain behind me to give them some privacy.

When I turn around, a frantic brunette is busting through the ER doors and looking around in a frenzy. She’s the same girl that Ashton had with her at the club, and the same chick in the contact photo for Teagan.

When she spots me, she comes barreling over, hair flying in the breeze and purse nearly knocking over a resident. I try my best not to look at the curves that are showcased in the tight tank top and skinny jeans she’s wearing, or how her breasts are bouncing as she jogs to me, but I’m a dude and I can’t help but admire what’s right in front of me.

I’m taken off guard when she tackles me in a hug, boobs firmly pressed against my chest and arms squeezing me so tight I actually start gasping.

This chick obviously works out, because the bear grip isn’t from Pilates like half these LA people do during expensive sessions with personal trainers. Most likely because, a majority of them spend more time screwing their trainer than doing the proper workouts.

She pulls back, chuckling at the discomfort scrawled on my face. “You look like you want to puke,” she laughs, shaking her head. “Listen, I just want to thank you for letting me know she’s here. I’m really the only one she’s got left.”

My lips twitch down. “What about her family?”

Her eyes dull. “She has an aunt out in Vermont, but they’re estranged. Other than that the rest have passed. It’s just been her for a while now. And her friends of course.”

She smiles and punches my arm, like it’s some indication that I’m one of the people she’s talking about.

I clear my throat. “Well the doc is talking to her in there,” I gesture toward the curtain, “and they’ll probably let her go so long as everything checks out. Since you’re here, I’ll leave.”

She grabs my bicep, causing me to wince again. Seeing my reaction, she eyes me but let’s go. “Okay, so you don’t like to be touched.” She nods, brushing the fact off. “For a jackass, you’re pretty decent. I saw the video of her taking the tumble, and you were the only one who helped.”

I still have a problem with that, and wouldn’t mind taking out my frustration on one or more of those assholes’ faces. Seriously, who let’s a bleeding girl just lay helplessly on the sidewalk?

“I just know what it’s like,” I tell her distantly. “But I have to go. If she needs anything she has my number.”

She smirks at me, eyes studying my face. I

can’t tell what she sees, or thinks she sees. But whatever it is, it’s making her face light up.

“Will do, hot stuff.”

My brow quirks, but I don’t question the nickname. It’s better than ‘pretty boy’ like Ashton calls me, yet hearing her say anything other than my name is welcoming.

Fists tightening at the thought, I walk away. I don’t have time for pestering thoughts like that to cross my mind and distract me. Trying to understand that will take too much time.

My phone goes off with a notification from a popular gossip website. When I click the link, my jaw locks tight.

It’s a video of Ashton falling, and a crowd gathering around her. Skimming the ridiculous article, I determine that whoever wrote it is desperate for a story that isn’t there. Claiming Ashton was drunk and disoriented to cope with her breakup.

My eyes narrow in on one of the faces in the crowd, recognition making my anger bubble to a higher level.

A text message comes through, distracting me from the garbage I’m reading.




Bash: Yo, fuckwad, where are you?



I roll my eyes but send him a reply back.




Dylan: Heading back to the hotel. Staying in for

   the night. But want to meet up for drinks

   tomorrow?

Bash: Guess so. Nothing better to do.

Dylan: Make sure your phone is charged.




He doesn’t question it, and I don’t elaborate. Instead, I shove my phone in my pocket, and head out the back entrance of the hospital where I parked my car. Blasting the stereo, rolling down the windows, and slipping on my sunglasses, I look back at the hospital in the rearview before forgetting about the entire day.
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Ashton

Since yesterday, I’ve learned two things.

The first being that pain killers don’t numb pestering thoughts. If anything, they make them more vivid because there’s nothing else for my body to focus on. So after the first dose wore off, I refused to take a second one. At least the rawness of my skin and roaring headache could fill in the anxiety that creeps into my conscience.

All because of Rhys. I could just come forward with the truth so he doesn’t have any leverage over me. There’s nothing for me to hide anyway, and I have yet to figure out Rhys’ angle on the matter. He doesn’t care enough about my reputation, especially now that we’re separated, to care what Conner does to me. He may think I’m some naïve girl, but I’ve learned his way by now. He’s hiding something.

The second thing is that there’s way more to Dylan Hilton than the stereotypical bad boy image he loves playing up. Sure he’s reckless, has no filter, and obviously has some baggage, but behind that façade is a darkness that mirrors my own.

Only the people who’ve been through serious shit can share wisdom like his.

The piece of paper he crumpled up is on my nightstand, still in the same position it was when he left the room.

Once it’s crumpled, it’ll never be perfect again.

Taking the paper, I spread it out on my bedspread, flattening out the winkles like I can save it. Desperate for it to be anything but true.

I never wanted my trust to disintegrate like everything else did with Rhys. But how could I stop it? When you invest yourself in somebody whole-heartedly, it’s hard to trust yourself to make a better decision when it all ends.

For someone who seems to believe that he’s incapable of trust, I think he opened himself up more than he thinks he did. How many people knew that behind the drunken slurs and one-night hookups was somebody who had enough wisdom to change a person? 

He would probably deny it, not wanting anybody to see the sentimental side of him. Although people already saw it when he chose to help me. When he carried me to the hospital and stayed rather than ditching me. Even when he called Teagan, which gained him serious brownie points in her book.

Maybe even in mine, too.

Picking up my phone, I take a picture of the paper and send it to him.




Dylan: If you’re going to send me pictures, make sure there’s something naked in them.




Slipping my bare foot in the frame, I snap another picture, a smirk on my face.




Dylan: Never really been one for foot fetishes

Ashton: I tried fixing the paper

Dylan: And?

Ashton: It didn’t work

Dylan: I told you it wouldn’t

Ashton: You also said that I shouldn’t give up on 

  trust completely




The bubbles under his name wiggle as he types a response, then disappear. I wait for a message to appear, staring at the screen.

After another minute passes by, I debate on whether to just put my phone away. But my fingers have a different idea, thumbs forming a message before I can stop them.




Ashton: Did you fall asleep? I thought rock stars

   stayed up all hours of the night?

Dylan: I have company.




My lips form an O.




Ashton: You mean like a girl?

Dylan: I don’t tend to entertain men

Ashton: Oh. Well I guess I’ll see you during our

 session. 



I was given a week to recuperate before diving into work, which meant we’d only have about three weeks to come up with a song. It isn’t a lot of time, but we could manage it so long as we stay on track.

Something tells me that it won’t be easy with Dylan being the co-writer.

When disappointment fills my stomach over his brush-off, I tell myself it’s only because I want somebody to talk to and Teagan fell asleep early. If I believe it’s anything else, I’ll only drown deeper in self-pity, knowing that Dylan would still rather be screwing random chicks than talk to me.

It shouldn’t matter, but it does.

Staring at the paper in front of me, I run my fingertips across the ridges and wrinkles, feeling their imperfections like they’re my own. 

I sigh, crumple it back up, and throw it in the trash bin next to my bed. Turning off my phone before plugging it into the charger, I flip off the lamp and stare at the alarm clock illuminating in the dark.

Usually I’d be sleeping by now, especially since I’m up at five to go for a run. But the doctor advised me to take a break from running for a while. Between his lecture and my managers as soon as she saw the videos, there was no walking out unscathed. Not to mention I’m well under my expected weight, and needed almost three bags of IV fluids because I was dehydrated. That led to an hour-long lecture by Teagan as she drove us home, reminding me that she told me to stop pushing myself.

She never pushed the reason why I chose to, not like Dylan. At least she knew what lines not to cross, and when to stop questioning me. Something tells me when Dylan and I meet up next week at Stella’s studio—common ground—he won’t be so easy on me.

And because my mind has nowhere else to travel, I can’t help but wonder if he’s actually with a girl right now. I mean, it’s two in the morning. It wouldn’t really surprise me if he just got in from a club or bar. A lot of places in the area do last call at one or two and close at three. But for people like Dylan, they’ll sometimes stay open later.

I turn on my side, hugging my pillow tightly under my head. Forcing my eyes closed, all I can see is Rhys’ face. The way he looked at me like I was public enemy number one. For once, I wish he would open his damn eyes and see what Conner is.

I groan loudly and throw the blankets off me, walking over to the desk and grabbing my music folder from the top draw. I flip to the song he wants to give to Conner. It doesn’t make any sense why he’d want something slow like this. It’s practically a love song—a duet that doesn’t fit any of his music.

My eyes scroll over the words scribbled onto the page, looking at the lines that he wrote about me back when he saw me as the only girl he could love.

There’s a light in her eyes that can light up the sea, and a warmth in her smile that brings men to their knees. She’s an envy, she can end me with a single look.

I snort, shoving the page away from me. If I could end him with a single look right now I’d do it in a heartbeat.

Even with her head to the ground, she always stands out. A fire in her soul that makes an ethereal sound. She’s a beauty, she sees through me like an open book.

Pressing my lips together, I shake my head. Back then, seeing through Rhys was just seeing through the little white lies he gave. Like when I was sick and he told me I still looked beautiful even though my hair was a mess and my nose was Rudolph-red. Or pretending he liked the charred food I cooked for him before I learned the importance of following recipes.

Before reading on, Teagan knocks at my door, causing me to startle.

She looks half-asleep still, rubbing her eyes and yawning. “Your potential boy-toy is at the living room window, throwing rocks like some leather-clad Romeo.”

My brows pinch. “Um … who?”

She eyes me. “Who else? Dylan. He already threw something at my window and woke me up, and he moved onto the ones in the living room. Go get him before I stab him with my stiletto for waking me up.”

I’ve learned to never mess with Teagan’s sleep schedule. She almost scratched my eye out back in high school when I woke her up an hour before she needed to be awake. Learned my lesson then and never made the mistake again.

What I can’t figure out is why Dylan is throwing rocks at the window at this hour.

What about the girl?

I flip the light on as I enter the living room, making my way past the leather sectional in the middle of the floor. My eyes search the garden that’s lined up outside the window, and see a tall outline walking toward the next set of glass on the other side of the room.

I open the window. “Lurking is pretty creepy, don’t you think?”

He turns around, only part of his face showing in the solar lights on the side of the house. He’s wearing all black, with a leather jacket completing the ensemble, which masks him in the shadows.

When he saunters over, my jaw drops.

“What happened to your face?” I grate, my hand cupping his bruised cheek. My thumb moves over his split lip, which looks like it hurts.

His body tenses under my touch, but he eases into the warmth of my palm as my fingers brush against the swell of his cheekbone.

“You need ice,” I say quietly, gesturing for him to come through the open window.

Once he’s inside, I close it, and Dylan latches the lock. In the light, the bruise looks worse, and his bottom lip is swollen.

“What happened?” I ask again.

He shrugs. “Nothing.”

“Nothing,” I repeat dryly. I roll my eyes and yank on the sleeve of his jacket, pulling him after me and toward the kitchen. “Obviously something happened for you to look like that.”

“It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with, Boots,” he informs me, chuckling when I force him to sit down on the stool at the island.

Grabbing an ice pack from the freezer and wrapping it in a dish cloth, I gently press it against his cheek. He winces, whether in pain or because it’s cold I don’t know, but settles in, shoulders relaxing as he looks at me.

“Is it a kink thing?” I blurt out, blushing profusely as soon as the words leave my mouth.

He bursts out laughing, shoulders shaking at the idea. “You think this is a kink thing?” he bellows, holding my wrist steady so the icepack remains still.

My face burns. “You said you had company. How am I supposed to know what you’re into?”

His eyes turn heated. “If you really want to know, all you need to do is ask.”

Gulping, I pull my wrist away from his grip. I put the icepack in his hand, looking away from him and grabbing the first aid kit from under the sink. I can feel his eyes on my ass, practically burning a hole through the shorts I’m wearing.

“So if it’s not a kink thing, then you got into a fight,” I state hoarsely, tearing open the alcohol wipe. “This is going to hurt,” I murmur apologetically, dabbing his cut lip. He winces again, but his eyes stay focused on my face as I clean the wound. The dried blood washes away with the wipe, leaving the swelling and slight purple-ish discoloration around the area.

My eyes go to his for a nanosecond before moving to his cheek, which he hasn’t put the icepack back on.

“You can tell me what happened, you know,” I add casually. “At least tell me the other guy started it. Something.”

He grins. “Would that make you feel better?”

“What?”

He opens his legs up, grabbing my waist and yanking my body forward until I stumble in between his thighs. I struggle to keep my breath calm, ignoring the tingles spreading up my spine as his hands go from my waist to my hips, his fingertips digging in slightly to the cotton fabric covering my flesh.

“Would it make you feel better if I told you that the other guy started it?” he reworded, eyes laser-focused on my face.

I lower the alcohol wipe. “A little,” I admit.

He smirks. “He did … in a way.”

I frown. “That’s not very convincing, Dylan. Fighting isn’t going to get Tom off your case. If you get into trouble—”

“I righted a wrong,” he defends. “And if Tom asks, I’ll tell him the truth. Even he can’t penalize me for doing the right thing.”

I put the wipe down on the counter next to us. “Since when is violence of any kind the right thing? Throwing punches isn’t the answer.”

“I kicked him first if it makes you feel better.”

I roll my eyes. “Are you going to tell me what happened? Who you hit?”

His smirk widens. “Nope.”

“Are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

“You weren’t answering your phone.”

“It’s off.”

He shrugs. “Well since I didn’t get any replies, I opted to show up. Figured since it’s late I’d try a window rather than the front door. Couldn’t figure out which one was yours though.”

“I didn’t reply because you said you were with a girl,” I say slowly. “You made it pretty obvious you were busy.”

“I said I had company,” he corrects.

“Well you didn’t deny it was girl company!”

His lips waver, like he’s holding back laughter. “Technically, I just said that I didn’t entertain men, which is true. They don’t do it for me, and many have tried. No need to worry about my sexcapades.”

My face screws. “Why would I worry?”

“You’re obviously jealous.”

“Whoa now,” I stop him, backing up. He drops his hold on my hips, keeping the distance I put between us. “I am not jealous. I was being considerate by giving you time alone with your company, male or female.”

Humor illuminates his face.

I blink. “Wait, were you fighting someone?”

His lips twitch upward.

“You were busy beating somebody up?” I deadpan. I throw my hands up. “You could have just told me that. Wait, no. Don’t tell me over text that you’re fighting somebody.”

“Would you prefer I call?”

“I’d prefer you not fight at all.”

He shrugs. “Some people deserve it, Boots.”

“Ever hear of being the bigger person?”

His eyes gleam with deviousness. “I’m usually the bigger person. At least that’s what the ladies tell me.”

I shove his shoulder. “Not what I meant, asshole.”

He just chuckles.

I move his hand to his cheek so the icepack is back on the swollen area. His eyes roam over my cheek, looking at the scrape. With his free hand, he brushes the pad of his thumb around the area, careful not to touch it directly.

“How’s your head?”

Besides the scrapes on my cheek and chin, and the slight cut on the inside of my lip that my teeth caught on impact, I have a mild concussion.

I clear my throat, ignoring the warmth his palm is radiating. “It’s fine. I’m really not that sore. Embarrassed more than anything.” I bite my lip. “There are videos, you know. Not one of my finer moments, that’s for sure.”

He goes stoic, pulling his hand away. “I saw,” he deadpans, voice deadly.

The change in his demeanor surprises me.

“Believe me, I saw,” he growls. “I’m sick of dickwads like that taking advantage of people. Christ, we’re human, too! You were hurt, and somebody should have helped you.”

His hands are shaking so bad that I put mine on them to stop. He looks down at our hands, jaw clenching tight as his Adam’s apple bobs with a hard swallow.

“They all deserve to get pummeled,” he mutters underneath his breath.

My eyes widen. All?

“Please tell me you didn’t,” I groan, taking my hands off his. “Dylan, tell me you didn’t do anything to those people.”

He couldn’t have, could he? It’s not like he saw everybody’s face. He wouldn’t know where to go even if he had.

There’s no apology or guilt in his features as he meets my eyes. Rather, proud recognition that affirms my suspicion.

“Dylan,” I chide.

“I recognized somebody in the video posted,” he states causally, shrugging.

“So you beat him up!”

I run my hands down my face, pacing in front of him. What if Tom finds out? There’s no way he could justify what Dylan did!

“He could sue you!” I point out gingerly.

He shakes his head. “He won’t. James Wicker is a freelance journalist who has practically been stalking me. Fuck, I could counter sue for the slander he puts out in the tabloids.”

My heart picks up in my chest, worry making it implode. If this guy knows who he’s fighting, he wouldn’t waste time going after money for compensation. “If he knows who you are, he’ll go after your money. You can’t know for sure that you’re safe. Oh my God.”

He stands up and walks over to me, his large palms settling on my shoulders to stop me from moving. He peers down at me, eyes light with sublimity, and expression washed with calmness.

“He won’t, Ashton. He threw the first punch, there’s evidence.”

My lips part. “What?”

He nods, lips tipping up. “Granted, I may have egged him on a little. Waited until he was drunk so his judgment was off, but it’s all the same. He threw the first punch, I simply defended myself. It would hold up in court.”

“And there’s evidence?” I question.

“Saw somebody record it.”

My eyes bug out of my head. “The whole thing? Dylan, if that person tries selling it off, people could spin that against you.”

“Would you relax?” he muses, his palms moving down my bare arms. They settle on my wrists, wrapping around them and moving them up so my palms are pressed against his chest.

“It was just Bash.”

“Bash?”

He nods once. “Yep. He agrees with me. The asshole deserved it.”

I blink back my shock. Dylan and Bash beat up a guy … for me?

Dylan beat up a guy for me.

The realization made foreign flutters fill my stomach—flutters that I thought were dead. But these felt different. Heavier. Fuller. Like there was a swarm rather than just a select few.

I swallow. “Well, uh, thanks?”

He winks. “Anytime.”

I eye him. “Not ‘anytime.’ You’re supposed to be staying out of trouble. That requires you not to punch people, regardless if they deserve it.”

That doesn’t seem to faze him. “Life goes on, Boots. It’s over with, so stop worrying about me.”

“I can’t help it,” I admit before I stop myself.

His eyes lower to mine, the color darkening.

“Some people aren’t worth worrying about,” he says quietly, like he truly believes that.

What he means to say is, I’m not worth worrying about.

“That’s not true,” I argue.

“I’m not good.”

“You’re not as bad as you want people to believe,” I counter.

We stare at each other, air growing thick between us. My heart hammers in my chest as his eyes dip to my lips.

He wants to kiss me.

I should back up.

He punched someone for you.

I should tell him to go.

But you won’t.

My palms are still pressed to his chest, but not because he’s holding them there. No, his hands are back to my hips, fingertips digging in a little rougher than before. My breath catches in my chest as he backs me into the fridge, the stainless-steel cool against the thin pajamas I’m in. Goosebumps cover my arms as I stare at him, seeing a fire ignite in his eyes.

“I’m going to kiss you now,” he informs me before fusing his lips with mine.

It’s not a soft kiss despite his split lip, like he’s searching for the pain rather than easing it. He presses my body against the fridge, his hands trailing up and under my sleep shirt so his hot palms are flat against my stomach.

He opens my lips with his, letting his tongue tease mine, angling his head so he can taste me better. My hands are trapped on his chest, like he doesn’t want me moving them or touching him.

I squirm to move, wanting to tangle my fingers in his unruly hair, but he keeps me trapped. He rolls his hips forward, his thick length pressing against the inside of my thigh making me moan into his mouth.

His teeth bite down on my lip, drawing it into his mouth and sucking it. He pulls back, but only for a second before he’s kissing me again, this time harder and hungrier.

He’s everywhere, consuming me. His scent. His taste. His breath. He’s overloading my senses with everything him, with just a kiss.

His hands slide out from under my shirt and grip my butt, squeezing before trailing down the back of my thighs and scooping me up so my legs wrap around his hips.

It gives him more access to roll his length harder into me, causing me to mewl and roll my hips forward in return. My body is quickly overheating, but in the best way possible. As soon as I’m secure around him, his hands go back to my butt, gripping me with his fingers teasing the edge of my shorts so they’re brushing against the panties underneath.

“Damn,” a voice breathes from across the room, breaking us apart and leaving us breathing heavily.

Wide-eyed, I stare at Teagan with my cheeks burning at the amused expression on her face.

I unwrap myself from Dylan, and reluctantly he lets me down.

“I’m going to need more than just a cold glass of water after seeing that,” she states, gaze bouncing between us.

She waves her hand, as if urging us to continue, backing out of the room to give us space.

I close my eyes, catching my breath. “You should go,” I suggest, not looking at him. My eyes stay locked on my painted toes, the dirt speckled tile, anything but the heated gaze I know he’s casting my way.

“I …” I shake my head, brushing my hair behind my ears. “I hope you have a good night. You can keep the ice pack if you don’t have one. Maybe take a Motrin when you get back to the hotel.”

I start walking away from him, but he catches my upper arm.

“That’s all?” he challenges. “Look at me.”

I don’t. “You can use the front door this time,” I mutter, before pulling out of his grasp and walking away.




The smell of brewing coffee pouring slowly into the pot only makes my desperation for it grow as my messy hair, tired eyes, and slumped shoulders hover over the machine.

I can feel Teagan’s burning eyes trying to inquire details from my moment of weakness the other night, but there’s not enough coffee in the world to prepare me for that conversation.

It’s why I’ve been avoiding her as much as I can since it happened, and that’s no easy task.

“Not now, Teag.”

She chortles. “Um, yes now. I have given you space for the last week, but I can’t wait any longer. You got some ‘splainin to do, girlfriend. I didn’t just walk into a small lip lock, y’all were about to hump each other’s brains out. Not that I’m complaining. Hell, I’m happy for you. But—”

“Don’t be happy for me,” I groan, brushing my hands through my frizzy hair. I turn to face her, displaying the bags under my eyes from another sleepless night. “I did something stupid! I kissed Dylan.”

She cocks her head “And?”

I scoff, body jolting to the sound of the machine finishing its brew. “And I …” I lower my voice, “liked it.”

She bellows out a laugh. “You make it sound like that’s a bad thing. It was a kiss, Ash. With a smoking hot guy. Of course you liked it! You’d have to be gay not to.”

I grab the biggest mug from the cupboard and fill it up to the top. Emptying two sugar packets and stirring it into my liquid salvation, I hold it in my hands like it’s going to bring me back to life.

One week. That’s how long I’ve avoided talking about what happened with Dylan. He’s only texted me once since it happened, but I never replied. I only confirmed our session today as a means of civil business. The kiss? I’m forcing myself to believe it never happened.

But it did. And it keeps playing on repeat in my head like a broken record.

“Ash, look at me,” she demands softly.

I blink a few times, taking a long sip of coffee before my eyes meet hers.

“Put the coffee down,” she says next.

I shake my head.

She eyes me. I sigh and set it on the counter next to me, looking back at her with my hands crossed on my chest.

Standing up, she walks in front of me with a serious expression on her face. “You did nothing wrong, okay? You kissed a guy and you liked it. It’s not like you committed murder. Stop beating yourself up over it.”

I glance at the floor. “I don’t think I can face him,” I admit weakly. “I promised myself not to get used by guys like him, and I let it happen anyway.”

“Babe,” she chides, grabbing my arms. “Let me ask you something. Why did you let him? If you didn’t really want to, you would have kicked him in the balls again. Obviously a part of you thought it was okay.”

I run my tongue over my bottom lip, wondering if she’s right.

You know she is.

And it makes me sink into the possibility that I’m more like Dylan than I want to believe. Our connection comes at the cost of that heavy realization. But I don’t admit that to her.

“He defended me,” I tell her. “He and Bash both did, actually. And it made me feel …” I shrug, leaning my back against the edge of the counter, coffee forgotten. “I don’t know. Not safe. Not happy. Just content, I guess. Kind of like I did when Rhys and I were together.”

“If all you felt for Rhys was content when you were together, then the asshat isn’t worth remembering. What did he want anyway?”

“Nothing,” I lie. “Forgiveness, I guess.”

She makes a face. “Forgiveness?”

I shrug. “He didn’t mean it. He never means it. You know Rhys. It’s all a game to him.”

A game he always wins.

She frowns, pulling me in for a hug. “Is that why you went out?”

I don’t answer. She knows it’s the reason, so it needs no confirmation.

There should be some sort of sadness or tears that I blink away, but nothing comes. My eyes are dry, and my heart is eerily steady in my chest rather than thumping in its cage.

I wish I was sad over Rhys, but I’m not capable of the emotion. It’s like my heart and mind are battling logic and recklessness, my mind wanting me to do what’s smart but my heart doing what it wants regardless.

“Well you signed a contract,” she sighs. “So as much as you don’t want to see Dylan, you have to. Just don’t make a huge deal of the kiss, and he won’t.”

I give her a doubtful look. “We’re talking about the same Dylan, right? The one who pushes people past their limits to get what he wants? He won’t let me forget this.”

Her eyes see the truth in it, but she doesn’t acknowledge it.

“Perk up, bitch,” she announces, handing me my coffee. “There is nobody in this world that can control you unless you let them. If you don’t want Dylan, then ignore his advances. If you want Rhys out of your life for good, then make it happen. Neither of them deserve to get a reaction out of you unless you choose to let them have that power over you.”

I blink at my best friend, wondering when she got so … wise.

“I know, I know,” she muses as if she reads my mind. “Why am I so amazing? It’s a gift, babe. I’ve got plenty of other words of wisdom and advice stashed away, but most of them have to do with you naked with a certain rockstar, and since you’re freaking out about a kiss, I think we should hold off on that coming true for a little while.”

I gape at her casualness, rolling my eyes after she busies herself with making her French vanilla coffee.

When the machine sputters back to life, she turns to me, a devious grin on her face. “I need to know, Ash. Is he good? He looked like his kiss could get you off.”

My face flushes. “Really, Teagan?”

She shrugs. “I’m curious, what can I say? I’ve kissed plenty of guys in my time, whether for my job or just because I wanted to, and none of them looked like they were consumed in me.”

“He was trying to get laid,” I reason doubtfully, feeling my lips tingle with the memory of his lips against them. It made my heart skip in my chest, and my hands grip the cup in my hand a little tighter like I gripped him last night.

Damn you, memory.

I couldn’t deny that the kiss was one of the best ones I had, but I also wasn’t going to admit it. I mean, he had a reputation with women. Obviously, he was a great kisser, or else they wouldn’t flock to him so much.

Well, maybe the money had an influence on their intrigue, but still. I remind myself that I’m one of the many, and I’m probably just a notch in his belt.

I sit down on the stool, my coffee still gripped tightly in my palms. “I’m chalking it to temporary insanity. Hell, he beat someone up for me. That deserved a kiss.”

“Or a head smack,” she counters questionably, eyes looking at me like I’m nuts. I’ve never condoned violence before, even if it’s deserved. It just gets messy in the press, and Dylan can’t afford that.

Neither can I.

My lips twitch knowing that I may be in it again because of Conner.

“Okay, who pissed in your Cheerios?” she quips, nudging my shoulder. “You look like that time your old middle school crush said he was taking Angela Morris to the Valentine’s dance instead of you.”

The only reason I was so disgruntled over Evan taking Angela to the dance was because he already agreed to take me. Grandma helped pick my dress out and everything, just for me to get ditched. I never went, even though my grandparents told me to go with Teagan and have fun without him.

“You’re too young to care about boys,” Grandpa told me that day.

Grandma laughs. “You’ll say that until the day she’s sixty.”

Grandpa nods. “Damn straight. Ain’t no boy worth your heartache, baby girl. We’re all tools. Just stay away from us.”

Guess I should have paid better attention to the things he said.

“I just have a lot to think about,” I tell her earnestly. It’s not like I can tell her the truth, because who knows what she’ll do? She’s as sporadic as Dylan is, maybe even worse. Although she’s never beaten anyone for me, so he’s got that on her.

Not to mention Teagan hates Rhys. She didn’t like him from the day I started seeing him. There were times when he seemed to grow on her, but as time went on she just kept finding reasons to warn me away from him.

What is it about me and advice that I’m so bad about taking?

I sigh heavily. “Do you think Dylan will make a huge scene at the studio?”

She grins. “Is it wrong that part of me hopes so? He’s got the brooding, bad boy thing down. Somehow, he looks hotter.”

One of my brows arch. “It sounds like you’re more interested in him than I am.”

“More interested?” she repeats, eyes flashing. “So does that mean that there’s a part of you mentally screaming his name like a fantasy orgasm? Maybe Southern Ashton?” She gestures toward her lower half, wiggling her eyebrows.

I snort. “While I won’t deny that the kiss had me hot and bothered, it was only ever going to be a kiss. And some mild groping. I don’t condone you going after him knowing how many women he’s been with, but I won’t stop you from it either.”

She laughs, nearly spilling her freshly poured coffee. “Oh, please. Even if I wanted to, which I totally do but wouldn’t act on, he wouldn’t go after me. The guy may be an ass, but he cares. Even the smallest part of him. He wouldn’t kiss me after kissing you.”

I stare at my coffee, not voicing my doubt in that statement. Neither of us really knows Dylan. We just know he has decent moments, but who doesn’t? Even Rhys had times when he genuinely cared about people. Which just proves that it doesn’t mean anything special.

She stands across the counter, leaning her elbows on the edge, and gives me her all-knowing look. “Don’t do that.”

I play dumb. “Do what?”

“Compare him to Rhys,” she scolds. “You look constipated every time you think about him. Not that it surprises me. He kept you backed up for how long? Your vagina is practically screaming for a plumber. Or, you know, guitarist. He’d be great with his hands.” She stops me from saying anything. “Not every guy is going to be like him. The more you compare, the more you’re fooling yourself out of moving on.”

I down half my coffee before replying. “I’m not fooling myself. I’m giving myself time. Not every celebrity jumps from guy to guy. Some of us like a breather.”

“I respect that, Ash. In fact, I’m happy to hear it. For the longest time it was like I was watching my best friend suffocate because of a guy who wouldn’t share his oxygen.”

My lips twitch, sadness creeping into my heart. Sadness because she’s right, because I let Rhys take everything from me. But still no sadness over Rhys himself. Just for the people he hurt along with me.

“But you know what?” she asks, causing me to look up at her.

She winks. “There are some serious hotties who know CPR. What better way to breathe again, am I right?”

I groan, finishing off my coffee.

“I have to go,” I inform her.

As I walk out of the kitchen, she yells, “You should ask Dylan if he’s CPR certified!”


[image: ]

Dylan

You’ve got to be kidding me.

The studio that Ashton gave me directions to lead to a secluded line of buildings on the outskirts of the city, the brick siding chipped and one of the windows boarded up.

I stare at the address she texted me again, looking up to match the numbers by the red door. Sure enough, I’m at the right place. Unless she gave me the wrong address on purpose over what happened.

Wouldn’t surprise me too much after the way she looked at me before leaving the kitchen. It’d taken me a solid five minutes trying to figure out why she looked like I’d kicked her puppy before I finally left.

My eyes caught a glimpse of a silver car parked in the alley next to the building, with LA rental plates on it.

Before I can inspect it, the front door opens, and a white-haired lady appears.

“You coming in or what?” she calls, hands on her hips. “I ain’t got all day to watch you staring like a moron.”

I chuckle at her bluntness, walking up the cement steps and stopping right in front of her. She stares at me, eyes lingering a little longer on the front of jeans, then snaps her eyes back up to my face.

“Anyone ever tell you that you could be the love child of David Bowie and Richard Marx?”

I sputter out a laugh. “Uh, nope.”

She nods once. “You ain’t the prettiest of creatures, but you’ll do.” She gestures for me to follow her inside despite the backhanded compliment. Reluctantly, I do.

Leading us down a hall, I ask, “Are you going to tell me who you are since you seem to know me?”

She stops, turning to me. Her expression is pinched with bleakness as she eyes me. “I’m the owner of this studio. Name’s Stella.”

I look around the small space. “Is Ashton here yet?”

She points toward the door to our right, where a soft melody rings through the thick wood. I hone in my senses, listening to the sultry sound of the piano keys, the noise a quiet hum melded with jarring undertones.

Two sides of a broken soul—one shattered, the other mendable.

I don’t want to admit that Ashton is anything like me, because that means she’s too broken to fix. And nobody should have to suffer that fate but me. Yet her song doesn’t lie, and it makes me drawn to her that much more.

“Been here since nine this morning,” Stella states, leaning against the wall. She stares at the door, like she can see Ashton playing through it.

I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s almost noon, which means she’s been at this for hours. Has she been playing the entire time?

“She always gets lost in the music when she’s got a lot on her mind,” she explains without necessity. Still, my curiosity ate it up and demanded more.

“Did she say what?”

She snorts. “She’s too damn stubborn to admit she’s got problems. Won’t see it only makes her human. I imagine it’s because of my grandson.”

My brows pinch. “Your grandson?”

“Rhys.”

My lips form an O.

“Don’t look so surprised,” she snarls.

I put my hands up. “So it’s Rhys then?”

She eyes me. “Maybe. She mentioned something about a poor decision, too. Could be a mixture of them.”

Poor decision? Alarms sound in my head, and uneasiness settles in my stomach knowing damn well that the poor decision is me and what happened between us.

  I keep my expression distant, lips drawing into a calm smile. “Well, good thing it’s a new day. Maybe she’ll make better choices.”

She steps forward, boney finger jabbing into my chest. “You better make those choices easy for her, hot shot. I ain’t got all day to babysit.”

“Babysit?”

My eyes go to the door. She’s making Stella stick around while I’m here?

I shake my head, scoffing. “We don’t need you here, Stella. Rest assured, we’ll be fine.”

Her eyes look like they’re trying to stab me. “You may not need me here, but she does.”

My jaw locked, teeth grinding at the thought of Ashton needing somebody to watch us. Did she not feel safe with me? The feeling burns me as it goes through my system, like acid deteriorating me from the inside out.

I huff. “Well I’m here, and I’ve got better places to be so I have no intention of staying any later than I have to.”

She shrugs. “Fine then.”

She doesn’t look like she believes me, so I feel the need to elaborate. “Listen, lady. The last place I want to be is in a rundown studio with a country singer who can’t handle a little change in her life.”

The door swings open, causing my attention to snap to a less-than-pleased Ashton. Based on the way she glares daggers at me, she heard everything I just said.

Well fuck.

But then again, it’s the truth. She obviously doesn’t want to handle what happened between us, so she hired a nanny. Fine by me.

“Let’s get this over with,” I tell her, walking by and brushing my shoulder with hers. She stumbles to the side, letting me enter the room. Her heated eyes are following me, I can feel them on the back of my head as I plop down on the piano bench.

Dropping my things on the piano, I scope out the room. My eyes drift to the various instruments scattered everywhere.

“Make yourself comfortable,” she grumbles, walking over to me.

I hit one of the keys on the piano, and she slaps my hand away. Her eyes roam over the notebook I brought, my sunglasses, cell phone, anything but me.

Look at me, dammit.

Her expression turns serious, all business with no room for play in between. It’s respectable, especially on a deadline. Doesn’t mean that I want to spend my time here being suffocated in a tiny studio to get it done.

“So I was thinking—”

“What’s this?” I cut her off, grabbing a black book that’s resting on the top of the piano.

Flipping through the pages, nothing really sticks out. Not before she snatches it from me and shoots me a glare that looks like it could set me on fire if possible.

“Stop touching my stuff!”

I grin. “I seem to recall you not having a problem with me touching your stuff.”

Her jaw locking is all I need to feel the ammunition fire inside of me. It’s that little notion that breaks the douche switch in me, impossible to shut off without manual force.

“You know, it’s okay if you’re not used to it,” I prod causally, shrugging. “Not every guy knows how to properly please a woman. If you felt too much with me, it just shows you were deprived with Mr. Country all those years.”

Her fists clench the notebook that she clutches to her chest. My eyes dip down to her breasts, which the notebook makes press up so they’re on better display for me.

She glances down, quickly covering herself once she realizes what I’m staring at.

“Rhys and I have nothing to do with you,” she spits angrily. “So don’t bring him up, and don’t make ridiculous claims.”

Propping my elbow on the edge of the piano, I rest my chin on my open palm. “You’re saying he actually managed to give you orgasms? Or did you just fake them. Sometimes when you love somebody, you have to fake an O or two.”

Her eyes widen.

I grin. “Of course, it wasn’t really love. Nah, that dude isn’t capable of it. Too busy compensating for his tiny dick probably.”

Her knuckles are white from the grip she’s got on her notebook, and if she’s not careful the bones will pop right out.

But does that stop me? Nope.

Call me petty but I don’t deal with people pissing me off. And her little comment to her ex’s grandma isn’t going to slip my mind anytime soon.

“You look like you’re going to blow,” I note, chuckling at the way her nose flares as she tries keeping calm. “And not in a fun way either. You know, where you’re on your knees in front of me with your mouth—”

“Enough!” she blasts, standing up so quickly she nudges the bench back, nearly knocking me off it.

She moves away from me, keeping her back in my direction. I feel good about getting a reaction from her until I see the way her body is shaking, and the sudden paleness to her skin tells me it’s not in anger.

Well fuck me.

“Ash?”

She whips around, the devil in her eye. “Do not call me Ash. You don’t have that right. Only my friends get to call me it.”

Her cheeks have no color, and even her eyes look drained of anything that made her beauty stand out.

I put my hands up in surrender. “Listen, I’m—”

She puts her hand up to silence me, and I’m smart enough to clamp my lips shut. “If you’re going to apologize, don’t bother. I’m sick of people bullshitting me and expecting me to believe them.”

I’m sorry, I finish silently. There’s no point in telling her, because she won’t believe it, and I wouldn’t blame her. But I do mean it, regardless.

She nods tersely. “That’s what I thought,” she grumbles when nothing but silence fills the gap in conversation.

Her chest rises slowly, her eyes drifting shut like she’s focusing on deep breaths. It’s a technique I’ve tried too many times myself. It never worked, but I can see the tenseness on her face loosen.

I just watch her intently, waiting for her to finish. There’s no point in opening my mouth, because she’ll probably hate what comes out no matter what I say.

Granted, it’s my own doing.

Finally, she states, “This won’t work. We’re only going to waste time at each other’s throats if we’re alone.”

That’s not the only thing we’d do alone together.

Maybe asking if she’s ever had hate sex wouldn’t be the best thing right now, but it doesn’t stop curiosity from bubbling in the back of my mind.

“We need Ian.”

That dissolves the fantasy.

“We most certainly do not,” I deadpan, standing up.

She throws her hands up. “What are we going to do then, Dylan? When we’re together we argue and don’t get anything done. This collaboration might be a joke to you, but I intend to take it seriously.”

“It’s not a joke,” I inform her, but she doesn’t seem convinced. “It’s not, okay? I know I’ve given you a hard time, but it’s because I don’t like the idea of other people fixing our problems. My problems.”

She crosses her arms on her chest. “Well, do you plan on fixing them?”

I press my lips together.

“They’re not going to go away on their own,” she states matter-of-factly. “Accepting help isn’t a bad thing, so don’t make it out to be. Tom is doing what he thinks is best, just like my manager is.”

I blow out a breath, leaning my hip against the edge of the piano. “You can’t tell me that it’s easy for you to accept help.”

She averts her gaze. “I accept when I’m wrong and do whatever it takes to make it right.”

Eyes narrowing, I stare at her. “And you’re in the wrong now? You’re working with us because the press is making you seem like the bad guy. You had a public break up after that fuckwad cheated. That’s not your fault, Boots.”

She just shrugs. Shrugs. The notion loose, shoulders slumped. Defeated.

Oh fuck no.

I stalk over to her, not thinking when my finger tips her chin up so she’s looking at me. But she needs to see how serious I am, how pissed seeing her like this makes me.

“Never let them win.”

She gapes at me.

“Never let them make you feel like nothing,” I continue, voice hard. “They are going to do whatever it takes to make you feel little. You’re the fucking ocean, Ashton. People like them can’t cross you, can’t belittle you, can’t defeat you.”

My jaw ticks, fingers twitching to touch her again in some way. Comforting. Claiming. Anything.

“People like you should never be tainted by people like us,” I conclude, voice cracking at the admission.

Her brows draw in. “People like us?”

“Like Rhys. Me.”

Something flashes in her eyes. A new kind of pain. Sympathy. Guilt. A deadly mixture that could be mistaken for her caring. And she shouldn’t care, because damn if I don’t mean it.

Rhys and I aren’t that different. We’re both players. We both say shit we don’t mean. What we do is for personal gain, never for anybody else.

“Believe me, you don’t want to categorize yourself with him,” she tells me quietly.

“I deserve to be,” I counter. “I’m at least man enough to own up to that.”

“And that’s already more than he ever is.”

I don’t say anything, not wanting to delude what I really am—who I am. I could pretend that I’m willing to change for her, but I’d be wasting both of our time. Shacking up with chicks who want to change you, make you better, aren’t worth my effort. They’re only disappointed in the end, which is why I don’t bother tangling myself up in their fantasy.

There’s no point in making Ashton think I’ll be any different.

“Let’s just try to make this work,” I suggest, hoping she won’t call Ian. “I’ll be on my best behavior. Kind of hard not to be with the babysitter outside the door.”

Her face screws. “Who are you talking about? Stella?”

“You didn’t have to ask her to stay,” I murmur. “I’m not that much of a tool.” I cringe internally, not sure I believe that’s true. “Well, okay, maybe I am. But having your ex’s family watching us is a low blow.”

The confusion washing over her face looks genuine. “I didn’t ask her to stay to watch us. It’s not like I don’t trust—” She stops herself, sighing. “It’s not like I think you’ll hurt me.”

My lips twitch at the correction.

She doesn’t trust you.

“Listen, you don’t have to bullshit me, okay? I’m a big boy, I think I can handle it. I’d hate to keep being the poor decision you make. Just know that you’re only adding to our list of firsts.”

The concept makes her cheeks flush, or maybe it’s me calling her out. Either way, I want to know if they’re warm over the idea. My palm itching to press against them to know for sure.

Shoving my hands in my pockets before they get me in trouble, I walk over to the piano. “We should call a truce until we get something done.”

She slowly makes her way over to me, giving me a studious stare before sitting back down on the bench, adjusting a blank sheet of paper in front of her.

“You’re good,” I blurt out.

She looks up at me.

I clear my throat. “Playing the piano,” I elaborate, shrugging. “Heard you when I came in. What’s your favorite to play on it?”

Her brows arch up. “You want to talk about what I like to play on the piano?”

The surprise in her tone is like a punch to the gut, but every blow I get is deserved. When do I ever put interest in something that doesn’t directly involve me? No wonder she’s surprised over the fact I’m intrigued with her.

And fuck me do we need to put a stop to that.

Brushing it off, I flick some music sheets already set up on the stand. “Yeah, I do. If you like playing it, you must have a favorite.”

She waits a moment before answering. “I never would have admitted this, but I have a place in my heart for classical music.”

I hear an untold story threaded between the lines of her explanation, and I want to dive into it.

“Why wouldn’t you want to admit it?” I prod.

She lets out a soft sigh. “My grandpa taught me how to play a lot of the classics when I was little. But after a while, playing songs like that didn’t seem like fun. It felt like a chore, and I didn’t have interest in it. Back then playing piano was just something I did to make him happy.”

“But?”

She shifts slightly, body angling to me like it’s drawn by my interest. “I found music that I wanted to play, and fell in love with the sound. The feeling. When I play, it’s like every vibration is felt throughout my body. Grandpa didn’t like much music, so he stopped teaching me when I learned to play on my own. But he … he passed away, and it’s the music that I used to hate that I love the most now.”

I nod. “It reminds you of him.”

Her smile is sad. “Yeah, it does.”

I peer down at the keys in front of me, grazing their cool surface. “I’m more of a guitar guy myself.”

“I figured as much since you play one in the band,” she replied half-heartedly, sarcasm mild in her tone.

I chuckle. “Guess that gave it away.”

“Do you play anything else?”

“Not to brag, but I was a badass recorder player back in third grade.” I wink at her, grinning when I see the smile wavering on her lips.

She wants to fight it, but she can’t. Her battle to hate me is being won out by the possibility of something lighter between us. No matter how much hating me would be easier, we speak to each other on a level that not even hate could deter. 

Most people pride themselves in love, like hate is the weaker emotion and a sign of failure. But it takes more time and effort to hate somebody to hide how they really feel. When somebody hates you, their true feelings are screaming out to be felt.

My eyes rake down Ashton’s profile—nude makeup, hair pulled back into a high ponytail, loose sweater that slips off her shoulder, and ripped blue jeans. She’s downplaying her beauty, but it’s still blinding.

Unlike the other girls, she doesn’t try to stand out. And every time she talks back, snaps, or tries to dislike what I say, it only makes her eyes light up like her true feelings are trying to break free from those soulful eyes.

“I’m sure nobody can play ‘Hot Cross Buns’ like you,” she retorts, shaking her head.

I nudge my shoulder with hers. “You know it, baby. All the other kids were jealous over my mad skills.”

She laughs. “I’m sure.”

“So you probably play a lot of country stuff on this, right?”

She looks at me from the corner of my eyes. “Just because my sole genre is country doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate other music. When I play on my own time, it’s usually pop covers. Adele, Michael Bublé, that kind of thing.”

“You sing Adele?”

“It’s nowhere near as good as her, but—”

“Never downplay your own talent,” I cut her off. “I’m no Jimi Hendrix but I’m still pretty fucking good. Just means we bring different shit to the table.”

She snorts in disbelief.

“Hey,” I reason quietly, “I mean it. I may have listened to some of your songs. You’re good at what you do. I can see why Tom wanted us to work with you.”

Her disbelief softens, eyes blinking slowly.

My eyes shift down her again, this time much slower than before, soaking in every inch she gives me. Knowing that she’s watching me only stirs my dick in my pants, causing it to strain against the zipper.

“I should get something from you since you’ve made me spill,” she bargains, voice wispy.

The lust in her eyes can’t be ignored, and I can only image mine are the same way when they lock together.

“What are you thinking?” I ask in a low tone.

We stare at each other, not saying anything. Not moving. Yet our bodies somehow angle toward each other, leaning forward like there’s a force drawing together two poles.

Something inside of her snaps back to reality, the shift inevitable after her eyes blink away the temptation.

Not letting her be the one to end it, I blurt out, “I dance to Abba when nobody’s around.”

Her eyes widen at the admission, and the silence is deafening. After a too long moment, it’s broken by her outburst of laughter, holding her stomach as her body quakes over it.

I close my eyes. Nice one, douche.

Rubbing a palm down my face, I let her laugh it out, getting it out of her system until her eyes are wet from tears as she’s gasping for breath.

“You done?” I grumble, staring at the paper in front of me, picking up a pencil and squeezing it tightly between my fingers.

She presses her lips together, wiping her cheeks of stray tears. “I’m sorry, it’s just not what I was expecting. Please tell me you jam to “Dancing Queen” the most.”

She breaks into another fit of giggles, jaw quivering to contain herself.

“Abba is legendary,” I defend.

“But you’re … you,” she reasons, blinking away tears that form in her eyes. She takes a deep breath, her chest rising with flooded oxygen before slowly lowering again.

A stray tear falls down her cheek, and my thumb captures it before I stop myself.

Her body tenses at the contact as I move my thumb up the trail the tear leaves, slowly wiping away the evidence.

Her eyes are a stunning shade of emerald from the tears, even more captivating than her usual shade. Not that I ever want to see them this way if it means her tears are the only way they come.

I move my hand back, her eyes traveling down to it as I clench the edge of the bench we’re sitting on.

“I’ve never told anyone that,” I admit.

“I don’t see why. It makes you likable.”

Exactly.

She catches on, rolling her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re hiding from, but I’m going to find out. There’s nothing wrong with people liking more than one side of you. Real people will like every version of you anyway.”

I don’t grace her with a reply to that. “We should get down to business. We need to decide how this is going to work. What instruments to use, the pace, that kind of thing.” I look at the piano. “We should have you play if it means that much to you.”

Her eyes go from me to the piano, and I see her swallow like she’s surprised I suggested it.

“I’d like that,” she admits quietly, more to herself than to me.

I just nod.

She picks up her pencil. “So I think a slower paced song would work best for what we’re going through.” I open my mouth to argue, but she stops me. “I’m not talking a love song. Just something that isn’t so …”

“Our normal?” I guess.

“It should be in between what we both do.”

“Your songs are all slower.”

“We could always cut two songs and see what everyone likes better,” she concedes, albeit not very enthusiastically.

My brows go up. “We’re already struggling with one. Do you think two is a good idea?”

“It’s just a suggestion.”

My eyes go to her notebook. “What about something you already have? We could always tweak it to work for both of us.”

Her eyes snap to mine. “No way.”

“Why not?”

“Do I ask to look at your music? You barely let me into your personal life through conversation. What makes you think I’m willing to bare my soul to you through my music?”

You’ve already bared more than you think.

I don’t know which one of us the thought is directed to, so I fling that nosey dick of a conscience away from my shoulder and move the fuck on.

“I never said I had any for you to look at.”

She eyes me my notebook. “You have something similar to my music book. Unless yours is a diary, which would truly be amazing on top of knowing you love Abba, then you should probably stop lying. If we’re going to work together, we need to be real with one another.”

“Real?” I repeat slowly.

She nods once.

“You want real?” I ask, leaning into her so our faces are so close she can feel my breath against her lips. “Real would be admitting that I’d much prefer bending you over this piano and fucking you so hard from behind that you forget everything I told you today. It would be making you scream my name when you’re so full of me you can’t take it anymore. If you want real, baby, I can show it to you way better than I can tell it. And you’d feel it for days after, branded onto your skin, in your head, and on your soul, because I’m the realest fucking person you’re ever going to meet in this industry.”

She’s so still that I think I broke her. But I feel the faintest breath against my own skin, the warmest caress of what my words did to her, and when she blinks there’s something screaming out to me in her eyes.

But I don’t act out on it. Not even with my dick hardening in my pants and yelling for release. Or when she looks down at my lips, her eyes traveling farther down until they see the bulge that wants her attention.

“But we’re not capable of that type of realness yet,” I inform her, leaning back. “Not until you let me call you Ash. Not until we’re friends.”

She licks her bottom lip, wetting it. “Friends don’t fuck, Dylan.”

“On the contrary, many of my friends fuck,” I argue, thinking of Will and Tessa back home in New York. Or even Ian and Kasey in Vermont.

“Well it crosses every boundary.”

I snicker. “Baby, it disintegrates every boundary out there. That’s what makes it’s so intoxicating.”

“Are those friends together?” she asks, her eyes staying on the blank paper.

“Yeah, they are.”

“Well that’s different then. They’re friends because they love each other. We’d … we’re—” She sighs, not knowing how to label us. “We aren’t like them.”

“We love to hate each other,” I agree. “It makes this even more fun, don’t you think? Pretending to get along only to feel that hate bubble until we explode?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Don’t you get it, Ashton?” I press quietly, letting my fingers trail up her thigh. “We’re inevitable. Because even though you don’t want to admit it, you’re wet right now just thinking about all the bad things we could do to each other. How bad we’d be together. And that’s the truth. We’re not made to love each other. We’d be a disaster in the making—a storm nobody can control. A combination nobody would understand. What’s the point of being perfect when being so wrong is where the fun is at?”

She inhales a sharp breath, chest rising and falling faster than before. Drawing in her bottom lip with her front teeth, she tries to focus on anything but me. But what I said. The truth.

My lips graze her ear, brushing against the tops of them, teeth nipping at the flesh. “They think we can fix each other, but we’re already too consumed in the fire.”

Her eyes drift close when I draw back.

The sight of her flushed skin and pink cheeks, her full lip suckling in her mouth, eyes closed, gives me all the inspiration I need for our song.

We need something that shows our struggles—something that tells our deepest truths. Even the ones we don’t always want to admit to ourselves.




Even forever has a limit

Even always has to end

Some people strive for forever when they meet people they connect with, but even forever has to end.
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Ashton

Damn him.

It’s been over a week, and my mind can’t stop wrapping around the first day in the studio. Everything he said, the words he wrote, the damn thoughts he put in my head.

Spending three hours a day in a small space with him is only getting harder—no pun intended—when he does everything he can to make me squirm. A soft brush of his fingers when he takes the paper from me. How his eyes burn my body as he watches me try finding the perfect keys for the song.

He knows what he’s doing, and he wants me to break. But I won’t let my body make any decisions for me, no matter how much it cries out to be touched, kissed, and caressed by every part of him. Good and bad combined, he’s right. We would destroy each other if we ever gave each other the chance.

I’m the realest fucking person you’re ever going to meet.

I think of the ways he wanted to brand the reality of our destruction on me, feeling every shred of truth he listed absorb into my soul like he knew it would.

His grueling voice made it sound like a threat. A warning. But his eyes made it look like a promise. An anticipation to an unhealthy fixation on something neither of us should try discovering.

Dylan’s uncanny ability to send sparks through my body is dangerous, and he’s going to lead us right off the edge of never.

And I’m going to let him.

Because I’m stupid.

Because I’m weak.

Because I want him to.

I told myself that I wouldn’t let a guy destroy me again—that the next time I let somebody into my life, it would be somebody worth mending back together the pieces.

But maybe I just need to experience destruction on my own terms, letting myself pick up the pieces when the time is right. To feel what it’s like to break down in the best way, to feel the war path, the pain, the wave of wrong and embrace how right it can be.

Dylan is going to end me. But I’m going to rebuild myself from the ground up, and the pieces we leave behind when we end will make me unbreakable. 

Over the week, we’ve only gotten two verses down. Dylan has been working on adding acoustics into the song with his guitar, and I’ve been playing around with the piano, trying to get the instruments to meld together.

It doesn’t matter how much we distance ourselves, we always end up side by side by the time our session is done. Me sitting on the edge of the bench, him watching me play the piano like he hasn’t seen anything like it before.

Dylan left twenty minutes ago after getting a phone call that seemed to deviate his focus. It left me time to adjust the music sheet, finding the perfect sound to go along with the lyrics that we came up with.

The keys start to form a hellbent sound that’s somewhere in between cryptic and jarring, a match to the equally jarring lyrics that Dylan is set on, yet the vibrations liven a dead piece of me. My fingers dig into the keys, my eyes closing as I drag my fingertips across the tops to lighten the darkness coming from the instrument.

Two parts of my soul are shaking, the gap between them teasing the idea of being healed, but never stuck together enough to be fully mended.

But music is a powerful medicine that can cure the noise my mind drowns in. If it can become a white noise in the chaos, then maybe there’s hope for me yet.

The melody plays on without a second thought, and I’m lost in the music echoing in the studio. Even outside of our sessions, I want to perfect this song. It’s become more than just a collaboration to save my reputation.

This song will save me.

I can see the notes float by in my mind, drifting in the darkness, completely consuming me. The emotion building in my chest as the music gets heavier swells my heart, and fighting back tears makes me realize that it’s not always the song that causes the emotion, but the people behind them.

A tear slips down my cheek, a testament to the truth hidden behind the words.

You think that you’re a burden.

You think that you’re weak if you cry.

But we both know that you’re more than,

The pain that’s hiding in your eyes.

My fingers still on the last note, eyes scanning the paper in front of me.

Heart thumping against my chest trying to gain my attention, I focus on the words that stick out. Words I don’t know if I can stand behind, like their accusations. Hypocritical notions that keep hiding behind broken truths.

My pen strikes a line through each word, red ink blotting over the new formation, heart lightening its weight in my ribcage.

 She thinks that she’s a burden.

 She thinks she’s weak if she cries.

 Does she know that there’s more than

 The pain that’s hiding in her eyes.

Jaw grinding at the new words, my pen hovers over the paper, itching to write the next few verses. I let out a heavy breath, hand shaking, and set the pen down.

Staring at the keys, I reposition myself to the appropriate ones. Starting to play, I let the song play out for a ten second introduction before adding the new lyrics.

“You’re letting your emotions show,” Rhys says from behind me, startling me from my concentration. His reflection staring back at me with an unreadable expression on his face causes me to turn and face him.

“What are you doing here, Rhys?”

Running his hand against the guitar on the shelf, he asks, “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? This is my studio.”

“It’s not yours yet,” I remind him, irritated he’s laying claim to Stella’s property. “Stella told me I could use it while I’m here.”

“Good ol’ Grandma,” he muses dryly. “Always helping the less fortunate.”

My eye twitches at the remark, but I don’t bother saying anything back. He shouldn’t get the opportunity to watch me react like he wants. I won’t let him get off knowing he got under my skin again. Like he always does.

“You haven’t called me. Where’s the song?”

“I told you what I felt about that before.”

Something in him shifts, like he’s not in control of himself. His hands shake, eyes twitch, and jaw is clenched so tight I’m afraid he’ll hurt himself.

“And I told you that it isn’t an option!”

I bolt up when he shoves the awards off the shelf and onto the floor. I stumble backward, heart racing in my chest as I stare at his reddening face.

“R-Rhys?”

He takes a deep breath, fisting his eyes. “I need the song, Ashton. Conner isn’t messing around. Don’t you get it?”

My eyes roam over the dented and broken awards scattered on the ground. Swallowing down my fear, my eyes travel back to his.

“What I get is that you still haven’t told me the whole story.”

He steps forward and stops when I flinch at his jerky movement. Lips parted, shock overpowering his anger, he stares at me.

“Ash …” His voice breaks as he watches my fear-filled eyes. “You know I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Do I?” I doubt in uncertainty. “You already did, Rhys. But this?” He looks like he hasn’t slept in days. Not since he showed up at Teagan’s house. He’s got bags under his eyes, a thick dusting of stubble across his jaw, and his eyes are glazed over.

He takes another step forward, so I step back.

“Ash. Baby—”

“No!” I shake my head furiously. “No more. Tell me what’s going on, Rhys.”

He glances around the mess he made, eyes locking on the broken trophy at his feet.

“Is it drugs?” I ask quietly. Looking at him falling apart in front of me tells my gut what I don’t want to believe. “Even you’re better than that.”

He laughs like a madman. “Drugs? That’s what you think?”

“You’re not being rational. You’re angry.” I gulp. “Have you even slept? It makes sense. Just be honest.”

“I’m not on drugs,” he deadpans. “I just need the song. Where is it?”

I take a courageous step forward. “Not until you tell me why. You say you won’t hurt me, then prove it.”

A pained expression crosses his face. “I told you already. I can’t.”

Blinking, I quip, “Can’t or don’t want to? There’s a difference.”

His fists clench. “Dammit, Ashton!” he barks. His eyes snap to my notebook, and he snatches it before I can get it first.

“Give it back!” I demand.

I charge toward him, but he sidesteps me, keeping the notebook out of reach.

“Rhys!” I demand.

“Sorry,” he whispers, sounding genuine, something heavy weighing down his tone. “I can’t let him ruin me.”

Ruin him? What isn’t he telling me?

He bolts out before I can ask him, and as I’m trying to run after him I trip on a broken piece of award on the floor. I barely catch myself, the palm of my hand catching on the edge of the shelf but the skin being stabbed with a sharp piece of glass that must have flown up during his rampage.

Regaining my balance, I look down at my bleeding hand, tears welling in my eyes. The pain radiates up my arm, but fear is what causes the tears. 

Disregarding the wound, I kneel to start cleaning up the mess Rhys left. It seems like that’s a hobby of mine lately.

There’s a gasp at the doorway followed by Stella pulling me up with concerned eyes.

“Stella—”

“Hush, now. We need to get this cleaned up.”

I think she means the broken awards everywhere, but her eyes are focused on my cut hand. She drags me to the bathroom, forcing me to sit on the closed toilet seat. She digs through the small wooden cabinet, taking out a first aid kit.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

She tilts my head up. “What in the world do you have to be sorry for? I saw Rhys tear out of here like his house was on fire. Something tells me he made that mess. Not you.”

My eyes go to my palm, Stella getting tweezers to carefully remove the shard. I wince when I see the blood trickle out, but she quickly puts my hand under running water and helps wash it away.

“It doesn’t look deep,” she says softly. “I think cleaning it out and putting a bandage on it will be enough.”

I nod.

“Ashton, what happened?”

I blink, gathering my thoughts. Because even though I was there, I’m not sure I even knew.

“He was just so angry,” I murmur, lost in my thoughts. I shouldn’t worry about somebody like him, but it’s hard to act like I don’t care for someone that my heart used to cling to.

I cared, and I probably always would.

“Stella, I’m worried about him. He looked like he hasn’t slept, and he’s just … off. I think maybe drugs are involved.”

She pulls out an alcohol wipe next. “I really hope that’s not the case, but it’s better to be sure. I can get a test run on him.”

My brows go up. “You can do that?”

“He’s under his father’s label,” she explains calmly, focused on the task at hand. “I own my fair share of the company, therefore I’m just as much boss as his daddy. If I think there’s reason to make him take one, then he has to.”

I’m surprised by the news, not knowing she owned the company. Which means that his whole family’s fame was passed down.

“He didn’t hurt you, did he? He didn’t do this?” She gestures toward the clean cut, fear of my answer in her eyes.

 I shake my head. “No. I cut myself on the broken glass. He got upset over … It’s not important. He broke some stuff and I’m clumsy.”

“Intentional or not, be caused this.”

“He’s …”

Stressed? Upset? Nervous? Why am I defending somebody who is so willing to go behind my back? To go against me?

“I’ll make sure he gets help,” she promises. “For whatever is causing this. But if you know something, it’s time to ’fess up, girly. Can’t help if I’m left in the dark.”

Pressing my lips together, I watch silently as she applies the bandage to my palm.

I haven’t told anyone about the night of the after party. Not even Teagan, and she was there. She came as my plus one since Rhys was invited separately. But the truth is, I blame myself for that night. I lead Conner Mason on, gave him witty banter, flirtatious nudges.

He tried taking advantage of me and I freaked out, but it’s my fault he got the signals mixed up. I just wanted Rhys to be jealous, to show that he cared about me. He stopped long before then, so I needed validation. Something that made me feel a connection to him. Jealousy was my game.

But it backfired. People took pictures of Conner and me. They joked about us getting together. And when he dragged me to the media room, I should have guessed what his intentions were—that I’d taken it too far. But it was too late and the damage had been done.

Even though nothing happened that night between us, what did transpire was all because of me. And if those pictures leaked to the press, then I’d have nobody to blame but myself. All because I craved my boyfriend’s affection.

The guilt eating me up inside makes me tell Stella everything. The whole truth. What Conner is threatening to do. How Rhys is in on it somehow. It’s a mess, like my life is a domino effect of bad luck.

 After spilling my guts, I expect the weight on my shoulders to lessen, but it doesn’t. It eases, but there’s something still there weighing me down.

Stella sighs, cleaning up the counter and putting the kit away. “You can’t keep blaming yourself, Ash. It may not have been smart playing with fire like that, but you’re human. You were hurt and lonely and wanted to feel validated. It doesn’t make what Rhys and Conner are doing right.”

“It doesn’t make what I did right either.”

“We’re human, kiddo. We make mistakes.”

“I don’t know how to fix it,” I admit defeatedly. “I messed up and have no clue what it’ll take to make it better. Rhys is hiding something from me, but he won’t tell me what.”

She pats my good hand. “I’ll get to the bottom of it. You need to keep your head in the game for now. You’ve got a good opportunity to build yourself up. Don’t waste it.”

“I don’t think I can focus right now.”

“Find a way to. You can’t keep letting Rhys hold you back. You’re free of him now. You’re your own person. Live your life.”

I don’t know how …

The admission crashes down on me, realization sputtering like a plane out of control. This whole time I know that music is my life, that writing and singing makes me happy. That making Rhys happy made me feel good. But outside of those things, I don’t know what to do with myself.

Maybe the problem the whole time is the fact I lost myself a long time ago. Lost sight of who I am when I tried gaining a career. Conformed to what my label wanted. What the press did. I could wear leather pants and cowboy boots to make a conundrum for reporters, but it’d take more than my style to show them who I really am. 

Is that what happened between Rhys and me? All this time I saw a change in him, but maybe he saw one in me, too. Laying the blame on him isn’t fair when I’m just as much part of the problem.

“You should go home,” she suggests, breaking away my string of silent worries.

I stand up, my good palm running down my thigh. “Yeah, Teagan is probably expecting me. I was supposed to be home an hour ago.”

“I don’t mean back to her house. Go back to Tennessee, Ashton. Go home to Nashville.”

Eyes wide, I stare at her. “I can’t just up and leave, Stella!”

“Who says? Does your contract tell you that you have to write a song in Los Angeles? Just because you met them here doesn’t mean any of you have to stay. None of you live here.”

“It’s not fair to Dylan. He doesn’t live in Nashville. His home is in New York. I can’t just drag him with me. There’s no reason to.”

“Mental health is a good reason.”

Mental health?

“Kid, you need a break from here. This has never been your scene. You need a familiar perspective. Your roots are the only way you’ll find that again.”

The idea of going back to Nashville does bring a serene feeling into my bones. I’ve been homesick since I left, but my job is the reason I can afford to keep my childhood home.

“And what about Dylan?”

“Best you can do is ask him,” she tells me. “I know he’s seen as a sporadic kid, but something tells me he’s a reasonable one underneath all that war paint.”

There’s a small smile playing on her lips that I can’t figure out.

“I guess,” I relent slowly, studying her brazen expression.

She rubs my back. “I’ll clean up after my grandson and then make some calls. Don’t you worry, Ashton. This will work out in the end. It always does.”

I gnaw on the inside of my cheek, hoping that she’s right. Stella usually is, but when it comes to me I can never tell when the luck will run out.



Teagan soaks up the news about as well as I think she will. Her eyes are tear-rimmed and blurry, and her jaw quivers even though she’s trying to remain calm.

“Teagan,” I plea, feeling my own tears come center stage. I hate seeing her get emotional over me. 

Knowing Stella had a good idea, I couldn’t just ignore it. So as soon as Teagan got home from meeting up with her agent I broke the news and asked for her advice. And of course she wants what’s best for me, because she knows that going home will help me in ways that staying in LA can’t.

But it doesn’t make leaving her behind any easier, knowing she’s the only original thing in my life.

She sniffs. “I’m sorry, Ash. Ignore the bumbling idiot. I’ll just miss my best friend. Having you around makes me homesick.”

“So come with me!”

She frowns, which makes me mirror hers. “I can’t. My agent has auditions lined up for me around the premiere schedule. I think this is my moment.”

“Oh, Teagan!” I pull her into a hug, squeezing her in comfort. “I’m so happy for you. You’ve worked so hard to get here. You’re going places.”

We’re both crying now, holding each other and not wanting to let go.

“Whoa,” a new voice intervenes in our moment. We pull away, looking at an intrigued Dylan standing at the door, stroking his jaw and staring between us.

“Don’t stop on my account. Think I saw a porn that started this way once.”

Teagan laughs and brushes away tears. “I hate to disappoint you, but unless I’m paid to kiss a girl for the big screen, it ain’t happening.”

Dylan shoots us a crooked smile. “I’ve got a few hundreds I’d be willing to give to the cause.”

I scoff just as Teagan pinches my butt, causing me to yelp. “Although if we’re both old and single I’d go gay for that. Just saying.”

I smack her hand away. “Oh, please. Like you’re staying single your whole life. If either of us is destined to be the crazy cat lady it’s me.”

Dylan snorts. “You ladies don’t want cats, believe me. Plus, neither of you will be single long.”

Teagan crosses her arms. “Is that a promise?”

He grins. “Guys would be stupid not to snatch you up.” He may be telling us both that, but he’s only looking at me, and those eyes pierce through me.

“Question,” Teagan prompts, body shifting toward his. “Hypothetically, if you were to choose one of us lovely ladies to date, who would it be?”

My jaw drops. “Teagan!”

I want to tell her that there’s no way he’d pick either of us, because dating isn’t his thing.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” he says, and I think, here it is, “but it’d be Boots.”

My eyes snap to him. “Um. Excuse me?”

Teagan has a smug expression on her face, like she just won the lottery of all assumptions.

“You’re a spitfire, Ashton. You’re feisty. You don’t take people’s shit. And you’re beautiful. Any guy would be stupid not to acknowledge that if he’s got it.”

Teagan makes a sound of admiration.

I laugh a little, hiding my face so he can’t see my reddening cheeks. His admission makes my limbs fire up and heart skip.

I manage to clear my throat. “Okay, Romeo.”

Teagan squeezes my arm. “I’ll let you two talk,” she murmurs, giving me a comforting smile.

Dylan’s brows pinch together when she leaves us alone. He walks into the living room, hesitantly sitting down on the couch and looking at me from across the room.

“What’s up, Boots?”

I rub my palms together nervously, forgetting about the mild flesh wound. I wince when the friction rubs against it, and Dylan quickly notices the source, eyes darting to the bandage.

“What the hell happened?” he demands icily, shoving off the couch and sauntering over to me with intent in his eyes. He grabs my arm and holds out my hand palm-up.

His eyes burn into the bandage like he’s trying to melt it away and assess the damage. It’s alarming to see him so stricken over something so little, and if he’s not careful it may be mistaken for him caring.

Pulling my hand away, I assure, “It’s nothing, Dylan. I had a minor accident at the studio after you left.”

His eyes flare with anger. “I shouldn’t have left.”

“It’s not a big deal.”

His eyes tell me to stop arguing. Pressing my lips together, I watch as a hundred emotions cross over his face. Anger. Guilt. Sadness. I let him go through the phases, even though I want to cup his cheek and whisper for him to stop.

But I don’t. I don’t because I can see that the pain he puts himself in makes him feel alive somehow, like the raw emotions wake him up. Clear the fog. And once they all pass, his eyes return to their usual endearing color, with just an edge of hardness in the chocolate puddles.

I walk over to the window and sit on the edge of the sill. “I wanted to ask you something in person, because I thought texting it would be pathetic.”

His crooked grin reappears. “If you’re finally asking for a piece of me, I told you the day would come.”

If I had something in close range to throw at him, I would. Instead, I give him a mock glare and shake my head. “Nice try, but that’s not it. I want to go back home. I’m planning on leaving tomorrow, but it’ll all depend on you.”

“Home …” He stares at me inquisitively. “As in Tennessee?”

I’m only able to nod.

He blows out a breath. “And you want me to go with you.”

Another nod.

“Going to need words, Boots.”

After a moment, I sigh. “I need to get a clear head, and I can’t do that here. I’ve got a private studio on my property back in Nashville. If you’re willing—”

“It’s not that I’m not willing,” he cuts me off abruptly, offended I’d think so. “I just want to know why. That’s all.”

I wet my lips. “I think I’d be better off there,” I admit, shrugging. “And Stella seems to think so, too. In fact, she mentioned that Rhys is going on tour, so he won’t be there.”

Rhys’ name causes his expression to harden, and he looks more pissed than I do on any given day when Rhys is a topic. “So this is about him then?”

“It’s about me.”

He huffs. “What if he wasn’t on tour? You’d have to go back to Nashville. It’s not like you can avoid it because of one person.”

“Him being gone is just a bonus, okay?” I snap defensively. “Nashville is both of our homes, and nobody can take that away from me. Not even Rhys, and he took plenty of other things.”

“Like what?” he whispers, taken aback.

I shake my head. “Things you wouldn’t understand,” I opt out. “So are you willing to go? My house has plenty of space for us both. Even the guys if they want to come.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No to the guys going,” he explains firmly. “I’ll go with you, but it’s just you and me, Boots. Nobody else.”

I stare at him, trying to figure out why he’s intent on isolation. But because I’m desperate to go home, I agree.

Tucking my hands in my pockets, I rock back on the heels of my bare feet. “So … I’ll see you tomorrow? I booked a flight for ten.”

“Ten’s a bit early,” he exasperates. “But I guess I can manage it. Is this your way of kicking me out?”

I give him a small smile. “I’ve got a lot to pack. Plus, Teagan and I should really spend some time together since I’m leaving. We’re leaving,” I correct.

He gives me a once over and then slowly nods.

I walk him to the door, giving him a wave good-bye before closing it. When it’s just me again, I let out a heavy breath and walk to my bedroom.

Teagan is sitting on my bed smiling. “So … you and Dylan?”

“Don’t start,” I deadpan.

She puts her hands up. “I think it’s adorable. You guys will be chilling, writing, hopefully heavy petting. I wish I could witness Dylan in Nashville. Send me pics.”

I roll my eyes. “It’s not like that, Teag. You know that.”

She sighs, standing up. “A girl can dream.”

I pat her shoulder. “Whatever makes you happy, Teagan. As long as that isn’t rooting for the worst couple ever.”

She’s about to reply but I stop her.

“I should get packing,” I say. 

She nods once. “I’ll leave you be. Want to order in tonight? Pizza? Chinese? Both?”

Crinkling my nose at the idea of the combination, she laughs. “Okay, so maybe one or the other. How about I deal with the menu, and you figure out what movies to binge. Deal?”

I smile. “Sounds perfect.”

We hug before she walks out, leaving me staring at my empty baggage that she put on my mattress.

After a few minutes of transferring my clothes from the borrowed closet to my bags, I notice my workout clothes resting on the top of the dresser. 

Picking up my running shoes, I feel the temptation bubble in my stomach. Drawing in my bottom lip and nibbling it, my eyes return to the workout gear.

Maybe one last run will help clear my mind.

Just as I reach for my spandex capris, a hand intercepts my wrist. Gasping in surprise, I whip my body around, staring at Dylan.

“Don’t,” he says quietly. I swallow, letting him lower my arm away from my workout clothes.

“I thought you left.”

He shakes his head, eyes softening. “You were going to run again.”

“It helps.”

“It’s hurting you.”

“Listen, Dylan. I know you said that I can’t run from my demons, but—”

“I can help you,” he cuts me off. “If you’ll let me. I can show you another way. An outlet that won’t do so much damage.”

My brows go up. “Please tell me it’s not talking or sex. I’m not up for either with you.”

My attempt at lightening the mood works.

He snorts. “No, it’s not.” He grabs my workout gear, red racerback sports bra and black capris, and passes them to me. I hesitantly take them, brows drawing together in confusion.

He picks up my sneakers and slips them under his arm. “You can change when we get there,” he states. He looks at my outfit. “Maybe bring a dress. You’ll be too sweaty after.”

“Uh …”

He rolls his eyes. “Just …” he winces, “trust me. Temporarily, at least. This helps me, so I think it’ll help you, too.”

Studying his seriousness for a microsecond, I grab my sundress out of my suitcase and drape it over my arm. Wherever he’s taking me he’s serious about. I can tell based on the foreign ease on his face that he’s leading me to the perfect answer. 

“Well? What are we waiting for?”

He chuckles and follows me out of the house, a curious Teagan left in the entryway with Dylan not letting me explain anything to her. He pulls my arm toward his truck and I’m surprised to see it’s an older model blue Chevy—rust, dents, and all. Nothing new. No fancy buttons. Definitely not what I would have expected from someone like him.

He opens the passenger side. “Need me to pick you up or think you can handle getting in the beast?”

I roll my eyes and climb in effortlessly, not giving him a chance to feel me up like he wants. I expect the smugness on his face to dissipate, but even when I’m perched on the bench seat and buckled, he looks at me with strong appraisal.

“What?” My self-conscious seeps into my words, my palms flattening out against my thighs in nervousness.

He studies me, eyes looking enticed at something that he saw. His lips slowly quirk up, then purse as he shakes his head. “Just admiring the view, Boots.”

I wiggle my sandaled feet. “No boots today.”

He chuckles. “Almost didn’t recognize you,” he teases. His eyes lock on my painted red toes. “Red is a good color on you, Ashton. You ready?”

I nod. Ready for what, I have no idea. Yet excitement finds its way into every crack of my being, engrossing the unknown into something I never thought I could look forward to.

He closes the door and jogs over to the driver’s side, hopping in.

“I think you’re going to like this.”
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Dylan

The perplexed expression on Ashton’s face as she looks around the abandoned gym causes an easy smile to spread across my face. As soon as we walked in her lips parted and eyes danced with bewilderment, like she’d never seen a gym quite like this before. She walks around, her tender touch grazing the boxing bags that are chained to the ceiling, poking it to make it shift.


I keep quiet, hands in my pockets, watching as she takes everything in. It’s definitely more rustic compared to the other gyms around. She walks over to the make-shift ring, spreading the ropes and climbing inside, her hand dragging across the smooth material as she rounds the perimeter.

“I heard about this place a few days ago,” I tell her, finally walking over to where she stands. “It’s privately owned so not everybody can get in.”

It also happens to be a few buildings down from Stella’s studio, hidden on the outskirts of the city.

Her eyes shift to me. “How did you hear about it if it’s not an actual gym? I’ve been to Stella’s so many times and I never knew it was here.”

I give her a terse shrug. “Just people.”

Those people happened to be two dudes that were old enough to be my grandfather. They saw me throw a punch or two at James Wicker. I was more than willing to pay them off, but they weren’t interested in my money. First time for everything.

Instead, one of them gave me their card with a number and this address. Told me to come out when I needed to let off some steam. Apparently, they used to let other celebrities use it as a way of therapy when they needed it. It was a no questions asked, no strings deal. And while Bash is the only one who knows about the offer, he never knew I took it. For all we knew, I was walking into some trap set by two strangers.

My father would probably smack me upside the head if he knew I drove here to check the place out, but I’m known for my reckless decisions. Curiosity beat out rationality as usual, and for once I’m glad it did.

If I had even an inkling of a bad feeling about the place, I wouldn’t have brought Ashton here. And whether I want to acknowledge that means something more than I allow myself to admit, it’s still out there in the realm of possibility. I’m just not sure I want to explore it yet.

“Okay, Mr. Vague,” she murmurs, turning back to assess the place. “So you’ve been coming here?”

“Only for a couple of days.” I shrug. “It’s a way to work out some of my anger. Thought maybe it could help yours, too.”

She bites her lip, processing it. I don’t know if I offended her by assuming she’s angry, but I can see it in her face. The way her eyes crinkle and nose scrunches. She gets little creases on her forehead when she thinks about something hard enough, and recognition is the only thing that smooths out her features.

 Finally, she says, “Yeah, I think I could use as much help as possible.”

I nod once. “The bathroom is over there. You can change and meet me here.” I point toward the blue bag I’m standing next to.

She looks from me to the bag. “You’re helping me again,” she notes, gripping her clothes in her hand.

“That I am, Boots.”

“Why?”

“Why do you have to question it?”

She steps forward. “Because you’re Dylan Hilton. You’re not the helping kind, yet you keep coming to my rescue. Actions like that can give a girl hope.”

My expression hardens. “Well it shouldn’t.”

She shrugs causally. “Too late.”

Before I can say anything, she’s out of the ring and heading toward the bathroom. I watch her closely, the way her hips swivel with just a little more effort than normal.

Too late. The last thing she needs is false hope that I’m a better man. She’ll only be setup for disappointment once she realizes I’m not.

But you brought her here. Jaw ticking, I walk over to the shelf and grab two sets of bag gloves off it. The pestering voice in my head can’t get to me if I drown it out.

Ashton comes walking out a few minutes later, fixated on pulling back her long hair and tying it into a ponytail. I use the time to graze over her toned stomach, trail down her long legs that the tight material emphasizes, then slowly back up to inspect the way her sports bra pushes up her breasts.

She puts her hands on her hips. “You done checking me out?”

I grin. “Yep.” I pass her the smaller set of gloves. “I got you the smallest size they had, so hopefully they fit.”

She examines them, nose scrunching. “What are these? I thought we were boxing?”

I snicker. “We are. Those are bag gloves.”

“But what about the big puffy gloves?”

I set mine down on the ground and help her into hers, grabbing her left hand and slipping the glove onto it. “We’re not getting in the ring, we’re just going to hit the bag a few times.”

Disappointment crosses her face.

I chuckle. “As much as I’m sure you want to hit me, I think this will be a good place to start. Maybe someday we can give it a go in the ring.”

Someday. I mentally curse myself for saying that, but it’s too late to take back. Feeling her eyes on my face, I focus on slipping on her other glove and making sure it’s secure.

“Are you wearing that?” she doubts skeptically.

My eyes cast down on the jeans and T-shirt I’m wearing. “I’ll mostly just show you a few things and then let you take over. This isn’t about me, Boots. It’s about you.”

She blinks at the words, staying quiet.

I clear my throat, grabbing her wrists and holding them up in front of her face. “There are a few stances that are important to learn before we start. You always want to block your face, so the neutral pose is your fists in front of you. Like this.” I hold up my clenched fists and show her what I mean.

One of her brows goes up. “Um, Dylan? Aren’t we just punching a bag?”

I drop the stance. “Yeah. Why?”

She giggles, dropping her hands. “Pretty sure a bag isn’t going to try punching me in the face.”

I sigh. “Okay, wiseass. How about you just let me teach you a few things? I’ll have you know that there’s a reason they’re important to learn.”

She rolls her eyes but nods, letting me pick her hands back up and position them.

“You need to stand a certain way, too,” I explain, attempting to show her how to put one foot out and swivel my hips.

She tries to mirror it, but doesn’t stand correctly. If she tries hitting like that, she’ll just hurt her back.

“No.” I walk forward, my hands absentmindedly going to her hips, shifting them so she’s in the right position.

She looks up, and we lock eyes. Her lips part, but she doesn’t say anything. We stay like that for a long moment before I finally pull my hands away from her hips, knowing if I don’t, I’ll dig my fingers into her flesh.

I make sure her arms are in the right position, stepping back to look her over. Mostly to ensure she’ll hit with the right impact, but also because her body is on full display and I’m not going to deny myself the pleasure of seeing her curves when they’re right in front of me.

“Like this?” she asks softly, eyeing me.

I nod. “Just like that.” I gesture toward the punching bag. “To hit the mark, you need to use your core. Engage it, and it’ll give you more power behind the hit.”

She straightens her back, tightening her abs. I slide my hand down her arm, guiding it slowly to the bag as my other arm shifts her hip so her body swivels with the punch.

When my hand doesn’t retract, she clears her throat. “I think I got it. Pivot and swing.”

I let her go. “Exactly.”

I step back and watch as she takes the position, her eyes glancing at me quickly. I grab the bag from behind to hold it from swinging back at her when she hits it, and give her a single nod.

She eyes the bag with focus and then takes her first swing. I hrumph at the hit, not expecting it to be so strong. When I look around the bag and see the huge grin on her face, it’s all worth it.

“That was good.” More than good. “How did it feel?”

“It felt amazing,” she admits, already positioning herself again. “This obviously isn’t your first time doing this, is it? You know the stances, how to direct the punch, guard your face. How long have you been doing this?”

I grab the bag again, gripping it in my hands. She punches it twice more, each hit with the same strength as the first.

I could tell her the exact day, hour, and minute that I started boxing. Every detail about that day is a permanent memory—a reminder of what it felt like to finally release every frustration that ever built inside of me since the assault all those years ago.

But she doesn’t need to know any of that. Nobody does.

“It’s been a while.”

She peers over the bag at me. “And it always helps?”

“Always,” I confirm.

She wets her bottom lip. “I can see why. I’m pretty sure Rhys’ face shows up right before I punch the bag.”

My lips twitch up. She keeps up the assault on the bag, every punch seeming to ease a part of her that was building up to a dangerous level.

“Who do you see?” she inquires after a few minutes of silence.

I freeze, grip on the bag deadly, threatening to puncture the material and let all the beads flow out.

“Nobody.” Everybody.

“We both know that’s a lie,” she whispers.

I gulp, nostrils flaring.

“It’s okay to admit that there are people who get under your skin,” she persuades easily. “It doesn’t make you as weak as you think it does.”

I give her a fleeting look. “Plenty of people get under my skin, Boots.” Like you. Always fucking you. “Doesn’t mean that I have to give them the credit they want for doing it.”

She studies me. “Guess I never thought of it like that.”

“Well maybe you should,” is all I say.

Reaching behind me, I gather a handful of my shirt and bring it up over my head. Dropping it on the ground, I grab my gloves and slip them on.

Her eyes roam over my chiseled chest, eyes sparking before she can hide it. She moves away from the bag, standing behind it like I did and grabbing the sides.

“No,” I tell her. “You’ll get hurt.”

“I’ll be fine, Dylan.”

“Step. Back.” My words are hostile, slow. I know what kind of strikes I’m capable of when I get like this, and I don’t want her behind one.

She puts her hands up, face reddening and irritation flaring in her eyes. But she obeys, stepping back with her arms crossed over her chest as she watches me take out everything I feel on the bag.

I ignore her gaping expression as I deliver each hit, my body raging like it’s only me in the gym. Like nobody can see just how much damage has been done to make me get this far.

 Sweat clings to my body, trickling down my face as the intensity picks up. I can feel my body tighten and clench as four faces resurface to the front of my memory. It never fails. Every time I punch the bag, all I can think about is what it would have been like to fight like this back then. How I might have been able to walk away.

“You’re going to regret this someday.”

“Somehow, I doubt that, kid.”

My fists shake as I pull back, needing to deliver the finishing blow. The one that will drive the memory away until the next time it tries to pop up.

But Ashton wraps her small hands around my forearm, her body eerily close to mine. My eyes dart to hers, surprise carved into my face at her willingness to come near me despite losing control of myself.

“Ashton,” I croak, shaking my head.

The pain is too much, my body quaking with everything I want to forget. Her touch barely helps, her warmth not thawing the ice covering me.

“Ash.”

I stare at her, blinking.

“You can call me Ash,” she whispers, slowly lowering my arm down. “Like my friends do.”

I let her put my arm to my side, gaping at her in disbelief. She just saw me lose myself, and she wants to be friends?

I close my eyes as she steps forward, ignoring my sweaty body, and wraps her arms around my waist. The hug jumpstarts my heart, awakens my body, and causes the pain to disintegrate into her. Into nothing. Into something entirely new.

“Why?” I question her, finding my hands circling her tiny waist. Her cheek rests against my pec, nuzzling in to comfort me.

“Because I saw you,” she answers quietly. “I saw how much you hurt. And it makes me sad to know somebody made you feel that way. Nobody … nobody deserves to be broken, Dylan. No one.”

My eyelids squeezed closed, chin resting on the top of her head.

“Some of us do.”

She tries pulling away, but I don’t let her. Having her in the embrace, this close, is what I need most right now.

“That isn’t true.”

“Some people aren’t worth worrying about, Ash. You can’t save everybody, and not everybody deserves it anyway. I’m one of those people.”

“You just don’t want to be,” she theorizes.

I don’t answer.

She brings her palms to my chest, pressing them flat against me. “But one day you will, because you’ll realize that whatever you’re holding onto can’t define you anymore.”

I draw in a heavy breath. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Everything about what happened to me defines what I am today. Those men broke me, made me rebuild myself in skin that can’t be penetrated. So as long as that memory lives in the back of my mind, I’ll hold onto it and let it control me.

“And I hope you find happiness when you do,” she concludes.

My breath hitches when I feel her lips against my jaw. Eyes opening, I see her slowly lower back down, staring at me with warm eyes.

“I’m going to go change,” she tells me, backing up and letting her hands slowly drop from my body.

I watch as she walks away, heart racing in my chest erratically.

My body startles when a clap of thunder hits outside, my eyes snapping to the window to see rain pouring down. Throat closing up, I try calming my breathing, but it doesn’t work.

I fucking hate storms.

It’s already dark out, the sun setting not long after we got here. The rain pounding against the tin roof used to be a calming sound when I was little, but now it keeps me up and puts me on edge.

My memory brings me back to when my body lay limp in rusty-colored puddles, twitching in helpless pain. Calling out in what little voice I had left, wondering if anyone would find me or not.

Every clap of thunder would cover my desperate plea. Every strike of lightning would highlight the blood I laid in. The rain would only wash away what they’d done to me, just for me to bleed over again.

It’s those moments—the thunder like a fist to the face and lightning a strike to the safety I once felt—that I’m forced to relive every time it storms.

A warm palm rests on my arm, causing me to jump back. Ashton is staring at me with worry flooding her features, lips drawn down and brows pinched together.

“You’re shaking,” she whispers, glancing at my clenched fists.

“I think we should wait out the storm.”

She looks outside, but can’t see what I see. “I think we’ll be okay. I mean it’s just a little thunderstorm. I’m sure you’ve had plenty of them in New York, right?”

I’m struck speechless, stuck in my own memories.

“Plus, California really needs the rain,” she adds casually. “It’s not a big deal, Dylan.”

I pull back from her touch. “Yes, it is.”

I hate that my voice breaks, how it catches. It gives away everything in a single sound, my weakness flooding out and taking down the dam I keep rebuilding every time my past tries breaking through.

“What’s going on?” she asks, stepping forward. My eyes snap to hers, causing her to stop. Her hands go to her dress, tugging nervously on the material.

“You can go if you want,” I tell her in a muffled voice, grabbing my discarded shirt and her gloves from the floor. I’m tempted to give her my keys and shove her toward the exit, leaving me alone.

“I’m not leaving you, Dylan,” she states firmly, eyes narrowing in disbelief. “Now tell me what’s going on.”

I rake my hands through my hair, walking away from her. A string of curse words escapes my lips. She needs to leave before I start acting out, and then she won’t want to keep the friends title when she sees the real me break through. The version of me I’m trying to hide.

“Ashton,” I growl in warning, the thunder getting louder outside.

She walks over to me, her hands going to my chest to stop me from walking away. If she thinks blocking me with her body will stop me, she’s dead wrong.

“Ash. Call me Ash. Boots. Something.”

I squeeze my eyes closed. “You need to move. I can’t …”

Her hands run along my chest, down my abs, her fingertips dipping into the ridges of my muscles. My heart hammers in my chest, soaring from more than just the storm outside.

“You can’t what?” she prods, her voice close to my ear. I force my eyes open to see her on her tiptoes, lips near the flesh of my ear. “Tell me what you’re afraid of. Tell me what breaks you. What stops you from mending the pieces?”

I stop her exploring hands, gripping the wrists tightly before pushing them away. After putting my shirt back on, I put the gloves on the shelf and turn to face her.

“You don’t need to know. We’re not dating, Ashton,” I remind her coldly. “There’s nothing you need to know about me beyond what my sound is, how well I play my guitar, and my favorite fucking position.”

Her eyes widen.

“So go,” I yell, losing my patience. If it means getting her to leave me alone, I’d do anything.

She stands her ground. “No.”

“No?”

She shakes her head. “You’re petrified over rain. That means somebody did some serious damage to you, and I have a feeling it’s why you nearly took the punching bag off the ceiling with those hits.”

I don’t say anything.

Staying stalk still as she makes her way to me, she gathers a fistful of my shirt in her hands. Yanking me forward, she drags me toward the exit, my heart thumping so hard in my chest it threatens to jump out.

“What are you doing?” I demand, digging my feet into the ground.

“Sometimes we have to face our fears in order to see what we’re really made of,” is all she answers, opening the door and pulling us through. I have the power to stop her. To push her back. To hide in the building.

But for some reason, I let her pull me into the rain. I allow her to push me out in the middle of the street and have the rain soak us both. Her hair quickly weighs down on her shoulders, strands clinging to her face. She blinks through the droplets landing on her face as she stares at my stricken one, body stiff as I unravel before her.

“It won’t hurt you,” she promises over the storm. She steps forward, hands reaching out to touch me, but I step back, eyes darting around us like I’m ready for the storm to destroy me.

“It always does,” I croak, breaths becoming labored and forced.

“You need to breathe,” she tells me softly.

I just shake my head, gasping for air like my lungs won’t allow it. The cold rain should feel good against my overheated skin, but instead it feels like I’m being pierced by everything that can harm me.

My mind flashes to the past.

Broken body.

Broken mind.

Broken soul.

Yet Ashton continues trying to get through to me, touching me when I push her away. Stepping forward when I step back. She doesn’t give up when I want her to. Beg her to.

Seeing me like this, frozen by fear, drowning in hate, with the world consuming me. Yet, in a world of black and white, it’s only her I see in technicolor.

“Ash … please just go.”

“I told you I won’t,” she retorts.

My chest rises and falls out of sync, aches vibrating through my body as anger boils my blood.

“You need to leave me the fuck alone!” I blast finally, making her shrink back. Her lips are part, eyes widen, and her breath hitches. But she doesn’t leave no matter how hard I try to push her away.

Instead, she does what I don’t expect her.

She pushes back.
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Ashton

I surprise myself when I push against his chest with everything I have in me, my irritation from him growing by the second. He keeps pushing me away, but I can tell he’s reaching out. Begging. Pleading. Desperate for help but too prideful to ask for it.

“You can close your eyes to hide the things you don’t want to see, but you can’t close your heart to the things you don’t want to feel. Open your eyes! Look at me!”

The rain comes down harder as I grip his shirt, ready to shake him out of whatever dimension his mind is trapped in.

“You pretend like you don’t feel anything … like your heart isn’t capable of it. What is this? What are we doing, Dylan? Would you just fucking say something!”

Just as I place my palms against his chest to shove him backward, he catches my wrists. Squeezing them tightly, he yanks me to him so my chest presses firmly against his. The cold rain makes my nipples pebble from what little cover my thin dress offers.

He holds me like that, his grip tightening until it stings, and we stand there staring at each other as the storm rages around us.

“You’re hurting me,” I whisper, breaking eye contact and looking at the way he’s holding me. There’s nothing tender about the touch. It’s not an embrace. It’s a war stance.

He lets out a hard breath that sounds like a husky laugh. “Good,” he breathes, a dark look passing his clouded eyes. “Because being near you every day does more than just hurts. It practically kills me.”

My eyes widen at the statement, rain getting into them that I have to blink away.

His voice rasps, “How can you not see that every time you give me the smallest touch, you’re destroying everything? I made myself this way for a reason. I don’t let anybody in. So why have you gotten under my fucking skin?”

Why have you gotten under my skin?

My heart swells at his admission. He peers down at where he’s holding me, his grip loosening. His palms trail down my arms, sliding over my wet skin. It leaves a fire in its path, heating every inch he grazes like the cold rain never touched it. He stops at my elbows for a short moment, his eyes traveling as his hands linger up my biceps, over my shoulders, feathering over my neck like he can’t get enough.

I angle my head to the side, giving him more access. Goosebumps cover my arms, but from his light touch rather than the cold wind nipping at our skin. His thumb presses against my pulse, like he’s feeling for evidence that I’m alive. That this is real between us.

I let out a shaky breath as one of his hands trails down my side, gripping my waist. He balls up the material of my cotton dress that’s clinging to my body as if he wants to tear it off in the middle of the sidewalk.

My palms go to his chest, trailing down his sculpted chest, seeing the outline of his black tattoo under his wet T-shirt. My eyes travel along the curves and twists of it, and I want nothing more than to take his shirt off and get a better look at what he thought was the perfect representation of him to brand on his body forever.

Who are you, Dylan?

As the rain comes down harder around us, he backs us into the brick wall of the building next to us, his body pressing into mine. I snake my arms around his neck as he grinds his erection into me, his lips dipping into the crook of my neck at the same time. They graze down my neck, peppering kisses against my skin to warm them up. I squeeze my thighs together, feeling the warmth gather between my legs.

His hands go back to my arms, raising them above my head and pinning them against the scratchy bricks.

“I want to touch you,” I rasp, arching my hips so they press against his when he stops moving.

“No,” he growls, his lips nipping down on my neck.

“Dylan—”

He moves back, keeping my arms pinned against the brick. “You want me to open my eyes? To look at you? Well I am, princess. I’m right here in this moment with you. If you want me, all of me, then you’re going to have to do things my way. Because I don’t like people touching me anymore than they have to. I don’t like storms. I don’t like being trapped in the rain at night. But you?” His voice catches. “You break me, Ashton. You break through the steel barriers that close in the memory I just want to fucking forget. What made me who I am will always be branded in the back of my mind, but at least I can pretend like it doesn’t exist.”

“H-how?” I doubt, shaking my head, my hair sticking to my face. “By drinking? Doing drugs? Going to parties and sleeping with meaningless girls? Those distractions aren’t permanent, Dylan. You’re always going to wake up remembering whatever it is that’s messing with you. What is it? What happened to you?”

His eyes shadow over with something darker than lust, but it’s still there like he’s about to devour me as an escape. Trying to get through to him is impossible when he’s dead set on not remembering whatever plagued him.

He leans in slowly, causing my breath to catch in my throat. His moves are calculated, predatory, wanting. My body shakes from the combination of the chill settling over me and desire building in the pit of my stomach. My hands shake above me, twitching to touch him. To help him. To save him.

Some people can’t be saved. 

Not if they don’t want to be.

“Let me help you,” I plead, voice barely a whisper. It’s drowned out by the rain showering down on us, our barriers melting into puddles with no armor protecting us from each other.

“Help me,” he repeats in a low tone, like it’s an impossible task. “I know how you can help me, baby.”

He elaborates by pressing his lips against mine, dominating them with a force that should hurt. Instead, it makes me understand what kind of love he’s capable of. Powerful. Hungry. Consuming.

He coaxes my lips open with his, giving me a taste of him, mint flooding my taste buds as his tongue tangles with mine. It flicks against the roof of my mouth, against my teeth, and when he draws back, his teeth pull my bottom lip, tugging it gently.

My breath is ragged when he draws far enough back to look at me, our eyes connecting, chests rising and falling heavily.

“Dylan, please.”

His forehead presses against mine. “What do you want, Ashton? How do you want to help me?”

I manage to get my arms free, wrapping them around his neck, careful not to touch him. His body tenses under me but only for a small second. When I pull our bodies close together, he seems to know exactly what it is that I want to do to help.

I’m going to regret this, but in the moment, I’m taken over by the yearning to help him in any way I can. And maybe it’ll help me too. Help me get Rhys out of my mind, get Dylan out of my system.

Or maybe it’ll destroy me.

“Let me be a distraction,” I find myself saying, knowing that only one taste won’t be enough. “We can be each other’s distractions for the night.”

That’s all it takes for him to take the lead, his arms wrapping around my waist. His palms grip my hips, picking me up. Without a second thought, my legs wrap around him, pressing my center against his erection and spreading the sensation through my body.

Walking us between the two buildings so we’re masked by shadows, he presses my back against the wall. Keeping an arm around my waist, he uses his free hand to graze his hot palm down my chest, between my breasts, and landing where my skin is open from the cutout of my dress.

His palm goes under the cutout, rising and stretching the material until it hovers over the lace cups of my bra, warming my body with his greedy touch. When he cups me through my bra, my back arches, pressing myself farther into his palm.

Carefully, my hands go to the button of his jeans, popping it open and sliding the zipper down. I only manage to get it half way before he helps me, slipping his hand away from my breast and taking himself out of his jeans. I help him bunch the skirt of my dress up so he has the access he needs, and my heart propels so fast in my chest that it actually hurts.

Hurts with anticipation.

Hurts with need.

Hurts knowing I shouldn’t be doing this.

You’re hurting me, Dylan.

Hurting me in a way I could prevent if I listened to myself—fought against the temptation that the infamous playboy was showering me with.

The cold air nips at my naked thighs in reminder of what’s about to happen, reminding me that I should stop it. End it. Find some way to distract one another that doesn’t involve trading my body for an escape.

But my body is too far gone to listen to reason. I arch my body toward him, letting him know that I want this just as much as him.

“Eager I see,” he chuckles in a husky voice, his lips locking onto my breast from over my top. His hand goes back to my body, trailing up my thigh as his tongue flicks over my nipple. I suck in a breath as his finger finds the seam of my panties, teasing my center by brushing his fingertip over me. I can feel the dampness pooling against the lace, anticipation causing me to moan and him to chuckle.

“You want a distraction?” he asks in a sultry tone, his mouth moving to my other breast.

“Yes. Yes, Dylan. Please. We both need this.” I should be ashamed at how needy I sound, but I’m too turned on to care.

His mouth stops its attack on my nipple, drawing back so he looks me in the eye. I can tell he’s at the same state of mind I am, pre-bliss and ready for the world to shift with every touch.

“If you insist,” he finally says, his finger pulling away my panties and entering me hungrily.

I moan as he inserts a second finger, taunting me, teasing me, prepping me.

I rock my body against his hand, trying to get more from the touch he’s giving me, taking what I want. What he won’t give me.

“More,” I tell him, eyes glazing over as he hooks his finger.

“Fuck,” he curses, his mouth crashing back onto mine, tongue and teeth dominating my mouth. He pulls his fingers out of me and I miss the touch, but I know that what’s coming now will be so much better. I can hear the crinkle and tear of the condom wrapper he takes from his back pocket, and the anticipation sends my heart into overdrive.

Without another word, without giving me a chance to back out, he enters me, burying himself in one hard thrust.

I make a strangled noise, my body tensing around him and against the wall. My hands grip his shoulders to balance myself, even though I know he won’t let me fall.

“Fuck, Ash. How long has it been?”

My body flushes at the question, knowing I must be tight for him to ask something so personal. Although personal didn’t seem to matter with his cock buried in me.

The truth is, I don’t remember the last time I had sex. It’d been that long. A year maybe. Eight months at the least.

On fire, I find myself admitting, “About eight months. Maybe more.”

Rhys had been distancing himself from me in more ways than one. At first it was like he couldn’t talk to me about things anymore. His bad moods were never explained, and no matter how I tried to help, he wouldn’t let me. The lack of physical touches came later, but soon enough he would barely kiss me without looking like it pained him. The signs were all there, I just didn’t want to see them.

He tips my chin down so we’re eye to eye. “Don’t,” he demands, voice hard. “Don’t think about him when I’m balls deep in you. He doesn’t matter anymore. He can’t please you like me, make you squirm. Fill you.” He starts moving inside of me once I adjust to his size, his movements slow and building.

My eyelids flutter closed as his thrusts get quicker, harder, more demanding.

“Dylan,” I breathe, meeting his movements, pressing into him.

“That’s right,” he whispers, hand gathering a fistful of my hair. He yanks gently, his lips meeting mine. This time it’s softer, but the hunger is still there.

He’s showing me two different sides of him, and I have no idea which one I like better in the moment.

I taste his lips, not able to get enough. My hands move from his shoulders to his hair, tangling in the strands. He adjusts us so he’s pushing into me at a new angle, sliding into me farther and causing me to suck in a breath.

I moan his name and yank on his hair like he’s doing to mine. Our kisses become more frantic and so do the thrusts. I can feel my orgasm building in me as his hips drive into me faster. My back scrapes against the wall, causing discomfort but not enough to stop him.

My fingernails dig into his shoulders as his movements get faster, our heavy breathing mixed with guttural groans and moans echoing in the alleyway we’re inhabiting.

“I’m close,” I whimper, nails digging in deeper, threatening to draw blood.

I can tell he is, too, and he brings his hand down between us, his thumb rubbing my clit as he slams into me.

The pressure becomes too much between the two actions and my body starts to shake, knees tightening against either side of him.

My moans turn into mangled noises that I should be embarrassed to make, but they seem to only turn him on more.

“I’m going to come, Ash,” he groans, thrusting into me once, twice, a third time before his body stiffens and he stills as he buries himself into me, causing my own orgasm to blast through my body.

I cry out his name, feeling my limbs go numb as he empties himself inside of me. The back of my head resting against the wall as he pulls out of me, peeling off the condom, and tucking himself into his jeans.

Catching my breath, I move my dress down so it covers me again. He steps back, lowering me onto my Jell-O legs.

I blow out a breath. “That was …”

He doesn’t respond. His expression becomes darker than before we had sex, and his eyes hooded over in a distance that was farther than the stars themselves.

“Dylan?”

He swipes his palm down his face. “I should get going. We, uh, both should.”

The rain has let up compared to what it was, so it’s easier to see the pain on his face despite the wall he’s putting back up.

I swallow back my hurt as I look at him.

It was only a distraction. One night. One time. One moment.

The lump forming in my throat and heavy chest weighs me down as he backs up, shoving his palms into his pockets.

“Yeah,” I finally relent. “We should.”

He doesn’t wait for me.
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Ashton

The ride home in silence eats at me, but speaking up would only make things worse for both of us. So when he drops me off and leaves without a single look, my chest quakes like it’s going to cave in but I don’t let him see me crumbling. Taking a deep breath, I enter Teagan’s house, outfit still drenched, hair sticking to my face, and heart deflating slowly inside of me.

As soon as Teagan sees me, she gawks, lips wavering to hold back laughter. “Wow. Talk about getting rode hard and put away wet.”

 I blink back tears, heart caving without me trying to pick it back up. As soon as she sees that she wraps me in a hug.

“Holy baby Jesus.” She draws back, keeping me at arms-length to study me. “You have the glow. The freshly fucked one.” She bites her knuckle and stares at me, waiting for an admission.

Tears run down my cheeks, deteriorating any hope she had in her eyes. “Teagan,” I whimper through the thick tears and hollow breaths, “I just wanted to feel, but now I feel too much.”

She draws me into another hug, ignoring that I’m soaking wet and getting her pajamas damp, too.

I’m the one to pull away first, using the back of my hands to swipe away the tears on my cheeks. Staring at the evidence of my weakness only makes my body slump with exhaustion.

She squeezes my hand. “Okay, you need a bubble bath, wine, and chocolate pronto. I ordered our favorite pizza and rented some throwback movies we used to watch back in middle school. It looks like you could use some serious nostalgia.”

I sniff back tears. “I had sex with him, Teag.”

She smiles warmly. “I know. And I’m dying for the details, but I can tell I’ll need to get you good and drunk for them, so I’ll be patient.”

I manage to laugh, the heaviness disappearing from my chest in the slightest way. She pushes me toward my room, which has a master bathroom attached to it.

“Go warm up and wash that frown away,” she commands lightly. “And just know that no matter how you’re feeling now, there’s always time to change it. As far as I’m concerned, you shouldn’t be so torn up. You bagged a hottie as your rebound.”

What if I don’t want him as my rebound?

I force a smile. “Yeah. Rebound.”

Her eyes sadden, seeing right through me.

I wave her off. “You’re right, Teag. I needed to get it out of my system, and now I can move on. What’s there to be sad about?”

She doesn’t buy it for a second, but doesn’t fight me either. She lets me go soak up my troubles in a Japanese Cherry Blossom scented bath bomb that she bought me when I first arrived.

Only five minutes into my bath, Teagan comes walking in with two huge glasses of wine and a box of assorted chocolates.

Sinking into the tub until the bubbles cover my body, I say, “Um, kind of still naked in here, Teagan.”

She passes me a glass of wine, rolling her eyes. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before. How many times have we changed in front of each other?”

I accept the glass, taking a big sip. “We had our underwear on.”

“Like that matters,” she dismisses. “So I was out there thinking, and you know how dangerous that is, and I decided that I couldn’t be trusted alone in my own head.”

My brows raise. “So you thought you’d watch me take a bath?”

She sighs. “I thought I’d come in here, get you started on the bottle of wine that I got out, and bribe you with chocolate to tell me the goods.”

“And by goods you mean …”

“Is his dick as big as I think it is?”

I groan, debating on drowning myself. But Teagan wouldn’t let that happen, at least not until she gets the dirty details.

“I know that you’re upset over it, Ash, but it really isn’t a huge deal.” She giggles at the pun. “And you know how my mind works, I need the juicy stuff to live. It’s like my life fuel.”

“I thought that was coffee,” I deadpan, sipping my wine.

“That too,” she agrees. “So?”

I roll my eyes. “I didn’t necessarily see it.”

Her expression goes blank.

My cheeks burn. “Things got heavy pretty quickly, okay? It’s not like we explored each other on the gym floor. We—”

“Wait, hold up.” She drags over a storage bin that has the guest towels in it, taking a seat. “He took you to a gym?”

“It’s a private one near Stella’s. He took me boxing because he thought it’d help get my frustrations out.”

She nods her head in approval, popping a piece of chocolate into her mouth. “Okay, I like him a little more now. So you didn’t ravish each other on the gym floor. Boring. What did you do?”

I stir my glass, watching the liquid move in my cup. Looking her in the eyes isn’t an option for what I’m about to admit.

“I let him take me against the wall outside.” I say it so quickly I can barely understand myself. But she obviously hears me just fine because the squeal she makes nearly breaks both of our wine glasses.

“You what?” She can barely contain the smile on her face. I haven’t seen her look this happy since I told her I won a Country Music Award for Best New Artist two years ago. She went into party-planner mode to celebrate the second the words were out of my mouth.

The thought makes my eyes bug. “Don’t look at me like you’re about to throw a party.”

She puts her hand to her heart. “I’m sorry. It’s just … my baby has finally grown up. He seriously screwed you against a wall?” She tilts her head back and groans. “God, that’s hot. Was it hot?”

Blushing, I nod.

She passes me a piece of chocolate, and I take it absentmindedly, staring at it instead of taking a bite.

“What I would do to be a fly on the wall, girlfriend,” she admits, shaking her head.

My face screws. “Um, you’d want to watch me have sex? That’s just …” I have no words to that.

“If it means seeing Dylan in action,” she retorts casually, as if my look of disgust isn’t bothersome to her.

I put the chocolate down on the plate. “It doesn’t matter because I’m pretty sure he regrets it. After it happened he didn’t say a word to me. Nothing. The whole ride home was in silence. It was so awkward, Teagan.”

Her confusion matches my own. “That seems odd, even for him.”

I rest the back of my head against the side of the tub. “And that’s the other thing! How many times have I told you just this week that I wouldn’t sleep with him? That it would never happen? My mind was set on that being the truth, but my body had different plans.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with that,” she reminds me.

I eye her. “He’s slept with so many women.”

“So he knew how to get you off.”

“Teagan!”

“Ashton!” she blasts back. “Girl, you need to look at the bigger picture. You’re so caught up in thinking what you did was wrong that you can’t see the truth. What you did is human. You keep living in a mindset that tells you that you can’t make mistakes. But that’s what humans are supposed to do. Life would be too boring without them.”

“But what happens when you can’t stop making them?” I question quietly, feeling like my judgment has completely gone out the window in the past few days.

Between Rhys and Dylan, men are my kryptonite. No matter how much I try staying away from them, I let them weaken me anyway. What does that say about me?

The notebook.

How have I not thought about the notebook this entire time?

Because you had mind-blowing sex that helped you stay distracted. Just like I wanted. What we both wanted. Yet, just like I told him, our problems would find us again no matter what we did to hide from them.

I shake the thought away, not having time to mentally scold myself again. I’ll have plenty of time for that later.

“I have to call Stella,” I tell Teagan, setting my glass down and reaching for my cell on the counter next to me.

“She came by earlier and dropped something off for you,” she states, passing me the phone.

I gape at her. “What was it?”

“That notebook of yours. The black one.”

She got it back from Rhys?

“Oh my God,” I breathe, a smile spreading across my face.

“What?”

I dial Stella’s number, waiting eagerly for her to pick up.

“Stella!” I say as soon as she answers.

“You sound better than when we last talked,” she notes, suspicion in her tone.

“You got the notebook back from Rhys,” I say, as if that’ll solve my problem. Conner can still go to the press, which means that my reputation is still at risk, but at least he doesn’t have the song.

“I haven’t spoken to Rhys yet,” she replies slowly. “That notebook was left on the piano. Found it when I was cleaning up.”

I remain silent, trying to figure out how she could deliver something that I saw Rhys take. There’s no way he would have put it back after being that determined to steal it in the first place.

“Oh. Uh …” I shake it off. “Well thank you for bringing it here. I have to go.”

“One more thing,” she says right before I hang up. “You might want to be careful about what you do, kid. Cameras are everywhere.”

Brows drawing in, I say, “Okay?”

She chuckles. “When Jimmy called and said he got some interesting footage on the cameras outside my studio, I didn’t quite expect what I saw.”

My stomach bottoms out. “Oh God!”

She laughs. “Now relax. I made him erase it. The last thing you need is a sex tape out for the world to see. And you know Jimmy won’t say a word, he signed a nondisclosure agreement for a reason.”

My whole body is beat red, my free hand covering my face. “Stella, I am so, so sorry. I wasn’t thinking—”

“It’s a good thing you weren’t,” she cuts me off. “The best decisions are made when your mind is turned off. And you’re barking up the wrong tree if you think I blushed from that show. Not with a piece of meat like the one you were clung to. Nope, I have plenty of stories from when I was your age that looked a lot like that myself.”

Cringing at the thought, I shake my head. Words aren’t forming like they should, my mind not able to come up with a proper response.

“Just promise me you’ll be careful. I barely have high-tech security at my place, but I still managed to catch a glimpse. I’m glad you’re having fun, but be aware.”

I murmur an understanding response and then sink into the tub so half my face is under. Blowing out a frustrated breath, I sit back up and grab a towel that I draped across the side.

“Want to tell me what that was about?” Teagan asks, eyeing me.

Biting my lips, I reply, “Which part? The fact that Rhys stole my music book or the part where Stella got video footage of Dylan and I having sex against the building next to hers?”

She chokes on her wine. “Wow. Your life is way more interesting than I thought. And as much as I want to discuss this sex tape thing, I’m going to need you to back up and explain what Rhys is doing with your music.”

Not wanting to keep anything from her anymore, I tell her everything, just like I told Stella. By the end, she looks like she wants to murder him.

Wrapping myself in a towel and standing up, I’m careful to step out of the bathtub. Teagan stands, grabbing our drinks and moving the plate of chocolate over to the countertop.

“But I don’t think he actually had my notebook,” I explain, needing to see what Stella dropped off.

“So what did he take?”

I shrug, tying the towel tight to me. “Where did she put it?”

She gestures for me to follow her, my damp hair leaving behind tiny water droplets as we walk into the media room.

There, resting on the coffee table, is my notebook. The little chip off the cover is all I need to know. Quickly, I open up to the song he wanted, and it’s still there. Not ripped out, changed, but still exactly as I left it.

Shaking my head, we stare at each other. “He didn’t take my notebook, which means he stole somebody else’s.”

My mind tries going back to what I saw there when I first arrived. There were music sheets everywhere—some filled out, some blank. I brought my notebook as usual, always keeping it close to me ready to add another song to it. But I don’t remember another black one around.

I set the notebook on the coffee table. “Rhys is going to be pissed once he finds out it’s not the notebook he wanted.”

She scoffs. “Who cares? As far as I’m concerned, you should go to the press and call out Conner before he has the balls to destroy you.”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I sigh. “It won’t matter who calls who out. Either way, it’ll end with both of us brought to question. Nobody will know the truth.”

“So what now?”

I don’t know.

“We find a way to sweep it under the rug,” I say weakly, not wanting to be that type of person. But if my reputation takes another blunder like Rhys predicts it will with this, then I won’t recover as easily as I can now.

“We’ll figure it out, Ash,” she promises.

“I just hope we can before it’s too late,” I murmur, backing out of the room to change into something warm.

My eyes go to my phone, debating on calling Rhys. He must not know that he took the wrong notebook or else he would have reached out to me by now. Wouldn’t he?

 Instead of pondering it, I change into my pajamas, and try enjoying my last night with my best friend before I go back to Nashville with Dylan.

Dylan. Something tells me that flight won’t be very fun after today. Will he even still agree to come with me? The anxiety of the unknown cripples me, but I refuse to let it destroy me completely.

Zipping up my bags to be ready for the airport tomorrow, I walk out with my phone off in my room, and curl up next to Teagan.

“I’m going to miss you, Ash,” she says quietly, passing me another full glass of wine.

Clinking our glasses together, I lean into her and answer, “You’ll stop missing me when the A-listers come crawling to your door for a piece of Teagan Kent.”

She nudges me. “Nobody can stop missing their best friend, bitch. Don’t try getting rid of me that fast.”

I laugh, and for once, I mean it. “I hope you got out a second bottle of wine.”

She giggles. “I got out three.”
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Dylan

It took me less than ten seconds to undo everything I spent an hour packing yesterday, all because the one thing I value isn’t anywhere to be found. My muscles tighten with anxiety over it showing up somewhere it shouldn’t be, so I keep tearing apart my hotel room like it’ll magically show up one of the millions of places I’ve already looked.

Where the fuck would it be?

I’m vaguely aware of the door opening and closing, but I’m too absorbed in my chaos to pay attention. It isn’t until I hear them questioning the mess that I finally step back for a moment, fingers digging into my hair as I survey everything.

“Dude, calm down,” Ian tries telling me from across the room, narrowly dodging a shirt I fling behind me from my suitcase.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Bash asks, coming up beside me and staring at the covered bed. The place looks like its been ransacked, but I couldn’t give a shit so long as I find what I’m looking for.

Even Ben comes in looking like I’m crazy, and he’s practically been absent this whole trip aside from our show.

“My notebook is missing,” I growl, pulling at the strands of my hair again.

“What notebook?” Ian asks. “We can help you search for it.”

“Yeah, man,” Bash assures, slapping my shoulder. “What’s it look like?”

Eyes closed, I let out a harsh breath. “It’s a black composition notebook. Tattered. Worn. I’ve had it since high school.”

I can tell they want to ask questions, but the neurotic expression on my face probably makes them think twice before speaking out. They start looking, splitting into different areas and moving around random shit I’ve scattered in the mayhem. After ten minutes, nobody finds it, and a string of curse words fly from my mouth.

Kicking the trash can clear across the room and throwing the rest of my bags onto the ground won’t do any good, but it sure as hell feels good.

The music in that book isn’t for anybody’s eyes but mine. Everything that I wrote since I got it is locked inside, the darkest part of me etched into those pages. In the wrong hands, it could be the end of the empire I built.

“Fuck!” I blast, two seconds from grabbing the lamp and tossing it against the wall. I needed to shatter, punch, or kick something.

“Dude!” Bash yells, grabbing the lamp before I can. “You need to calm down. What’s so important about the book?”

Everything. Jaw clenched, my eyes search the room—any shred of hope I have disappearing when I face the facts that it isn’t here.

A hand reaches out to touch my shoulder, trying to bring me back from my head, but I shrug it off and ignore the concerned expression on Ian’s face. I don’t have time for his worry or pity, and right now he’s giving me both.

“Dylan, what’s going on?” he questions. He gestures toward the chaos I created, trying to understand.

 “Yeah, man.” Bash nudges one of my shoes with his foot. “We came to see you off since you were dead set on going to Nashville with Ash. Not partake in a search party for something you won’t even tell us about.” 

 “You’ve got a plane to catch,” Ian adds, glancing at the time on his phone. “Aren’t you supposed to be gone by now? The plane she booked is departing at ten.”

Eyes narrowing, I growl, “Fuck the plane!” 

They all stare at me.

“I’m not leaving without that notebook. Do you get it now? Ashton can go home on her own. She doesn’t need me holding her damn hand.”

Ian steps forward. “Maybe if you tell us what’s so important about it we can understand. Instead, you choose to act like we won’t get it. And you told her you’d go with her to Nashville to finish the song. You can’t back out now.”

I scoff. “Watch me.”

Bash looks exasperated, setting the lamp back down on the stand. “You promised that you wouldn’t screw her over.”

“I also said I wouldn’t fuck her but look where we are now,” I spit out.

All three of them gape at me. Bash’s jaw ticks, Ian sighs, and Ben just shakes his head like he expected as much. It’s Bash who makes the first move toward me, but Ian grips his arm.

I roll my eyes, knowing he wouldn’t actually do anything. “Fight me later. Right now, I need my book.”

His teeth grind, and I know they’re about to ask why again. I have to remind myself that they’ve been one of the few people in my life that stuck with me despite how I acted. There aren’t many people that I owe anything to, but they’re the rare ones.

I stare at the floor. “It’s … it has my music in it. Shit that I’ve written, okay?”

Ian studies me for a second. “So that’s why you’re so territorial about it?”

Bash doesn’t seem as calm as Ian, which is odd considering Bash is the level headed one out of us. “Well maybe he should have pissed on it so he’d know where it is. Mark his damn territory.”

Ian grumbles under his breath. “Just chill.”

“No!” Bash turns to Ian, jabbing his finger in my direction. “He’s been doing whatever the hell he wants, and we let him. He told us he wouldn’t sleep with her, but he just said he did. Are we really going to let that slide?”

I step forward, stabbing my finger into his chest. “Who appointed you the judge and jury? You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Sebastian. So shut the hell up.”

Ben and Ian pull us apart, Ben staring at me from beside Bash like he’s never actually seen me before in this light. And maybe he hasn’t. Not even I can keep track of when I lose my shit, but it’s usually never near the guys.

“What the hell?” Ian barks, moving me a few steps back. “We don’t go after anyone, especially not our friends. You need to take a deep breath and calm down. Both of you.”

Bash listens like a good little boy, but I’m too worked up. “What if I don’t?” I challenge, straightening to my full height. I’m a good couple inches taller than him, with only Ben being taller than me. But out of all of them, I know how to use my height to my advantage to intimidate others around me.

Ian’s face hardens. “Are you really doing this right now? You realize that you’re acting insane, right? We’re your friends, and we want to help you.”

Bash shrugs away Ben’s arm, which blocks him from moving toward me, and crosses his own arms on his chest. “He’s been on this path for a while. Why are any of you surprised?”

I look over Ian’s shoulder at him. “Since when do you care? You’ve been so swept up in your own problems that you can’t see straight. So why concern yourself with mine?”

Ian answers for him. “Your problems are our problems, Dylan. If you keep digging yourself deeper into a hole, it’s going to be that much harder for us to pull you out.”

My jaw ticks. “What if I don’t want you to help me?”

Ian shrugs. “Too damn bad. We’re already in this together. You can push everybody else away, but not us.”

Bash walks over, eyes hard and speculating. We stare each other down, waiting for the other to break first. Finally, he sighs. “He’s right, you know. We all have to deal with each other’s problems whether we like it or not. That’s what family does.”

Family. I’m one of the lucky ones to have happily married parents, an annoying but healthy little brother and sister, and limited drama. Some people can’t say that, so to have two different families?

I’m a dick. But what’s new?

“Why do you always have to be the better dude?” I ask him, sighing. My stand loosens, tension creeping out of my muscles. Raking a hand through my hair, I assess the damage.

“You could be, too,” he tells me casually. “It isn’t that hard to stop being an asshole. You just need to figure your shit out.”

I eye him. “And you have your shit figured out? Last I checked, you booked an appointment to see real estate back in Clinton.”

“Your point?” he prods, brow arching.

Do I need to spell it out for him? “It’s been how long since you’ve been pining over a girl you left behind? Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Opal and you have been done for years. So why are you settling down in our hometown?”

“Maybe I like it there,” he reasons. “Ever think about that? Just because you have some reason to hate it there doesn’t mean the rest of us have to.”

None of them know what happened to me outside of town that night, but they were there every step of the recovery process—visiting me at the hospital, at my parents’ house, and making sure I was comfortable. I’m sure they guessed why I never wanted to stick around after graduation, but they never said anything to me about it.

Ian looks like he wants to defend me, but doesn’t find the reason to. I can’t say I blame him because I haven’t given him a good reason. 

Bash always loved Clinton from the day he moved there. And most of that was because of Opal, who lived across the street from him. It was obvious even then how those two would end up together, but none of us expected him to walk away when we were discovered. That’s been on him, and it’s haunted him since.

I sit on the edge of the bed. “All I’m saying is that you made the decision to leave her behind, and I don’t see how staying there is going to help you move on.”

Leaning against the wall, he looks me straight in the eyes. “What if I don’t want to? I happen to know she’s single. I’m single. Who’s to say she wouldn’t give me a second chance?”

The only reason he knew anything about Opal is because he employed Roy Poland to spy on her back in Clinton. 

“You’re not single, you’re a damn monk,” I deadpan. “Have you really not hooked up with anyone at all since you left her?”

His answer is immediate. “Never.”

The answer surprises me, but it shouldn’t. Unlike me, he’s dedicated. What I can’t understand is who he’s proving it to if she isn’t around to see his efforts.

“What’s your end game then?” I doubt, unable to figure it out myself.

He stares at me in disbelief, studying me until I have to look away from his piercing eyes. If I keep eye contact, he’ll see through me. And even though we’re friends, I don’t know if I want him to truly see anything more than what I let him. I can barely stand myself. How can I expect him to? Or anyone else for that matter?

“I could ask you the same thing,” he challenges, tilting his head. “At least I have somebody to fight for—someone I’m willing to admit I’m fighting for. Who do you have?”

The way he looks at me is in accusation, like he has the answer but isn’t planning on saying it out loud. He wants me to. 

I shake my head. “Not everyone has the same end game. Some of us want different things. If you want to live in Clinton the rest of your life and pine for Opal, fine. But that’ll never be my life. Clinton, everything that happened there, is my past.”

My phone keeps buzzing in my pocket, and I know who it is without needing to see the name. But it doesn’t stop me from looking. Taking it out, my lips twitch, just like I knew they would.




Ashton: Where are you?

Ashton: Dylan, this isn’t funny! The plane is going

  to leave without you.

Ashton: The silent treatment? Really?

Ashton: You’re going back on your word.




My lips threaten to weigh down at the last text, but I force them to stay unwavering. Not responding, I slip my phone back into my pocket and look back at suspecting eyes.

“Fine,” Bash tells me causally. “It’s your past. But what about your future?”

“You need to go,” Ian says, gesturing toward my phone.

“Not until—”

“We’ll find your notebook,” Bash promises, cutting me off. “But we need this song, dude. You promised us you’d write it, and you told her you’d go to Nashville.”

I look at the clock on the wall. It’s after ten.

Ian notices my glance. “There are other flights. Can we count on you or what?”

All three of them wait for an answer. There isn’t a day when they can’t, not that I’ve been the most convincing of that lately. Especially today, but my head isn’t in the right place. Is it ever?

“You can,” I agree, nodding sincerely.

But I don’t think Ashton can.

Bash pushes off the wall, clasping my shoulder. “No matter how much you try pushing us away we’re not going anywhere. I meant what I said, Dylan. We’re family. Family looks out for each other. So if you need anything …” he shrugs. “You have our numbers.”

I manage to brush off the heart-to-heart moment with a subtle laugh. “Well I’ll be sure to drop you a line if I need it.”

  Not likely.

He senses the silent addition to that. “Even the people who are sure they don’t need help ask for it eventually.”

I clasp his shoulder back. “Thanks, Dr. Phil. I’ll remember that.”

Ian snorts. “All right, wise ass. We need to get you packed up so you can head out. We’ve got a car waiting.”

I stare at him as he kneels to gather a handful of my clothes from the floor. “You’re going to escort me down? What, don’t trust me to leave?”

“Well that, and—” Bash begins.

“We’re all heading to the airport,” Ian cuts him off, eyeing Bash. “I’m heading to see Kasey and Taylor, and Bash and Ben are heading back to Clinton.”

“After you find my notebook, right?” I’m not leaving the only sanity I have left behind.

Ian sighs. “We’ll come back and search for it more, but we have planes to catch, too.”

I close my eyes, not wanting to go off again. They can’t understand the importance of the notebook, the songs, the feelings marked inside even if I tried to tell them. Everything in ink on those pages is an eternal admission that only that book has gotten. Not even my therapist saw it.

“Fine,” I relent, voice raw. My curiosity shifts to Ben, who’s too quiet in the corner like he has been this whole trip. “Wouldn’t you rather see somewhere other than the same old place?”

Ben’s smile is small. “Nah, it’d be good to see my family.”

Same Ben. Soft-spoken with little to say. He’s the quietest of us all, always staying in unless we drag him out. Never gets into trouble. I’ve tried corrupting him, but it’s nearly impossible.

I point to him. “You need to get laid, my friend.”

He coughs out a surprised laugh, handing me a pair of pants and boxers. “I think I’m good.”

Shoving my clothes back into my suitcase, I glance over my shoulder at him. “Seriously, when was the last time you got laid? I can give you the number to one of the women I know. Get your pipe nice and cleaned out.”

He looks at me like a deer in headlights, and I can’t figure out where his anxiety is coming from. Bash glances between us, concern carved onto his face when he locks his gaze on Ben. But something else is there, too. Curiosity.

Bash says, “I don’t think Ben needs to listen to your advice. Not the best role model of the group, wouldn’t you agree?”

I roll my eyes but don’t argue.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I itch to read whatever is on my screen, but opt not to. I want Ash to hate me so she can avoid my darkness. She has the chance to see the light again, and the idea of me clouding that makes me force myself to step away. Yet, the feeling I get knowing I’m going to see her tells me that maybe we’d be better balanced than I let myself accept. 

It takes us half an hour before everything is back into my bags, tension nowhere near the level it was when they first came into my room.

Before we part ways at the airport, Ian and I exchange our usual handshake, a bro code we’ve had since we formed this band. Long before we ever thought we’d make it this far.

“If anyone can fix this with Ash, it’s you,” he says, pulling back and slapping my shoulder in comfort.

My brows raise. “You sure about that?”

He grins. “I don’t know anybody who is as annoyingly determined as you are. Just don’t hurt her, okay?”

Lips twitching, I nod.

But I think, It may be too late for that.
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Ashton

I should have learned by now that waiting for anybody to be good enough would only lead to disappointment in the end. Sometimes I feel like I’ll be waiting for something that’s never going to happen.

“Waiting for someone else to make you happy will only make you sad,” Grandpa said.

And being stupid enough to wait for that person to be Dylan … I was setting myself up for disappoint the whole time. I have nobody to blame but myself.

Walking around my grandparents’ house, my house now I guess, brings back some of the sanity I thought I lost. They left me my childhood home in their will, wanting to ensure I had something sound in my life when they were gone. A safe place to fall when they couldn’t be here to catch me.

When I walk into the living room and see the familiar piano, a painless smile expands on my lips. Crouching down next to the bench, my heart picks up over the familiar carvings in the wood.

I swallow past the lump in my throat, and run my fingers over it. Blinking back tears, I look around the rest of the room, remembering what it was like when the large house was full.

Now it seems so empty. Too empty. Just the ghosts of the past wandering the halls and surrounding me.

I sit down on the bench, pressing my palm flat against the carving. Closing my eyes, I playback the sessions Grandpa and I had, the laughs, the jokes, the lessons.

He was full of good advice.

“I wish you were here,” I whisper to the air.

I want nothing more than to hear him tell me something that will make me happy. To ease the confusion. Make me feel like everything will get better again.

I let out a heavy breath as the doorbell rings, snapping me from my pity party.

When I unlatch the lock and open the door, my eyes widen at the sight of Dylan standing on the front step. His duffle bag hangs from his shoulder, and his hands are stuffed in his loose blue jeans.

He doesn’t look like he usually does. His clothes aren’t tight and showcasing his body—they’re hanging from him in comfort, like he doesn’t care.

But I care.

“What are you doing here, Dylan?”

“You invited me.”

“You bailed on our flight.”

He grips the strap of his bag. “Something happened, and I got distracted. But I’m here now.” 

He’s here now.

Like that makes up for it.

“And I should just let you in?” I ask him doubtfully, the door only cracked open to block him from entering.

“You should do what you want,” he answers, which surprises me. I stare at him. “But I think that you should let me in because you know it’s the right thing to do. If not for me, for our labels.”

Did he have to play that card? He knows that I’m willing to do what it takes for our careers.

Sighing, I open the door and let him pass, and there’s no smugness on his face like I expect there to be.

He looks around the small hall, staring into the rooms on either side of us. One arch leads into the living room and dining area, and the other to the kitchen, guest room, and half bath. The stairs are behind us, leading up to three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a small study that Grandpa used to keep his book collection in.

The expression on his face is somber, almost impressed somehow. Compared to the extravagant hotels he stays at this family home is nothing special. Yet, he stares at the pieces of it like there’s something valuable behind everything his eyes sweep over. 

“It’s not much,” I offer, closing the door and rubbing my hands against my thighs.

He sets his bag down on the ground. “It’s perfect. Never really pictured you for the flashy décor.”

I nibble my lip, not meeting his gaze. I’m not sure what it says about me that my heart picks up over acknowledging what he knows I like.

It hasn’t been long enough—two weeks—for him to know anything about me worth remembering. Not when this is only temporary … when he’s determined to keep his distance from me.

 After showing him his room and telling him where everything is, I let him settle in. Walking back into the living room, I sit down at the piano and open up my old composition folder and pull out Grandpa’s favorites.

It isn’t until halfway through playing Mozart that I see Dylan watching me from the doorway. It causes me to stop; the music cutting off and ceasing the noise that drowns out the silence.

“You should have kept going,” he tells me, walking into the room and looking at the pictures on the wall. I didn’t have the heart to take any of them down, even the embarrassing baby ones.

Each one meant so much to my grandparents. Alternating anything they left behind would be like alternating what they built here—changing their legacy.

He chuckles over the potty training one, causing me to wince. Okay, maybe I could take a few of them down.

“I grew up here,” I explain, standing up and picking up a frame from the mantel next to us. I was fourteen, and it was taken during Grandma’s last birthday with us. We were all smiling around her birthday cake, lights off so just the candles lit up the room.

I set it back down, staring at the others next to it. Dylan seems to be entranced by them, studying each other intently.

“You looked happy,” he states quietly.

Looked. As if I don’t now.

“I still am. Just …” I shrug, turning away from the memories. “Not all the time.”

I sit down on the bench.

He walks around the room, hand brushing against everything it can touch. Looking at every little knickknack like he wants to know their meanings.

“Happiness doesn’t have to be a constant thing,” he finally replies, taking a seat on the couch and hugging one of Grandma’s homemade pillows against his chest. “Some people think that being happy all the time means everything is perfect, but that’s not true. Nobody’s life is, so how can anyone be happy all the time? Plus, my mom used to tell my siblings and I growing up that you don’t find happiness, you make it. If more people listened to that, they’d stop searching and start experiencing.”

The Dylan sitting on an old plaid hand-me-down couch hugging a pillow with a rooster on it to his chest is not the same Dylan I met at the club two weeks ago. It’s definitely not the same Dylan I spent the last week with, constantly battling the urge to either strangle or kiss him.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” He wipes his hand on his face like he might have something there.

I shake my head. “No reason,” I lie. “So you have siblings?”

He nods. “I’m the oldest. Got a brother and sister—Levi and Roxie. They’re both good kids.” He laughs, smiling to himself. “Well, they’re not kids. Levi is almost seventeen, and Roxie just turned thirteen.”

I draw my knees to my chest, resting the heels of my feet on the edge of the bench. “They sound amazing. Are you close?”

His lips twitch. “Not anymore. I’m gone too much nowadays, plus the age difference is a big part of it. Shit, I was ten when Roxie was born. I asked Mom for a puppy. Got her instead.” He chuckles over that. “But they’re close with each other, which makes me happy. Knowing that they have each other is important.”

The softer side of Dylan pops out, and I don’t know if he even knows it. I have a feeling that when he does he’ll retract again, masking himself.

“I see them when I can, send them money,” he adds without me asking. “Hopefully when the time comes they’ll get out of there and explore life. See what it has to offer.”

He seems lost in the thought, which gives me time to study him. His usual hardness is gone, and it makes me drawn to him despite the warnings going off inside of me.

I’m becoming attached again, and I know it won’t end well. Yet, whatever feeling is buzzing inside of me urges the connection to deepen.

“You’re from a small town, right? One-horse feel, farms, people who know everyone and everything. It can’t be that bad, can it? Not like a city where there’s danger at every corner.”

His eyes meet mine, but his are a million miles away. “There’s bad no matter where you go, Ashton.”

I press my lips together. I guess he’s right, but it seems like there’s more to the story than what he’s telling me. But I know the glaze over his eyes, because they match mine. So I don’t press him for the details.

“We’ve got two more weeks to finish the song,” I say to change the subject. “I think we should work on the instrumental to get the music down and then we can work on the rest of the lyrics.”

He nods. “If that’s what you want.”

“Uh … it is.” I look at him suspiciously, wondering what game he’s playing. Agreeing to everything I say doesn’t seem to fit his MO, yet once more, I don’t question it.

He puts the pillow back down and stands, walking over to me and putting his hand out, palm up.

I stare at his hand suspiciously. “I don’t bite, Boots.” I meet his eyes, seeing his crooked grin as he adds, “Not too hard anyway.”

The way he winks brings him back to his old self, and somehow that’s all the motivation I need to put my palm in his. Pulling me up from where I sat, he smiles at me playfully.

“You said there’s a studio?” he asks.

I smile back at him, gesturing toward the back door. “It’s in the backyard. Grandpa was going to build a workshop, but at the time I was so consumed in my music he thought it’d be a better space for me. It’s been upgraded since he uh …”

My heart lurches in my chest just thinking about him, but I brush it off.

“Since he passed,” he finishes for me.

I just nod.

He trails his hands down my arms before taking my hands in his, squeezing them. “It’s okay to be upset. I won’t fault you for it.”

I sniff back tears before they fall. “I’ve been through a lot over the years. I cried when my parents died after a car accident, and again when my grandparents died. Crying over loss has become so … normal to me.”

Dylan’s lips twitch, but he doesn’t let himself frown like I can see he wants to. No, instead, he sees the impending ‘but’ in my eyes, like he gets my clouded hues.

“But?” he presses.

I blink. “I never cried over Rhys.”

He moves one of his hands up to my cheek, cupping it. “There’s a lot you can get from that, you know.”

“How can you be sure, Dylan?”

His thumb brushes my cheekbone, my heart picking up over the soft caress. “Because we only let ourselves cry over the people who are worth our tears.”

I have no idea what to say to that, so I just stare at him. In amazement. Solidarity. Wondering why he’s so insightful, yet pretending he’s got nothing in him worth showing to the world.

He draws back, putting his hands in his pockets. “So how about that studio?”
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Dylan

Nashville isn’t the type of place I expected it to be, but I’m not complaining. Not like Ashton seems to think I will every time she downplays her home or something that she likes from her childhood.


Even the studio, which I can tell is her safe haven, she pretends is nothing special. Yet, her eyes give her away. The small, log-cabin styled space is everything to her.

And sure, it’s no five-star hotel that I’m staying at, but better. Unlike those hotels, her house is full of valuable memories. The best I get while staying elsewhere is ghosts of cheap regrets and dark secrets.

Ash has a home.

After our studio session, I find myself back in my room, lounging across the oddly comfortable guest bed. Despite the girly ruffles that the room’s theme has, it’s a relaxing space.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I assume it’s the guys asking how things are going. Just like they do every day, probably waiting for me to admit I fucked something up.

But it’s been almost a week since I’ve stayed here, and somehow, we’re making it work. Their surprise doesn’t even bother me, because I had no idea what I was walking into when I agreed to stay here. I just knew that Ashton needed to come home, and I wasn’t going to stop her from healing.

Because that’s what this trip is about. And if I want her to finally see some light again, why would I stop her? We may be eerily similar, but that doesn’t mean she can’t change. At least she’s willing to.

When I pull out the phone, I see it’s from Tom, and I mentally groan when I hit accept.

“Yes, boss man?” I greet, with a fake level of enthusiasm thick in my words.

 “Something rather troubling has come to my attention,” he states, voice oddly level for statement as alarming as that one.

I rack my brain for something that I’ve done, but come up blank. My life has become increasingly boring since working with Ashton. Not that it’s a bad thing, considering my previous altercations brought a little too much excitement in my life.

“What’d I do?” I finally ask, sighing.

“Surprisingly, nothing.”

I snort. “Okay then, so what’s the trouble you’re talking about?”

“It involves Conner Mason.” I sit up in bed, leaning against the headboard, trying to figure out why the name sounds familiar.

“Okay …” I drawl. “Care to elaborate?”

“Conner Mason is a country singer, good friends with Rhys Alden. He’s seen quite a bit of action himself, a milder version of you in the media.” I take it as a compliment despite Tom probably not seeing it as one. “And Mr. Mason has chosen to alienate himself unintentionally by trying to pass off your song lyrics as his own.”

Any pride swarming my chest dissipates, filling with fear. My body goes rigid, jaw clenches, and heart picks up with an adrenaline rush.

“Excuse me?” I demand.

Tom clears his throat. “His manager found your notebook in his possession, and he claims Rhys gave it to him. Since Ian told me your notebook was missing, I’m going to assume you didn’t give it to him willingly.”

“Hell no,” I bark. “Where the fuck is it?”

“It is now with me. Stella Banks shipped it to me here in New York.”

Stella? “Rhys’s grandmother?”

“She owns part of the company, therefore handles some of the drama. And this mess has stirred quite a bit of it.”

That piques my interest. “Go on,” I press.

As far as I’m concerned, my notebook is in safe hands, which means whatever comes next will be a lot easier to deal with. Like punching Conner and Rhys in their faces for one.

Tom explains the situation with as little detail as possible, barely giving me any useful information. Besides Rhys stealing my notebook from Stella’s studio thinking it was Ashton’s, I didn’t know much.

“Stella has both of them under probation of sorts,” Tom concludes. “And we informed them that we would press charges for theft if they decided to act out again.”

“Press charges,” I scoff, thinking it’s not a good enough punishment. “Tell them we’ll sue. Scare them.”

“Suing wouldn’t do any good,” he tries telling me. But I won’t have it.

“Make them believe it will. If this Conner Mason guy is anything like Rhys, then the idea of having everything taken from him will scare him enough to get his shit straight.”

“Believe me,” Tom insists, “those two are more alike than we’d all like to hear. And I’ll talk to Stella about what you said. I’m sure she’d be interested in the tactic. Especially coming from you.”

From me?

Tom seems to guess what I’m thinking. “I don’t know what you did, but she likes you. And for somebody as hard-headed as that woman, that’s no easy feat.”

I can’t think of what I would have done, but don’t let it consume me as much as the anger does.

“Why did they do it?”

He sighs. “I really shouldn’t say.”

“They tried stealing something very important from me, Tom. I’d say that justifies an explanation, don’t you agree?”

I’m met by silence for a long while as he contemplates my argument. But he knows I’m right, and that I won’t stop until I get a reason.

“Drugs were involved,” he finally spills. “I don’t know the whole scoop, but I do know that Conner was blackmailing Rhys for a song in trade of keeping his drug use quiet.”

My eyes narrow. “But Ashton was involved. If they thought it was her notebook, that means they have dirt on her, too.”

My worry shifts to her before I can stop it.

“No need to worry yourself,” he assures. “I hear Stella is taking care of it. Neither you nor Ms. King have anything to concern yourself with. Besides the song, that is.”

I can hear the impending question in his tone, so I tell him it’s going fine. And considering there hasn’t been any bad pictures or stories in the press about me, he believes me.

After we hang up, I run my palms down my face. In relief mostly. Ian called me the night I arrived here to tell me that my notebook wasn’t there. And dread had attached itself to me since.

Yet knowing that those idiots were trying to use it didn’t help, knowing they saw a part of me that I liked kept hidden in the pages.

But because I’ve been them, I know their fear. They won’t risk their careers any more than they already have. The scare tactic would work, because it would work on me. When you’ve built your life around being on the top, your biggest terror becomes watching it all crumble until you’re back at the bottom.

 I’d like to say my fears have changed, that I’m not like them anymore because I found something else, someone else, to feel fear for. But they haven’t, and I’m not.

And I hold onto that knowing how much it says about me.
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Ashton

I never would have expected Dylan to be dedicated to a collaboration that he stayed so intent on hating from the start. Yet each day we meet at noon in my tiny homemade studio, playing next to each other. To each other. He showed up early every time, strumming his guitar. And every time, I would listen to him outside the door.

Maybe he knew, maybe he didn’t. It seems like we had an unspoken understanding with each other, letting ourselves get lost in the music—feeling anything that came from the words, the sounds, and everything in between.

We’d only known each other for three weeks, yet in those three weeks we’ve found solace in each other. Whenever I look at him from across the room, I see a piece of me in him, like I’m looking into a mirror instead of his eyes.

Kindred spirits.

Every day we would spend at least two hours in the studio, every night in the living room watching movies, and once in a while we’d even go out to grab something to eat or drink. Having him in my home made the ghosts that roamed around more bearable.

Despite making him sit through movies he looked like he hated, he never complained. Not when I made him watch Pretty Woman (he apparently had a crush on Julia Roberts), Burlesque (he thought pairing Cher and Christina Aguilera was entertaining) or even Fifty Shades of Grey (there was sex, so he was happy).

When I take him out to some of my favorite hangouts, I make him drink pink girly drinks called weird names, and order food that somebody like him wouldn’t be seen eating—seaweed wraps, raw fish, or caviar. He drank and ate everything I challenged him with, with a smirk on his face.

Three weeks. Twenty-one days, and he surprises me during almost every single one. 

Today’s session seems to fly by, the song almost completely finished. The song pours from me, my body heating over the way Dylan watches me play it. The lyrics slip from my mouth, eyes closed, heart open, and I feel everything. The good, the bad, the truth, the lies.




You say that the world is hopeless.

You say that no one understands.

But the truth is out of focus.

That the lies are what make the man.




There’s a light that no one else can see.

But I know that everyone will disagree.

But we know …




Chorus

Even forever has a limit

Even always has to end.

When the world tells us to forgive it,

We show them the reasons that we can’t.

We never said that we were perfect,

But it’s time to take our stand.

Because even forever has a limit.

But maybe always has a plan.




You think that you’re a burden.

You think that you’re weak if you cry.

But we both know that you’re more than,

The pain that’s hiding in your eyes.




There’s a storm that, no one else fight.

But I know that you’ll survive …




Chorus




Even forever has a limit.

(Yeah my world, would not be the same without you in it.)

Even always has an end.

(But not for us, because, because…)

Even forever has a limit.

But maybe always has a plan.




Once the piano fades out, I finally open my eyes and take a deep breath, like a burden lifting from my soul. Suddenly, I feel lighter, and a small smile tips up my lips.

When I lift my gaze, lashes fluttering, I feel the small studio close in on us as Dylan stalks toward me, a predatory look in his hooded eyes. I try taking even breaths from where I sit on the bench, wanting to show him I’m not affected.

The space between us disappears and I’m suddenly surrounded by everything him. His smell, his heat, his intentions.

Swallowing, I ask, “What are you doing?”

He leans in, placing a hand on either side of me on the piano and trapping me in.

“Taking your advice and taking a stand.”

“It’s just a song.”

“Those lyrics were threaded with truth.”

I can’t argue with him—the only reason this song works is because of the truth behind each word … each analysis of the other person.

His lips graze my cheek first, his hot breath trailing toward my ear.

“Pretend you don’t feel anything for me all you want, Ash. But it takes a lot of passion to hate somebody as much as you’ve tried hating me.”

Tried. And failed.

My body shivers as his lips brush my ear, my eyes closing involuntarily. I absorb the feel of his lips grazing my skin, trailing slowly across cheek, jaw, and to my chin.

“Dylan,” I choke out. I’m too afraid to finish what I’m saying because his lips are dangerously close to mine.

If we kiss, I’d finally be giving in. Telling myself that he’s worth losing myself over. Is he? We’re alike, and I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not. I’ve opened up to him more than he’s been willing to open to me. What does that say about us?

His lips hover just above mine, his breath tempting my lips to part. He’s testing me, teasing me, waiting for me to make a choice.

I’m acutely aware of how my legs widen to welcome him stepping closer. The idea of his hard body so close to me shouldn’t turn me on, but it does. And I try thinking of anything else. Comparing him to Rhys, how their bodies are different, their personalities. Dylan carries himself in a way that demands the world’s attention, and Rhys could only pretend like he had that kind of power.

“You can stop me,” he whispers in a low tone. His lips barely touching mine causes my heart to speed up and my hands to go clammy where they’re gripping the edge of the bench. “But we both know you won’t.”

That’s all he says before his lips are on mine for real, no ghost touch or tenderness. He’s taking what he wants in a possessive way, claiming my lips with his skilled ones. I find myself arching toward him, but force my hands to stay down.

Sometimes you end up losing yourself in somebody who doesn’t care about losing you. Rhys never cared, and the off-and-on roller coaster ride with Dylan sends off warning signals in my mind. Alarms that tell me it’s just another cycle I’m being sucked into.

But I let him kiss me. I let his tongue run the seam of my lips and slip in my mouth. I let our mouths play a song of their own, moving to a melody that can’t possibly work in the long run.

When he steps into me and his erection presses against my stomach, I break away with reality snapping me out of my lapse of judgement.

“Stop,” I rasp. I rub my bottom lip, pulling on it, remembering how his lips felt against mine. “You need to stop. Just … please.”

He’s not breathing as ruggedly as I am, and I have a feeling it’s because of the mild panic attack I’m having over what just happened.

Again.

I push him away and stand up, my legs feeling weak beneath me. After getting a breath of fresh air, I turn around, scowling when I see the smug smirk on his face.

“It was just a song,” I repeat coldly, making myself believe it. Needing to believe it this time.

He winks. “And it was just a kiss.”

That wasn’t just a kiss. It was a challenge, and we both know it. The dare is whether another move will be made, and if I’ll let it.

  Or who will make it.

And it won’t be me.

I shake my head, determined to show the same resistance I know I need. “If you ever kiss me again, I’ll cut your balls off, and I’m pretty sure your bandmates wouldn’t bat an eye.”

He shrugs, unfazed. “You’re probably right.”

I grab my cell phone from where it sets by the door, annoyed with his smug expression.

“And for the record,” he calls after me, “I won’t have to kiss you before you’re begging me to do it again. Count on it, Boots.”

Jaw locked, I turn on my heels and walk out before I really do keep my word. Dylan Hilton is playing a very dangerous game, yet I keep letting him play it.




Shutting myself in my room, I feel my heart race in my chest, thumping in an uneven rhythm. Even distancing myself from him, I still feel him everywhere.

Rolling my shoulders back, I think about anything else. Yet, he invades my thoughts and memories, the ghost of him still caressing me, claiming me, possessing me. My lips, my skin, all tingle from where he touched, letting me know that this game is bigger than the both of us.

When will it end?

I’ve never been one for playing games, especially not with other people. All I want is for this one to end, and I don’t know if I can make it happen if Dylan is still determined to play until he wins.

But will he?

I send a quick text to Teagan, but before I can send it, a new text comes through.




Rhys: Conner won’t go to the press.




Gaping at the text, I reread it. Once, twice, a third time. Because I may not know Conner Mason well, but I know he isn’t the type to back down until he gets what he wants. He’s like a sleazier version of Dylan that way.

Blinking, I force a reply.




Ashton: Why?

Rhys: Ask your boyfriend. He’s the reason for all

  of this.

Ashton: You know I’m not dating anyone. Are we

   back to that? Blaming everyone else?

Rhys: I do when Dylan Hilton is involved.

Ashton: I don’t have time for this, Rhys.




Throwing my phone on my bed, I shake my head, ideas swarming in confusion. Rhys’ name pops up on my screen, but I ignore the call. He calls again, but I hit the red button to make him disappear.

However, the problem with ignoring him is that I’ll never get the closure I need. So when he calls again, I pick up.

“You’re pathetic,” I inform him coldly. “I knew that you were willing to do anything for yourself, but never hurt me. And you say that you never would, yet you let your best friend blackmail me! Who does that, Rhys?”

There’s a pregnant pause. “I won’t tell you that you’re wrong.” My eyes widen at the reply. “Stella made me take a drug test.”

I knew she was going to, but haven’t talked to her in a few days. “And?”

“I failed.”

I gulp. “So it is drugs,” I confirm.

“They help.”

Help? “Help what, Rhys? You never used to turn to anything but music when you had bad days. Why turn to drugs?”

He murmurs something under his breath. “I saw how they helped calm Conner down. He offered me some and I took them. Honestly, it was just supposed to be for a few days. Help me get over my writer’s block and out of my head enough to go back and accomplish something. But it didn’t end like that.”

He became addicted. “So this whole thing was because you didn’t want Conner ratting you out,” I conclude, nodding. It made sense. From the start, I knew it was more than just some reputation being teetered off its track. Rhys was afraid that something big would destroy him.

What he didn’t know is that it was himself.

“You need help, Rhys,” I finally tell him quietly, sitting on the edge of my bed. “You need to get your life together, because I know for a fact that you’re better than this. Even when you wanted the world to believe you weren’t.”

He doesn’t answer right away. “She’s sending me away. Stella, I mean. Making me and Conner both go to rehab if we ever want to record again.”

Go Stella, I think.

“Good. Sounds like you both could use it.”

“Ashton …” His voice is rough. “I was crashing when I saw you last. Conner got us into some heavy shit, and it took over. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

I’m sorry.

The words I never thought I’d hear echo in my head. And for once, it sounds like he actually means it.

Somehow, it triggers my mind to remember what Dylan told me the other day.

We only let ourselves cry over the people who are worth our tears.

“You know something?” I ask, lost in the possibilities of what officially letting him go could bring me. “It took me this long to figure out, but I finally see that the reason I never cried over you is because my heart knows you’re not worth my tears.”

He lets out a heavy breath, which sounds more like a gargled noise. In hurt? I don’t care enough to ask, to worry.

Because for once, the truth sets me free. From him. The past. What I thought I lost when I broke it off with him. He was my safety net because I was too afraid of what else the world could offer me. But he was never worth being caught up in.

“I hope rehab helps, Rhys.” And I mean it.

“Ash?” I stay quiet, waiting for him to say something. Anything.

After a long moment, he murmurs, “Thanks.”

Ending the call, I let it all soak in. I should call Stella and thank her for what she did. Even if Rhys and I are estranged, were estranged, I’m glad she’s getting him the help he needs.

Throwing my hair up in a messy ponytail, I can’t help but wonder what Dylan did to get Conner off my back. I should have asked, but it didn’t seem as important as finally telling him what I really felt. What I was afraid to admit I felt.

Dylan doesn’t know what happened between Rhys and me, and there’s no way he’d willingly deal with Rhys because of how much he dislikes him.

Hearing the front door open downstairs, I listen as Dylan walks around the house. I could confront him and demand he tell me what his game is. Why bother intruding in business that isn’t his? It doesn’t make any sense why he’s getting involved.

Then again, Dylan doesn’t make any sense. He’s proven that time and time again when he does the exact opposite of what anyone expects. He tells me he doesn’t help people, but he comes to my rescue whenever I need it. He says he’s hard to figure out, yet I can read him better than anyone.

He’s an anomaly. An annoying one at that.

Calling up Teagan is the only thing I think to do, because she knows how to deal with guys. Well, for the most part. Since I already slept with Dylan, there goes her first suggestion. It can only mean she’d have better advice now.

“What up, bitch? I miss you!”

I roll my eyes at her greeting. “I miss you, too … but I need some help.”

“What happened?”

“Dylan.”

Silence.

I sigh loudly. “He’s everywhere, Teagan! It’s like I can’t shake him. He’s suffocating me and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“Well you did invite him into your home,” she points out slowly, as if I’d forgotten that.

I flop onto my bed. “But not into my whole life!”

“What’s this really about?” she questions knowingly.

I shift onto my stomach, holding my pillow to my chest. “I don’t know how, but he stopped Conner and Rhys from blackmailing me.”

More silence. Coming from Teagan, it’s deafening, and drives me crazy.

Throwing the pillow away from me, I say, “You’re killing me, Teag! I need words.”

“Talk to him.”

My brows draw in. “Talk to him?”

She laughs. “Why do you sound so shocked that I suggested communication?”

“Usually you tell me to sleep with him.”

“Yeah but you already got a taste of that.” She pauses. “Or, a piece of him. I suppose you could explore that more. You know, actually taste him if you catch my drift.”

“Ugh, stop. The last thing I need is more kissing or … that. I already let him assault my mouth earlier. It’s like he’s a drug I’m addicted to.”

I cringe at the comparison given what just happened.

She giggles. “Could be worse.”

“How?” I doubt.

“You could actually be addicted to drugs,” she replies nonchalantly. “While meth does wonders for weight loss, it’s not really what I’d suggest.”

I can’t come up with a reply to that.

“What are you afraid of?” she asks.

“Nothing,” I say too quickly.

She snorts. “Yeah, okay. Try again.”

I stare at the ceiling in silence, trying to figure out what I’m scared of. Dylan has proven himself to be way different than I pegged him for, and if anything, I should be thanking him.

“If you think you’re going to play tonsil hockey with him rather than talk, just keep a few feet between you guys.”

There’s the Teagan I know. “It’s not that.” I don’t think. “I mean, maybe it’s part of it. He has a way of letting my defenses down when he’s around, and that could be dangerous.”

“Not really,” she disagrees. “Letting somebody in again isn’t such a bad idea. Even if it’s just on a friendly level. You know, if friends screw each other.”

I cover my face with the crook of my arm. “I let him in two weeks after breaking up with my long-term boyfriend.”

“That relationship ended a long time ago,” she reminds me sternly. “Everything that you and Rhys had was long over before the actual breakup. We both know that, and even you two knew that. Sure, how the final split happened sucks, but it was a good thing. You were set free, able to make your choices. And a part of you, whether your mind, body, or heart, chose Dylan to experience your fresh start with.”

A pang of dread fills my chest, freezing my body where it lays on the bed.

“Maybe you need his kind of chaos in your life right now,” she tells me softly.

“Why would I need that?”

Her reply is instant. “To take you out of your own. To help you fight it. Stepping back from your own shit might make you see that it isn’t so bad from a new perspective.”

I blink, wondering if Dylan’s chaos is worse than mine. He’s set on keeping it to himself, closing himself off to the world. To me. Even though I can see his torture, he won’t let me feel it. Experience it. Help him.

If I’m going to let myself move on to a fresh start, I’m doing it my own way. I can’t keep walking down a narrow path fit for one person. The next time I let somebody in completely, they need to walk beside me, or not at all.

The worst part of opening yourself up to somebody else is wondering if they’ll ever care enough about you to do the same.

And with Dylan, I have too many doubts.
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Dylan

I hear the loud thump before I see the dangling legs from the window in the living room. And it doesn’t take a genius to know what’s happening.


Ashton is trying to sneak out of her own house just to avoid me. Clearly, she hasn’t done it before, based on the way her legs are kicking to regain balance as she hangs from her bedroom window. She’s struggling, and I’m enjoying the view.

Opening the window quietly, I perch on the seat and watch with my arms crossed on my chest. Her cowboy boots catch the lattice attached to the side of the house, finally stabilizing her rocking body as she climbs her way down.

When she lands on her feet with her back to me, I can’t help but take in the view of the tight blue jeans and white crop top she’s sporting. Can’t blame her considering it’s nearly eighty-five and sunny out. Even I’m considering changing, and I’ve barely been outside.

Her hair is up in a ponytail like it usually is when we’re practicing, but she’s got her purse hanging from her shoulder, and bracelets on her arms like she’s dressed up.

“Going somewhere, Boots?”

She yelps and spins around, hand flattening against over her heart. “Would you stop doing that? You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

I chuckle. “Are you sneaking out … of your own house?”

She flushes. “No, that’s stupid.”

“So you usually climb out of your two-story bedroom window instead of using the front door?” I’ve had the sneaking out thing down since I was fourteen and had every intention of making out with Ginger Davis who lived three houses down. Ever since I noticed girls, my determination to scope out every exit in my parents’ house became apparent to me.

She crosses her arms on her chest. “Maybe. It’s none of your business anyway.”

My eyes lock on her pouty lips, causing my own to quirk up in amusement. “You’re avoiding me,” I accuse. “I’m flattered, but watching you struggle to get out was too much for me. I need to teach you the proper way sometime.”

“I wasn’t—” The doubtful look I cast her stops her from finishing the poor lie.

“You’re many things, Ash,” I tell her confidently. “You’re smart, funny, and beautiful. But you are not a good liar. So give it up. Was our last kiss that amazing you couldn’t face me without salivating?”

Her nose scrunches. “Gross, no.” She looks away, purposefully avoiding my eyes by fixing her shirt that has nothing wrong with it.

“You’re stalling,” I accuse.

“And you’re—” Her face screws, but nothing comes out to finish her comeback. She groans loudly, defeat washing over her features. She grips her purse strap. “You’re annoying, persistent, and dangerous. You’re the type of guy that everyone thinks they’ve pegged until they know you for more than a day, and I really wish that I could say you’re still the same asshole I assumed you were the night we met at the club. But you’re not.”

I gape at her, not expecting the rant.

“Why do you have to be secretly nice? I bet you adopt orphaned puppies, help little old ladies across the road, and donate to charity. Yet, you’d rather the world know you as the guy who can’t keep the same woman on his arm for more than an hour, and who can’t keep his temper under control enough to stay out of a fight. The press thinks your head is in the bottle, but I can see where it really is.”

Eye twitching, I wait for her to continue. Surely wherever this is leading must be good, because she’s too riled up for it not to be.

“It’s out in the open, waiting for everybody to look the other way so you can be yourself,” she finishes quietly, shrugging like that’s all there is to it. “Why do you have to pretend like you’re some selfish asshat when you’re really the type of guy who helps people without a second thought?”

I shake my head, teeth grinding. “You’re wrong. Plenty of people need help, and I look the other way every time.”

“Not with me,” she counters matter-of-factly. “I know you want me to believe that you’re worth hating, but that isn’t true. Maybe you’re so caught up in saving me because you don’t put effort into saving yourself. Like agreeing to write this song with me. Taking me to that gym to get my head clear. Calling off Conner Mason and Rhys. Yeah, I heard about that. You think you’re the villain in every story, but maybe you’re the white knight in disguise.”

I scoff at the thought, knowing damn well I’m too tainted to be anybody’s white knight. Especially hers.

“Look at the facts, Ashton,” I finally answer, voice nothing more than a whisper. “You’ve written this delusion in your head that I’m here to save you for selfless reasons, but can’t you see just how wrong you are? Everything I did is for selfish reasons. I agreed to write a song with you to get you alone, took you to the gym to bring your defenses down, and finally got what I wanted the whole time. What I told you I’d get. In your pants.”

The words tumble from my lips before I can process them, anything to prove her theory wrong. If I let myself believe it, it’ll change me.

Her expression grows stoic, any emotion blocked from me. I study her, waiting for her to break. To yell. To slap me. Something. Anything.

“Keep telling yourself that,” she finally replies, voice hard. “But you’re not as great of a liar that you think you are.”

“Doubt that,” I grumble. She turns to leave, but I jump out and nearly eat dirt just to catch up with her. “Would you wait? I’m waving the proverbial white flag here.”

She stops, giving me an exasperated look.

“Where are you going?”

“It’s none of your business, Dylan.”

“Is that anyway to treat a house guest?” I quip, mocking offense. “And here I thought all Southerners were about their hospitality.”

She glares. “I’ve been taking you out ever since you got here! But if you must know, I was invited to go to a karaoke bar to meet up with some old friends. It’s a tradition we’ve had since high school.”

“You hung out a bar in high school?” I don’t hide how impressed I am over rule-breaker Ashton.

She rolls her eyes. “They have karaoke nights, so it’s known to gather a younger crowd. My friends used to go because there were agents who would watch the performances, and we all wanted our big chance.”

At a bar?

“And that’s how they discovered you?”

She shrugs. “It’s not important.”

I want to tell her it is, to dig. But I remember the vow I took before I flew here. She doesn’t need to be dragged any further into my shit show. So why do I keep attaching myself to her?

“Mind a plus one?”

Amusement sweeps her face. “You want to go to a karaoke bar?”

“I like music and I like bars.” My explanation makes her roll her eyes, but it also eases her anger with me. It’s odd how quickly she can forgive. I wonder if I’ll ever be like that someday.

I lean against the tree right next to me. “Plus, my friends are in the area and wanted to hang out. Figured it’d be best to meet them outside of your house.”

Her expression shifts. “Let me guess? Women friends.”

I bury that question. “I do have friends with dicks, Ashton. You met three of them already, remember?”

She just shrugs, looking away with a rosy dusting to her cheeks. Good, she should be embarrassed.

Then again, I shouldn’t care that she assumed I’d have women “friends” pining for my attention. But I do, and as usual that’s just another problem piled on my list of many.

Fuck me.

“Listen, the guys that I’m meeting up with like to party. Let’s just say the last time we hung out, a hotel room got trashed. I don’t want them to ruin your home, especially knowing how sentimental it is to you.”

Her eyes widen, and I know it’s because I let her see that I care about whether or not Hollis Wilder and his band would destroy her home. But I know everything inside the walls mean too much to her to let somebody as tainted as us destroy it.

Yet you’re still here.

I push the thought away. “So are we good?”

I can tell she isn’t so sure, but she relents, because that’s just the kind of person she is—determined to be nice even to the people who don’t deserve it.

“Fine. But you have to change.”

I scope out the outfit I’m wearing.

“You’ll stick out too much. I’ve still got some of Grandpa’s clothes stashed away. You can borrow them.”

Oh joy, I think as she drags me back into the house for a makeover.




 Hollis takes one good look at me and busts out laughing, howling until tears run down his face. It must be quite the scene, because even Cannon Rhodes, The Wild’s bass guitarist, is smirking at the bar.

“Dude,” Hollis cackles, taking in the wardrobe that Ash made me wear from her grandfather’s closet. “You look like Conway Twitty threw up on you.”

I wiggle my toes in the borrowed cowboy boots I’m wearing and flex my arms in the flannel shirt. All I’m missing is a cowboy hat, belt buckle bigger than my dick, (which would be hard to find) and a piece of straw to hang from my mouth.

Not that I’d ever admit it, but it’s actually comfortable. More freeing than the tight clothes I usually wear, and nowhere near as hot as the leather. Ashton thinks this will embarrass me, but I’m embracing it for the night, much to her dismay.

I wave him off. “Laugh it up, Wilder. You’re just jealous that you can’t pull off this look.”

Rush shoulders Hollis away before Hollis can answer. “He most certainly doesn’t have the body type for it, but I could work the fuck out of that.”

I size him up, knowing damn well he’d dress in this just for the hell of it. Out of all of them, he would be the one to pull it off. No tattoos, one ear pierced, but overall boy-next-door. His look doesn’t fit his personality, at least not from what I’ve always experienced being around him.

“Can’t really argue with you, Daniels,” I laugh, shaking my head. “Not sure what that says about you, either.”

“That I’m awesome?”

Fox Kessler, guitarist of the Wild, feels the need to butt into the conversation then, snorting over Rush’s comment. Leaning around me to get a better look at Rush, who seems dead serious as he looks over my attire, he says, “Yeah, let’s go with that.”

He orders himself a drink, sitting on the stool next to me, leg perched on the leg of the chair. I don’t know either Fox or Cannon well enough to figure them out since they don’t always meet up with us whenever we’re in the same area, and I never had much interest to whenever there was alcohol around to distract me.

Maybe it’s because I always try surrounding myself with people who understand why I act out—people who know my type of fun. Out of the four of them, that seems to be Hollis and Rush over Cannon and Fox.

Usually because Cannon—the brooding, tatted up, silent-but-deadly one—is too busy scoping out the crowd like he needs to analyze everything before he can even figure out what fun is. And I never bother him, because truth be told the dude is intimidating. Even though Hollis swears he’s a good guy, there’s something about him that I don’t dare mess with. Could have something to do with the tattoos and piercings, between his neck and fingers being inked up, and nose and lip being pierced, that give him an edge that warns people away. Sure as hell keeps me at a distance.

Then there’s Fox, who took it upon himself to put itching powder in my boxers during one of my random hookups at the party I’d mentioned to Ash earlier. Apparently the night wouldn’t have been a success by just trashing the place, so he had to make my balls suffer, too. 

“Keep telling yourself that, Rush.” I pat his shoulder and waltz over to the bar. “So, what will the poison be tonight?”

Hollis, Rush, and Fox surround me, but it’s Hollis who can’t stop staring at at the attire Ash just had to put me in. I flag down the bartender and order a beer.

“Careful, pretty boy. Looking at me like that will only get a guy’s hope up.”

Hollis snorts. “You wish, fucker. Cowboy boots don’t do it for me.” His eyes go to Ashton, brows arching up as he rakes over her profile from what he can see. My jaw clenches when he whistles in admiration. “Unless they’re on her.”

I smack his arm, a deadly feeling of possession racing over me. “Don’t even think about it, Wilder.”

He grabs my beer before I can, taking a swig as he studies me. “She yours?”

My eyes shoot to Ash, who’s still laughing with her group of friends. One of them points to the girl singing at the microphone, and another nudges Ashton. But whatever they’re saying, Ash isn’t having.

Silently, I answer, Not like I want her to be.

“For now,” I tell him instead, shrugging casually as I try to figure out her expression. Her eyes are on the mic in contemplation, teeth biting into her bottom lip like they always do when she’s thinking.

He snorts, leaning his back against the counter. He watches Ashton with interest, making my fist twitch. I’m two seconds away from demanding him to look away, when he catches my glare and laughs so loudly that the crowd takes notice and gawks.

“Calm down, dude,” he muses, tipping back my beer. “You’re into her. I won’t get in your way. Bro code and all that shit. Plus, not sure if she’s my type.”

Rush guffaws next to him, looking Ashton over, too. “What? Hot and breathing?”

My eyes snap to his as if to say, Not helping.

He shrugs in reply.

“Well you better go do something,” Hollis suggests, tipping his head toward the girls’ table. A group of guys are wandering their way, intent flashing in their eyes.

Oh, fuck no. Before I know what I’m doing, I’m stalking over to them to claim what’s mine. Eyes spitting fire, the three men stop, analyzing the situation before deciding to turn around once they see I’m not joking.

Ashton looks from them to me, exasperation in her eyes. “Really, Dylan? They were probably just coming over to say hi.”

“You’re kidding, right?” I jeer. “See the tall blond douche who’s staring at you? That isn’t a I-want-to-be-best-friends look. That’s a I-want-to-put-my-dick-in-you expression. I know it well, I think you should take my word for it. Who better than to read guys than one?”

Her friends giggle, causing me to remember we’re not alone. My eyes scope them out; both blonde, both attractive. Yet neither of them seem to stir anything up inside of me like Ashton does.

My eyes snap to the mic, which is now free and ready to be occupied. An idea comes in my head, and based on the knowing smirk on Hollis’ face, he knows what I’m planning.

“Come on,” I say, head gesturing toward the stage. “You should remind this town what you got. Show them you’re not afraid of what the press is saying.”

Her eyes widen. “Um, I don’t know …”

I tug on her arm, making her stand up. “You once sang at this bar because you hoped you’d be discovered. And did you?”

“Well … yeah.”

“So obviously that person thought you were worth taking a chance on,” I goad. “Now is your shot at proving you’ve made it.”

Her eyes return to mine. “Dylan—”

Her friends cheer her on. “You should do it!”

She seems conflicted, nibbling on her bottom lip as the crowd waits for a new performer to walk on stage.

“Don’t make me ask in front of the crowd,” I threaten, brow raised with nothing but seriousness on my face.

She eyes me, not daring to challenge the fact that I would. She knows I would if it meant getting her on stage.

“Fine,” she says slowly. “But you have to sing with me.”

I chuckle. “All right, if that’s what it takes.”

She stands up, her friends clapping.

“But I get to choose the song,” she informs me, shouldering past me as the crowd cheers over her appearance on the stage.

I can tell they recognize her, the noise picking up as they murmur amongst themselves. It only gets louder when I join her on the small stage, one of the people in charge giving me a second microphone since Ashton is already at the one set up.

“What’s your poison, princess?” I speak into the microphone so the whole bar hears, my tone sultry as I meet her eyes. I wink, showing her I’m not afraid of what she chooses like I know she wants me to be. She already dressed me for the part, so I expect her to pick something so outside my comfort zone that I’ll back down.

Not going to happen.

There’s a familiar spark in her eyes that is a deadly mixture paired with the shit-eating grin on her face, and when she muffles her song choice to the man running the machine, I know I may have underestimated her.

And when the beginning of Abba’s “Dancing Queen” comes on, I know she’s already won.

“Nice play,” I congratulate her, shaking my head at the song selection. I see the guys out in the crowd laughing their asses off at my expense, but I take it like a man and do my part.

She faces me as the song begins, starting it off. My eyes stay on her the whole time, amazed at how she pulls off the song. I already know she’s an amazing singer, but watching her in her element, the crowd as engrossed as I am, makes me smile easily.

After the first verse and chorus, she gestures for me to pick it up, and I cringe knowing how bad my rendition will be. She laughs along with the crowd as I do my best, knowing damn well it’s nowhere near what she gave, yet the way her face lights up tells me it’s worth it.

We sing together on the next chorus, and alternate over the rest of the song. She dances around me, laughing as I spin her around, making use of our space on the stage. The crowd is all on their feet by the time the song is done, but we’re both cracking up and watching each other through the applause.

The manager comes on stage clapping, but another idea comes to mind before he asks if anyone else wants to take their turn.

Turning to the crowd, I ask, “Would anyone mind if I get my sweet revenge on this beautiful woman? I need to redeem myself after that, and the only way I know how is by a sing-off.”

The manager appears to be amused, but lets us continue by backing off and behind the curtain.

The crowd seems into the idea, clapping along to my plan.

“You see,” I explain, “I may not be the professional singer of the band I’m in, but I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

Ashton giggles, bringing the mic up to her painted lips. “That’s his way of saying he’s sorry for what you’re about to hear.” She winks at me, the motion stirring my dick once again. “I think you should stick to the guitar, Mr. Hilton.”

The crowd ooes at the trash talk, but cheers in encouragement.

I wave her away from center stage. “Let me show you how it’s done, Ms. King. Two can play at this game.”

I request my song, a favorite of mine since the day I saw them in concert. As Breaking Benjamin’s “The Diary Of Jane” comes on, I slowly creep toward Ashton. When I actually start singing, I can see the shock in her face, her eyes widening, mouth dropped.

Circling her as I sing, every word directed toward her, she follows in awe, stricken that I could have any talent beyond using my fingers and witty sarcasm to pick up women.

Singing may not be my passion, but it’s something that I keep locked away for when it matters. And right now, seeing Ashton speechless as she takes in every moment, is exactly what I need to fuel myself.

I stop right in front of her, invading her space, trailing my hands down her arm and reaching for her hand. She lets me, frozen where she stands until I back away, a cocky grin on my face as I let the instrumental take over.

There are whistles out in the crowd, but I don’t care. All I care about is showing Ashton what I’m made of, even if it means peeling back a few layers to prove I’m more than just a guitar.

She snaps out of it just as the song ends, crossing her arms on her chest and staring at me.

“What was that?” she questions, blinking away her surprise.

“That,” I reply huskily, “was a challenge.”

Her eyes narrow. “Challenge accepted.”

She talks into the mic now. “Pretty boy here has some vocals that none of us knew about. He was good, but who thinks I can top that? This is Nashville, after all. No room for rock when we’ve got country, right?”

That gets a big reaction from everyone, more people gathered than there were when we first walked on stage. The bar is packed, barely room for much movement, but unlike the concerts I play, I don’t soak it in.

This isn’t about me and the crowd.

It’s about me and Ashton.

“All right, country girl,” I challenge, waving my hand. “Bring it on. Rock against country.”

A smile lights up her face, but there’s a seductive gleam in her eyes like she’s about to hit me with something I won’t be able to handle. And I look forward to every second of it.

When the intro to the song comes on, I cross my arms on my chest, waiting for her to start the show I know she’s about to put on. What I don’t expect is for her to take on Carrie Underwood’s “Cowboy Casanova” and sing it better than Carrie herself.

And the way she walks toward me, one foot slowly in front of the other like a slow prowl, doesn’t help the evidence of my arousal. Now it’s my turn to gape as her hips swivel, singing about the man who can’t be trusted because of his antics. A warning to all the women that this man’s dangerous, that he’ll play you. A man like me.

And when she’s finally in my space, chest to chest, my heart is pounding so hard in my chest that there’s a chance she can hear it even over the music and crowd. My mouth goes dry when she puts her hand on my chest, raking one finger down the center of my pecs, into the dips of my abs, before gently pushing me away and backing up. The men in the room really enjoy the little dance she’s putting on, and I’d be two seconds from losing my shit if I wasn’t so turned on myself by the provocative movements.

Anybody would see this song just as a warning to never fall for the devil’s antics twice. But all I see is a woman who’s tasted what that type of man is and can’t get enough.

Well I’m right here, sweetheart.

She comes at me one last time as the song finishes, getting caught off guard when I spin her around so my arm is hooked around her waist with her back pressed against my chest. The crowd roars as I press my lips against her cheek as she finishes the song, both of our breathing heavy, in sync with one another.

Everybody is on their feet, and it’s easy to see who won.

“I think you used your sex appeal to cheat,” I whisper in her ear, grinning. I can’t say I blame her, and I definitely didn’t hate the performance either. “Just wish you would have left that little show for when it’s the two of us.”

She gulps, finally stepping out of my hold. She looks out at the crowd, smiling and waving.

“I’d say she won fair and square,” I tell them, listening to their riled responses agree with me.

I nod, clapping along with them. “Guess it’s hard to beat the player on her own turf, huh?”

That gets laughter and cheers in response.

It isn’t until the light is out of my eyes that I see various phones out, recording and taking pictures. Who knows how long they were doing it, but for once I don’t care.

Rush is on the bar howling over the crowd, demanding to be heard. I roll my eyes at him, but chuckle at him as he downs what looks like a shot in his hand.

Hollis raises his beer to me, shaking his head.

The manager comes back on stage looking between the two of us. “That was something else, you two.” He seems impressed, maybe even a little star-struck, which makes me grin. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind one more song?”

He eyes the crowd, probably seeing dollar signs more than he sees anything else.

I look at Ashton, shrugging. “Up to you, Boots. Want to do another one? Anything but Abba.”

That makes her smirk. “You had that one coming the way you’ve been acting.”

I give that one to her. My eyes focus on a piano shoved in the corner of the room, and her eyes travel to it.

“Dylan—” she tries warning.

“How about a little sneak peek?”

Uncertainty washes over her face.

“One show. It won’t hurt anything.”

“They haven’t approved it,” she points out, looking nervously at the waiting crowd.

I use them to my advantage. “Would you guys like to hear what Ashton and I have been working on lately?”

The response makes it hard to say no, and I smile when Ashton succumbs. She’s like me, always wanting to please the fans. And we’ve got a building full waiting for us to make our move.

I get the manager’s help to move the piano over, so Ashton has room to play. There’s no guitar, but I make due, sitting on the bench next to her, adjusting our microphones so they’re at our level.

She gives me one look, but the smile I give her must make her decide to start playing. The noise instantly stops when the music starts, and everyone melts when she begins singing.

Like every time I watch her play, I’m lost. Lost in her tranquility, lost in her sound. My body eases just like hers, giving into the music. When we start singing together, our eyes lock, a small smile appearing on her lips.

I match it, eyes swimming in hers as if drowning in them wouldn’t seem like such a bad way to go. Based on the crowd’s reaction of the uncut acoustic version, I’d say they’ll eat up the studio one once it’s on the album.

When the song ends, we’re still staring, still lost in each other. My fingers itch to touch her, but I refrain knowing we’re not alone.

What I’m planning to do to her doesn’t deserve to be witnessed by anybody in this room. Only us.

I swallow as we stand up, her hand reaching out to me as we both take a bow in the middle of the stage. My friends managed to meet hers at their table, all of them cheering the loudest compared to the others.

The way her fingers thread with mine make warmth consume my entire body, heart beating into overdrive, the feel of her skin being permanently cemented in my mind for when this is over.

Because it has to end eventually.

The realization crashes into me as I look at her, eyes clouded, everybody blurring out of focus until it’s just her staring at everybody with pure serenity on her face.

I know as soon as Tom sees the videos that are bound to go viral, he’ll call me home. Hell, the song is finished so there would be no reason to stay anyway.

There’s no tomorrow, or next week.

Only today. Tonight.

It’s our last shot. Our final good-bye.

And I’ll make sure it’s the good-bye she deserves. The only one I know how to make before the final departure.
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Ashton

When the front door clicks closed and it’s just Dylan and I, everything shifts between us. Our hands still entwined, our eyes locked together, it’s like our song is playing in the background, controlling our every move.


He backs me into the house, to the edge of the stairs, and his hands travel to my waist as he leans in and brushes his nose against mine, slowly moving to caress my cheek and jaw, his warm breath kissing my skin. My hands tangle in his hair—not in rushed need, but to hold him, feel him, embrace the moment.

“This won’t be like last time,” he tells me, lips moving against mine as he speaks. “I need to take my time exploring you, mapping out every scar and freckle, until I mark and memorize every piece of you.

“I’m going to remember what you taste like.” His lips graze my skin until he bites down on my collarbone. “Memorize your silky skin.” One of his hands flattens against my bare midriff. “And make sure that every sound you make while I’m inside of you will be locked away in the back of my mind.”

I gasp when he tugs me into his body, his hard to my soft, a fire engulfing us until we’re burning out of control.

When we ascend the stairs, bodies pressed together, warning bells chime in my head. A guard goes over my heart, ready to cage it behind impenetrable bars.

We’re not made to love each other. We’d be a disaster in the making.

He told me that once, and nothing has changed. This had to be it for us. There’s nothing else left to offer each other, and when this night is over we needed to go our separate ways. Play it off like a lapse in judgement.

Standing outside my bedroom, he presses me against the wall, lips softly brushing against mine from every angle he could taste me in. His hands go to my shirt, slipping underneath it and slowly moving it upward until it’s off. His eyes ravish the sight of my pale pink bra, acting like the simplicity is the sexiest thing he’s seen.

“You’re …” He shakes his head, trying to collect his words. His eyes look into mine, the shade the softest they’ve ever been. I melt into the pools, drown in the feeling, burn by his touch. He dips down, peppering kisses across the tops of my exposed breasts until he reaches around and unhooks my bra, letting it drop on the floor next to us. 

“You’re beautiful, Ashton,” he whispers, kissing me with everything he has in him—all the good and bad that he can’t express. His kiss exposes him, shatters his barriers, shows me the type of man he is, not who he wishes he could be. I kiss him with the same fierceness, needing him to see what he does to me even though I try fighting it. Fighting him.

But he is everything.

My air.

My space.

My thoughts.

I would give him every part of me if he’d let me. But every kiss we share is closer to good-bye, every touch a step toward the door, and every whisper a broken fantasy blown away in the wind.

Our tongues dance together as we cling to each other, my fingers pulling at the hem of his shirt until he relents and helps me take it off, our mouths only pulled away from each other for a mere second to let the fabric pass between us until there’s no barriers. 

I pull him into my bedroom, and he picks me up, setting me carefully onto the bed, crawling over me until his lips are trailing down my body, between my breasts, tongue running down my stomach until they stop at the waist of my jeans. He slips his finger inside, popping open the button, focus carved onto his face as he unzips them tortuously slow, planting a kiss at the open spot just above my panties.

“Dylan,” I choke out.

“I told you this is different,” he tells me, sounding just as tortured by going this slow. He drags my jeans down my legs, me arching up to help him, and kisses the inside of my thigh as the material slides down.

I bite down hard on my lip, closing my eyes and absorbing every kiss me gives my body. My breath catches when he nuzzles his nose against my panties, biting down on the apex of my thighs.

I grip his shoulder hard, needing to pull him up to me. He chuckles and lets me take control for a short moment, letting me crash my lips against his as I work open his jeans and slide my hands inside, gripping his length.

“You’re not wearing underwear,” I state dumbly, staring at him.

His eyes squeeze closed as I tighten my grip on him just the slightest, running my hand up and down, my thumb teasing the tip.

“Fuck, you need to stop,” he groans, tilting his head back. He jerks his hips forward, letting me take more of him in my hand.

He lets me stroke him a few more times before he pulls my hand away, sliding his jeans off and throwing them behind him onto the floor. His lips go back to mine, teeth biting my bottom lip, hands sliding into my panties and fingers teasing my clit.

I arch into him, groaning as his fingers slide into me, the movements too languid and slow, my chest rising and falling and legs opening for him. His body comes down on mine, erection pressed against my stomach, his fingers picking up pace, causing me to pant and writhe.

My lips go down his neck, nipping just over his pulse, tongue running over the salty skin. He hooks his fingers in me, and I know it’s only a matter of time before I’m going to come.

“Dylan, please,” I beg, fingertips digging into his shoulders so hard they’ll leave marks.

“Let go, sweetheart,” he says into the crook of my neck, kissing me until his lips are over mine and containing the orgasm that racks my body. His tongue swirls with mine as he rides out my spasms, his fingers hooking into my panties and sliding them off me.

“I need to touch you,” I tell him, sitting up and kissing him again, hands running down his chest until they’re over his length again.

He flips us over so I’m straddling him, his eyes watching me completely consumed as I stoke him up and down with my hand. His breathing hitches as I pick up the pace, the heat between my legs demanding attention from him.

His fingers dig into the flesh of my hips, riding my hand until his cock twitches in my palm. A bead of precum escapes the head and my eyes flash with an idea that he seems to read on my face.

“As much as I want those pretty lips around my cock, I need to be inside of you,” he gravels.

I reach into the nightstand, pulling out a foil packet and ripping it open. He helps me roll the condom on, our eyes both locked on each other, afraid to look away. Afraid the moment will disappear.

He grips my hips again. “This is about you, sweetheart. Take what you want.”

“I want you,” I breathe, eyes blinking back the emotion that’s building into a typhoon inside of me. He can’t possibly know how much truth is woven in those words.

He uses one hand to brush back fallen hair from my face, his thumb caressing my cheek.

“You’ve got me.”

It’s all I need to hear before lifting my hips up and slowly sliding down onto him, both of us groaning in unison as he fills me.

My movements start off slow, calculated, taking him in and making the moment last as long as I can. He watches me ride him, the pure ecstasy on his face mirrors my own, my toes curling as he shifts up and buries himself deeper.

He curses as he repeats the action, meeting my hips every time I come down. My hands rest on his chest, fingertips curling and tracing the phoenix tattoo that wraps around his left side. I wonder if they’re a promise to himself—that one day he’ll rise from the ashes despite the doubt he puts on himself from ever coming out of the soot. 

I move faster, frantically, feeling him catch on and mimic my changing speed. I tilt my head back when his finger brushes my clit, rubbing the pad of his thumb in circles over it until my body threatens to fall apart around him.

Right before I’m about to let loose, he switches us, flipping me onto my back and hovering over me with him still buried in me. His movements are quick, hard, punishing, like he doesn’t want to it to end but knows that it’s inevitable.

We’re inevitable, he told me.

His features are hard, pained as he looks down at me. My hands press behind me against my headboard as it hits the wall with every thrust, my knees tight against either side of his waist as he takes me in the way he needs.

It isn’t just about me anymore. It’s about us.

Always us.

I moan his name the harder he moves, his body crashing into mine, his hands on either side of the bed, gathering the sheets in his palms. My voice becomes a mangled mix of breathy noises, and he groans when I tighten around him, unable to hold back any longer.

When he hooks his arm around my lower back and lifts me up, entering me from a new angle, my body quakes around him, and the dominating look on his face as he slams into me only makes the orgasm blast through me harder, body giving him everything, and taking what he offers all at once.

“Fuck, Ash.” He uses my name like it’s the worst word in the dictionary. A curse. A plague. The ending to him and everything he knew.

And when his release hits him, the pain on his face consumes me, absorbing into me like it’s my own. When his sweaty, breathless body drops next to me on the bed, we stare at each other through hooded eyes, too lost in the moment to make another sound.

We don’t need to talk to know what’s coming next. Neither of us needs to say the words, because just like he promised, he’d branded me. My thoughts, body, and soul, are all his whether he wants to keep them or not.

He has everything but my heart, my heart too frail to be held by anybody yet. We both know that it’ll shatter everything inside of me if I let him have it now. The hope for anything between us will be left tangled in the messy sheets we’re wrapped in.

I would let him have everything else, but never the one thing I know I need to trust myself to give away again.

It’s over ten minutes of us just staring, letting ourselves catch our breaths, before either of us says anything again.

“Tell me something you haven’t told anyone else,” I whisper, hand brushing his until he lets me hold it.

He swallows. “That’s a lot to cover.”

“Anything.”

Needing some part of him in exchange for everything I already handed over was the way I was going to justify letting him have me when I promised that I would stay away.

“I’m afraid of storms because my darkest moment happened in one.” His eyes darken, Adam’s apple bobs, and lips purse.

“Tell me about it.”

He peers down at our entwined fingers. “I was sixteen and walking through the rough side of town where I grew up. It was nighttime, I’d missed the bus home, so I had to walk.” His voice cracks, and so does my heart—chips that I thought were mending because of him slowly falling away all over again because of the same man. 

“I heard about the people who hung around. The muggings. Assaults. You don’t think anything bad will happen to you until it does. That night, I was jumped. And maybe if I didn’t open my mouth and talk back it wouldn’t have been so bad, but after they were done beating the shit out of me, they stole what little I had, and left me for dead. Bleeding out on the sidewalk.

“It was hours before anybody came looking for me. Both of my parents worked, so when they found out I wasn’t home they searched. Found me unconscious, black and blue, bleeding, broken ribs, broken eye socket, cut lip. I spent a few days in the hospital pretending I didn’t remember what happened, because pretending was better than reliving it. And with the amount of damage those guys had done to me, the doctors didn’t question for a second I had some sort of memory loss. Whether because of the trauma or post-traumatic stress. Nobody asked, and I never told.

“But I remember thinking from that day on that I’d find a way out of that town and become somebody nobody could damage again. If I was going to fuck my life up, it’d be on my own terms. No amount of therapy or counseling could change that. The only thing being forced to talk to somebody got me was a love for music and writing out what I felt— using my anger and pain and putting them to lyrics.”

Tears well in my eyes as he tells me this, heartbreak unlike I’d ever felt before flooding my body.

He swipes away a tear. “I’m not worth crying over, Ashton. Don’t waste those tears on me. That moment defined me and who I am, making me stronger and more determined than I’d ever been.”

But you are worth them, I want to tell him.

“A light in a dark,” I whisper instead.

“Your ex stole my notebook,” he explains quietly, jaw ticking. “Some producer called Tom when Conner Mason tried passing off one of my songs as his. That notebook was the same one I’d gotten in counseling almost eight years ago. Nobody has seen it. Nobody should ever use those songs.”

My jaw drops. “Oh my God. Dylan, I’m—”

“Your little boy toy ratted Conner out once I threatened to sue and end both their careers. They may have a few hit singles out, but there’s a perk to being part of a band like mine. We’re bigger than them, and they know messing with me will get all of us on their bad side.”

I close my eyes, feeling guilt completely take over the euphoria I previously felt. My high dimming until it threatened to turn into a crash like a junkie out of stash.

“It’s my fault,” I tell him.

“It’s theirs,” he argues firmly. He tips my chin up, keeping his touch on my skin. The truth is in his eyes, and I know he means it … that he isn’t angry with me.

I swallow back my argument, too wrapped up in him to try countering. “Thank you. For opening up to me. For letting me open up to you.”

The pain is back in his eyes, washing out the warmth. Instead, I stare at the cool hues and shiver at the change, fear creeping into my conscious.

“I want to know you better,” he admits, stroking his fingers through my hair, the feeling easing my body. “But I want to be known.”

I stare at him, blinking back tears that I wish I was strong enough to fight. “And you can’t have both?”

His movements stop, his hand slowly retracting back to his side. “Not if I want to be the same man.”

“The same man?” I repeat, not grasping what he’s saying.

He averts his eyes, blinking back a look I’ve seen too much. Guilt. And I wait for the final blow, knowing it’s coming.

“I need this feeling I have with you, Ash.” Voice cracking, he finally looks at me, hands trailing over my face, cupping my cheek, eyes searching my features like he’s trying to engrave me into his memory.

Because he’ll never see me like this again.

“But I need my reputation more.”

I blink back tears as I watch him take me in, not sure how I can fight back the tugging in my heart. It hurts—I hurt.

We’re both damaged, afraid, and waiting for the world to do us wrong again. And it’s that cumbersome understanding between us that’s the last thing I see before I fall asleep.
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Dylan

The smoke billowing from the pan on the stove is probably two seconds away from setting off the fire alarm in Ash’s kitchen, so I wave an oven mitt to disperse it. Ash tossed and turned all night, and I sat watching her the entire time. Right before she fell asleep, I saw the familiar reality creep in her eyes. We had to say good-bye.


I search the cabinets for plates as I let the eggs cook longer, cursing when one of the cabinets slams shut louder than I intended it to. I hoped to let Ash sleep in before she came down to see the mess I’m trying to pass off as breakfast.

Turning the burner off and moving the pan away, I pop some bread into the toaster and take out some butter and orange juice from the fridge. When I’ve got our plates made up and drinks poured, I hear the stairs creaking under the weight of her, heart picking up in my chest knowing she’s coming.

I tell my heart to calm down, but it’s more than enamored by Ash. It’s controlled by her.

When she rounds the corner, her eyes are glazed and puffy, and she freezes mid-step when she sees me.

“Ash?” I step around the corner, concern plastered on my face. “You were crying.”

She quickly wipes away any evidence on her damp face with the back of her hand. She sniffs, takes a deep breath, and stares at the plates sitting on the counter.

“You cooked?” she rasps, eyes blinking in disbelief.

“You cried,” I repeat firmly, gut wrenching over the idea that it’s because of me.

Does she regret what happened?

She won’t meet my eyes. “I thought you left,” she admits quietly.

My lips part.

She cried over me?

I pull her into me, resting my chin on top of her head. Her cheek presses against my chest as her arms wrap around my waist.

“I didn’t want to yet,” I say.

She pulls back, round eyes looking up at me.

“But,” I add, “we both know it’ll have to happen eventually. I just thought maybe it could happen on a better note than how I left it last night.”

She steps away, hugging herself. “So you thought burnt food would make it easier?”

I chuckle, turning to look at my failed attempt at doing something decent. “We ran out of frozen waffles,” I explain.

She manages to smile. “You’re not a cook, are you?”

That’d be an understatement. “I can pour a mean bowl of cereal,” I offer.

She frowns. “We ate it all.”

Aside from takeout, we’ve heated up precooked meals, because neither of us are particularly skilled in the kitchen. For once in my life, I wish I had the ability to make a beautiful girl a nice breakfast.

We walk over to the plates, both staring at the food. She pokes the charred eggs.

“Um …” She clears her throat, giving me a sheepish smile. “It was a nice thought.”

I snort, taking our plates and dumping them into the trash. Not even the toast looked edible. Who fucks up toast?

“I have a proposal.”

Her brows quirk up.

“We should go out.”

She stares.

“On a date,” I add slowly.

She blinks.

Rubbing the back of my neck, I say, “I know I’m not the best guy. I sure as hell don’t deserve somebody like you, but we should ignore that just for today. Because …”

Because I’ll be gone by tonight.

Her eyes train on our untouched drinks, her teeth drawing in her bottom lip and nibbling it.

“One date?” she asks after a long moment.

“Just for the day,” I confirm.

Knowing it won’t be more than that hurts more than I want to admit, but I brush off the pain and let it settle deep in my bones where all the other shit hides.

I lean on the counter, tapping her nose. “I say we go get breakfast since I screwed it up here. Then we can go anywhere you want.”

Her eyes light up. “Anywhere?”

Internally, I groan, wondering where her mind is going. But I nod.

She peers down at her pajama-clad body. “I need to change. Give me twenty minutes.”

Watching her walk away, I smile. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

Truest statement ever said.




After eating over half the breakfast menu at a small diner in the city, Ash gives our Uber driver directions to our next destination.

“Close your eyes,” she demands when we get closer.

I stare at her. “Really?”

She eyes me as if to say, Do I look like I’m joking? Holding my hands up in surrender, I close my eyes.

“Don’t peek!”

I snicker. “I won’t, Boots.”

The car finally lulls to a stop, and Ash’s hand drags me from the car. I stumble when I hit the ground, her grip stronger than I anticipate. She’s excited, and it causes me to smile wider than I have in a long time.

“Okay stop,” she commands, halting me. “I know you’ll probably hate this, but know that this is one of my favorite places to go. Grandpa took me here not long before he passed away, and I haven’t been since. It didn’t … it felt like I was cheating on his memory by going alone. But I feel better knowing that you’re here with me.”

My lips waver hearing her admission. I want to hear it, my heart reacts to the words, but I know becoming too close will only make our departure that much harder to deal with in the end.

I clear my throat. “Can I open my eyes?”

“Yes.”

My eyes connect with the sign in front of me, and I can’t help but chuckle. She brought me to the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum.

She’s holding her hands in front of her, as if begging me not to leave.

“Relax, Boots,” I muse. “If this is how you want to spend the day, I’m here.”

She claps and wraps her arm around mine, guiding us to the entrance.

It’s cute watching her face light up as we walk inside, like she’s seeing everything for the first time. She isn’t Ashton King, country music singer. She’s just Ashton King, every day human fangirl.

I lean into her, whispering, “One day, you’ll have an exhibit in here.”

The smile she casts me makes everything about being here worth it. Just having her by my side, eyes lit up and warmth radiating into me, has already made this one of the best days of my life.

And I mean it. She’s talented. Everybody knows it—me, her label, the world. And based on how everyone looks at her when we walk up to get tickets, I’m not far off. She’s going to be the star of this museum one day, featured along all the people she idolizes.

The person in charge greets us with a wide smile on his face, telling us to look around without any charge. Even though we fight him on it, he insists.

When Ash isn’t looking, I slip him a hundred-dollar bill, whispering, “My mother always taught me to pay for the date. Can’t disappoint her now, can I?”

The man chuckles. “I suppose not.”

I wink and let Ash guide us around, soaking in the way she looks at every exhibit we pass. I can tell how much it means to her that we’re here, and wonder if part of her wishes her grandpa was with her instead of me.

After two hours have passed, we sit down on a bench on the side of the room, my arm hugging her into my body. I force myself to remember how she feels against me, how she manages to clear my head from everything that usually plagues me.

“What do you think?” she asks me, drawing back, her hand resting on my chest.

My eyes lock with hers. “I think this is going to be one of my favorite memories.”

I see her swallow, her eyes fighting to look away. She doesn’t want to accept that this is only for today—until I leave.

Her hand slowly moves off me. “You act like you can never see me again after our deal is over,” she replies, hurt in her tone.

“I told you that this can’t be anything more,” I remind her, shifting so my body angles toward her.

“You know what I think?” she asks curtly.

I wait for her to continue.

Her eyes are solid green, a fire flickering behind the depths. “I think you’re too afraid to change, because you’re so consumed in what you’ve become you don’t want to remember who you were. But I’ve seen you, all of you, and I can’t figure out why it’s so hard for you to accept you’re not an asshole.”

I close my eyes, knowing what it’ll take to get her to stop hoping for something more. I thought we agreed that we would enjoy the day until it was time to go back to our own worlds.

Our realities aren’t meant to cross. Not forever. Not permanently.

“I brought you here because I care,” she tells me slowly. “Grandpa told me the day he died that I should do what makes me happy—to never settle. I’m happy with you, even the parts that you want me to hate. So if you’re worried I’m settling—”

“Stop,” I tell her hoarsely. “Just … stop.”

She stares at me, unblinking.

“Maybe …” Jaw ticking, I inhale deeply, knowing I need to set her off so she won’t want stay attached. It’ll hurt less this way.

For at least one of us.

Finally, I say, “Maybe I just don’t want to settle for you.”

Her eyes begin watering, and it crushes me, but I know it had to be done. I stand up, ignoring the way she reaches out to me.

I fight myself from brushing her hand, cheek, any contact that would make this moment better.

“I should go,” I say, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Want me to call you a car?”

Her eye twitches. “No.”

I swallow past the lump in my throat, nodding. “Well, I’ll see you around.”

Cringing at how lame that sounds, I force my feet forward, leaving her behind me. As much as I want her to be in my past, I know that she’s engraved in every part of me.

I won’t forget about anything that I’ve felt with Ashton, but I sure as hell hope she can manage forgetting about everything she’s felt with me. 
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Dylan

“Again.”


I glare at Richard Dickson, or Dickhead as I like to call him, through the glass window that separates the studio from the recording booth. He’s the uptight producer Tom hired years ago, and he’s been helping make our albums since we started.

But right now, I’m not thinking of all the times he helped, because he’s too busy pissing me off with the constant redoes.

“That’s the fifth fucking time!” I bark into the microphone.

Ian gives me a watchful eye from where he sits across the room, guitar in his lap. We’re cutting two versions of Ashton’s and my song, one acoustic and the other with full-band instrumental.

While Tom wasn’t thrilled over the song leaking, he didn’t give me shit about it either. Hell, he gave me a pat on the back and praised me for finally going viral over something good for once, racking up fan interest in the collaboration.

However, PR wasn’t as amused. They never went public with the collaboration details, so as far as they were concerned, we’d messed up by letting the world see us uncut. Knowing half the shit they would have released to the press, it was better we let it play out as we did.

“Well maybe if your head was out of your ass, we could have finished this session on the third try like usual,” Dickhead retorts.

Tom is rubbing a palm down his face, looking as exhausted as I feel. This is day five in the studio, and we’ve spent more time in here trying to get the perfect take than we ever have before.

I wish I could have blamed Ashton’s absence for my screwups—pass the blame onto her for not being here. But when Tom told us she was choosing to record her parts in Nashville, I couldn’t be angry at her. We both agreed to say good-bye over a month ago, and neither one of us looked back.

“Why don’t we take a break?” Tom chimes in, gesturing for us all to scatter. The mic must be turned off from their section, because whatever colorful exchange is going on between the two isn’t being broadcasted in here.

Bash grabs a bottle of water and tosses it at me. “Dude, we should be done by now. What’s the deal?”

I shake my head, leaning my elbows on my spread knees from where I sit on my stool. Pressing the cold water against my forehead, I try finding some reason why we aren’t done by now.

But I come up empty.

“Tom gave us all a break before we recorded just so we could clear our heads,” Bash added, drawing my attention back to him. “Maybe if you didn’t spend it going back to your usual ways then you wouldn’t be so fucked right now.”

Ian sighs. “Fighting won’t help us get this done, guys. I get we’re all tired—”

“I’m more than tired,” Bash cuts off. “I finally found a house, and all I want to do is get my shit moved in and straightened out. I’m only half done, and at this point, I won’t get a chance to finish settling in before we’re off doing this mini-tour with Ashton.”

“It’s only a few shows,” I scoff. Four shows, to be exact. I’ve already memorized the schedule. We occupy the first week of June, with our first show at Madison Square Garden in New York, then we travel to Bridgestone Area in Tennessee, Phillips Area in Georgia, and make our last stop at the Staples Center in California. Right where it all started.

There’s something poetic about going full circle, but I have a feeling Ashton won’t see it that way. Especially not since the rumors about us dating had flared after our song hit the internet. It didn’t matter what the press said about us, yet it got a rise out of her. She went radio silent, no public appearances, no social media posts besides one that Teagan had tagged her in on Instagram, wishing Ashton a happy twenty-second birthday. Knowing that I couldn’t be around to celebrate with her hit me hard, and I spent that night locked up in a hotel room outside of Albany drinking and feeling sorry for myself.

As soon as I left Nashville and flew back to New York, I expected to jump into recording. After all, Ash and I had spent a month getting the song perfect, and it only made sense to jump into phase two. Yet the videos sparked too much attention to the possibility of Ashton and I being a thing, so Tom ordered a four-week break before we started recording the song.

Four weeks left a lot of time to think, and being trapped in my head only caused more damage than it did good. PR chose not to dispel the rumors, letting them fizzle out on their own when nothing rose out of it. No pictures of us, no communication. The world that had dubbed us ‘Dash’ and ‘The Next Best Country-Rock Hit’ gave up on us the second there was no dirt to dig up.

It shouldn’t have pissed me off, but it did.

Because I spent a month trying to get Ashton in any way I could, and while I wish I could have kept her, kept the feeling she made me feel for the first time in almost a decade, there was nothing that could make me convince myself it was best for her.

She needed to figure herself out, and me being around her would only complicate that. So I stayed holed up anywhere but my hometown, calling home to check in on my family once a week, and being pestered by the guys not to start my shit up again.

As far as they knew, I reverted to the guy they couldn’t stand. The drinking loud-mouth who had no filter when it came to the press and women. Since they all went back to their lives and I stayed out, I never corrected what they weren’t around to witness.

Truth be told, I’d rather them think I was fucking groupies than moping. After I got my music book back, I’d spent a lot of time going through it, writing new songs, revising old ones.

Ashton taught me to get lost in the music, so that’s what I did.

Bash takes his seat again, shaking his head. “I have a chance at starting over in Clinton, and I need to take it while I can.”

“A chance?” I repeat doubtfully. “Where is this house exactly?”

His eye twitches. “Maybe if you responded to one of my many texts, you would have seen it by now. It’s near the old school.”

I snicker. “You mean near Opal’s apartment complex?”

The history between he and Opal was one for the books, and too heavy to study. But what I did know is that she secured herself a small apartment near her family home, right above the café she works at.

Some people were okay with settling for a simple life, but I always strived for more—needed more to survive.

He rolls his eyes, sidestepping the question.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” I tell him, causing the three of them to look at me in astonishment.

“Somebody mark a calendar,” Bash jokes, swiping his jaw with his hand. “Dylan Hilton said the sacred words. That girl really did a number on you.”

I throw my bottle cap at him, which he dodges with an easy smirk.

That girl. Ashton deserved more than that title, but it was all I let them call her. Any time they tried getting details out of me about what happened back in Nashville, I’d shut them down. They didn’t need to know.

Yet, there’s no denying the chemistry in the videos and pictures still lurking online. The way we sang to each other in the bar, or how we laughed, touched, or joked around at the museum. The world saw the truth without either of us putting words to it.

Nobody needed a confirmation to see that we were more than just two musicians collaborating on a song.

“One more time,” I tell all of them. “I’ll get my shit straight so we can get out of here. Deal?”

They all nod. I give Tom the go ahead, who motions for Richard to start recording again. We all take our positions and begin playing, the familiar words leaving my mouth, but still empty without the other half of my muse sitting beside me.

I brush it away, thinking, It’s for the best.

Based on Richard’s face, I say that this take is going more smoothly than the other ones, and the tension in the room disappears.

  Thank, Christ.

After another forty-five minutes of last minute playbacks and tweaks of our part, we’re let go. Now all they need to do is fuse Ashton’s recording with ours, and polish it before we’re set for the road.

Tom stops me as I walk out the door, the others already long gone.

“You need to make a decision,” he tells me, hands in the pockets of his dress pants. “We can’t have performances where you’re not all there, so you need to figure it out.”

“Thanks for the advice, but I’m not really feeling the Dr. Phil moment with you.”

I go to walk away, but he stops me, a stern fatherly expression set on his face. I want to remind him that I already have a father, and the last thing I need is a second one sprouting advice I probably won’t listen to anyway.

But his eyes tell me not to say a word, so I opt to keep my mouth shut. It’s rare, but it happens. Not that I tend to let anyone get used to it. Rumor has it I like the sound of my voice too much.

“I’ve seen that type of look before, you know,” he states casually, a glint of humor in his eyes. “And after seeing that video, I can see why you have it.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t go there.”

“Too late. Everybody I represent is like part of my family, and I take care of my family. I also tell my family when they’re being little shitheads.”

I snort. “I doubt you tell your eight-year-old that she’s a shithead.”

He grins. “No, but I think it. You’re old enough for me to tell directly to your face. I’m not saying that whatever you and Ashton King have will work out, but you won’t know unless you give it a try. Worked out for Ian.”

“Ian isn’t dating a celebrity.”

He raises one of his brows. “Don’t you think starting something with Ashton would be a hell of a lot easier than what Ian started with Kasey? Kasey isn’t part of the music scene. Ashton knows what it’s like, and it’s pretty damn obvious that she’s seen a hell of a lot of you.”

My eyes flash in memory. “Well now that you mention it—”

He holds his hand up, stopping me. “I’m not talking about the physical shit. I’m talking about what’s in here.” He taps my chest. “You were all about standing out and drowning in the noise of fame, but as soon as you got back from Nashville you went into hiding just like she did. Whether you’re willing to admit it or not, you’ve changed.”

I look away from him.

He nudges me to gain my attention. “And I have to say, I like this guy a lot better than the one I kept covering for over the past year.”

“So you’re saying I’m not a shithead anymore?”

He laughs. “No, something tells me you’re always going to be a shithead, you’re just a little more bearable.”

I can’t help but chuckle over that, knowing he’s probably right. About more than just that.

Am I willing to keep that change?
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Ashton

The woman curling my hair in front of the mirror tries making small talk with me as another does my makeup. Red lips, black winged eyeliner, light on the pale pink blush. I talk back, but my focus is on the sound of the crowd going crazy over the set Relentless is currently playing out on stage.


We alternate each show, both getting an hour to play some our top hits, then ending with the collaboration. Each show is basically the same, what we play already cemented long before we arrive to the venue.

Three hours before the show we have sound check to make sure everything is working right, then do a practice run. The last hour is dedicated to wardrobe, hair, and makeup with a few minutes to relax right before we go on.

My foot taps to their song “Right About Now” that they’re playing, silently singing along in my head with Ian.

“Ms. King?” the stylist asks.

I look at her reflection in the mirror.

“I asked how you liked that.” She smiles at me, despite my absent behavior.

I touch the soft curls, smiling back at the simplicity. Nothing too much, just loose curls that give my hair some dimension.

“It’s perfect.”

Thankfully the stylists they employed for the tour are ones I’ve worked with before, because nobody has tried putting me in clothes that are too country, too flashy, or too short. Rather, I’m in black leather leggings, a black and white pattered cutout shirt, and a pair of black cowboy boots with a higher heel than regular ones.

I give myself a onceover, assessing the overall look until I’m satisfied.

Meagan comes over with a smile on her face, gesturing toward the stage. “The crowd is really into it tonight.”

The open curtain to the stage lets me see a majority of the band, sans Ben on the drums, and I can tell how much they love being there. Ian uses his space, kneeling to touch some of the first row, causing them to go nuts.

Bash is grinning as he looks out at the crowd, taking in his surroundings, and I could only imagine Ben is doing the same.

But Dylan? Dylan dominates. He’s soaked in the moment, laser focused on making sure every chord is perfect, eyes closed, head tilted back, body moving to the rhythm.

“They’re good,” is all I say, eyes locked on Dylan the whole time.

“Have you two talked?” she asks curiously.

I shake my head. “I got in a little later than expected. He’s been busy since I got here.”

Busy avoiding me.

I don’t add that part.

“Well you’ll have time.”

I cringe at the thought, not even sure what there is to say if we do have the moment to talk. Realistically, we will. And what’s nerve wracking is that we’ve got to perform together and feel everything we did the first time we performed it. The practice run ran smoothly enough, but he wouldn’t even look at me. Hell, I couldn’t even record in the same studio as him, so we only kept building onto the distance between us—giving ourselves reasons not to feel.

But he insisted on pretending that we were nothing—pushing me away like he always does.

Maybe I just don’t want to settle for you.

It still burns, even though I know he didn’t mean it. I could see it in his eyes, the way he was shoving me toward the edge. He wanted me to hate him, but I didn’t.

I couldn’t.

Because despite what he thinks about himself, I know he’s better than that. I just hope he sees that one day too.

Just as they finish their last song, my name is called from the back. Meagan gestures for me to go, a small smile on her face that I can’t read.

When I walk into the dressing room, my lips part.

“Rhys?”

Ever since our phone call last month, things have settled between us. All it took was us to finally be honest with each other for it all to end the way it should have. Full closure and no regrets.

“I wanted to surprise you,” he says, smiling, walking over and pulling me into a hug.

My body tenses at the touch at first, but his familiar cologne finally gets me to ease up.

“You definitely did,” I admit drawing back. I take a moment to really look at him, and find myself giving him a genuine smile when I see how much he seems like his old self.

“You look better than before,” I note, tugging on the loose plaid button-down he’s wearing.

He flattens out the front. “I feel better. Stella nearly whipped my ass when she got her hands on me, and I can’t say I didn’t deserve it.”

“We were worried about you.”

He nods once, lips weighing down at the corners. “I know you were. And I know I already apologized, but—”

“Rhys, you don’t have to say you’re sorry.” I want to laugh at those words, ones I never thought I’d hear myself say, much less think.

He guides me over to the couch, both of us sitting down on opposite ends. “I do, though. Instead of putting you through all that shit, I should have just been honest. But when Conner pulled me into the drugs, I lost myself in them. Suddenly being me didn’t feel right.”

While a part of me would never forget the tradeoff he thought he’d get, I knew that holding on wouldn’t help me either.

“The program is helping?” I question, already seeming to know the answer.

He takes something out of his pocket. What looks like a poker chip, but has the number one carved in the center in gold. “One month clean. Not going to lie, it’s not easy, Ash. I still have moments where I want a hit, but I’ve got a sponsor who helps. Plus, Stella has been keeping an eye on me. She convinced my dad to make me take time off until I was six months in the clear, then let me start working again.”

“That’s good.” I examine the chip, brushing my fingers against markings. My eyes finally go back to him. “I’m really proud of you for sticking with this, Rhys. It’s good to see the old you back. The new version was scary.”

He averts his eyes, pain filling them. “Yeah, not one of my better sides.”

The crowd gets louder as the music fades out, and I know that means I’m on. We both stand up, Rhys following me out to where Meagan is standing. Ian announces they’ll be back for one more song after my set, and then they all walk toward us.

When Dylan sees Rhys, his expression immediately darkens, and based on the way his fists clench, I know what he wants to do.

Quickly, I stand in front of Rhys. “Dylan, he’s not here to cause any harm. He just wanted to see me.”

Dylan’s eyes snap to mine in disbelief. “And you fucking want to see him?”

I swallow back my surprise at how cold his tone is as he spits the words at me. “No, it’s not like—”

Rhys steps around me. “Listen, man. About what happened, I’m sorry. I should have apologized sooner, but I’ve been getting the help I need. I’m doing a lot better than I was.”

Dylan is still staring at me, jaw moving back and forth, teeth grinding.

Ian nudges me shoulder. “I’ll handle this, you go out there and do your thing. We’ll meet you out there when you’re done.”

I’m hesitant to leave Dylan and Rhys, but know I have no choice. Taking a deep breath, I make my way out on stage, grabbing my guitar along the way and waving at the crowd as I walk toward the mic.

“How about another round of applause for Relentless, huh?” I urge, adjusting the guitar strap over my shoulders and resting it across my chest.

Once they quiet down again, I announce my first song. One of my first hits from my first album, a throwback I always love performing that brings me back to the beginning like I’m a newbie again.

My eyes go to the opening in the curtain, but there’s nobody standing there anymore. Forcing myself to snap out of it, my eyes train back on the crowd, fingers picking at the strings as the song goes on.

By the time I’m done with my set, I’m covered in sweat from moving around so much, but feeling the adrenaline from the energy I’m getting. The crowd claps along to my last song, only causing my smile to grow wider as the music slowly starts to fade.

I take a few minutes to wave and clap with the crowd, catching my breath before I call the guys back on stage.

“I’m sure you all know that I worked with Relentless on a new song.” The introduction causes the crowd to go wild, screaming and cheering causing me to laugh.

“Well we thought it’d be a good way to end the show,” I say into the mic, backing up and toward the piano set up on the side.

The crowd begins chanting something that I can’t make out at first, but when more people chime in and Dylan waltzes out, I know exactly what they’re saying.

Dash.

Back when the rumors roared of Dylan and I being a thing, the public deemed our couple name Dash. The hashtag trended on Twitter and Instagram for weeks until it finally died down.

Apparently they still remember.

Dylan laughs as he sets up his guitar, stool perched right next to me. He leans into his mic. “I think they want us to make beautiful music together, Ash.”

The crowd’s reaction to his husky tone turns the room into a frenzy. He looks at me and winks, like I’m supposed to ignore the cold shoulder he’s been giving me.

That’s exactly what you have to do.

I put a smile on my face and find myself positioning my fingers over the keys that I haven’t stopped thinking about. When the music starts, both Dylan and I are thrown back to Nashville.

To the flirting.

The insults

The not-so-innocent touches.

With this song, our song, we come alive again.
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Dylan

I want nothing more than to smack Ian upside the head when he admits to asking Rhys to our show. Unfortunately, I don’t get the chance before the crowd starts cheering for me to grace the stage with my presence again.


“I learned a long time ago that jealousy is the best way to jumpstart things,” he informs me with a smug grin. My palm itches to smack the grin straight off his face, but damn if he isn’t right.

Thinking for even a second that Ashton was back together with Rhys, whether he’s some saint now or not, made me want to go postal. And if she didn’t get that pretty little body in the way, I probably would have, consequences be damned.

Even Ben chuckles over Ian’s old ways, back to playing matchmaker like he did in the past.

Bash gestures toward the stage, the crowd chanting out the pet name they gave Ash and me. “They want their favorite couple back.”

“We never were a couple, dumbass.”

He smirks. “Maybe you should fix that. If you don’t, somebody else will.”

My eyes go to Rhys, who’s been watching Ashton perform from the side of the stage.

Ian clasps my shoulder. “And we seem to know how you react to that possibility.”

“You know I could have decked him, right?” I question. “Then I would have gotten my ass chewed out because of you.”

He waves it off. “I knew you weren’t going to do that.”

My eyes narrow. “How?”

“Because you wouldn’t do something that could risk hurting your chances with Ashton. You can piss on her all you want to claim your territory, but touching somebody she’s willing to protect would leave you permanently in the dog house.”

My jaw ticks knowing he’s right.

“Go get the girl, man,” he commands, shoving me out the opening of the curtain.

My movements are calculated as I make my way to Ash, her eyes following me like they used to before. When I’m situated beside her, I can’t help but rile the crowd, giving them what they want.

“I think they want us to make beautiful music together, Ash.”

The look she gives me says she’s not interested, but she pretends she is for their sake.

Which means I have some major recon to do.

After our song is finished and the guys all came back out on the stage to say good-bye to the fans, we all walked into the back. Bash and Ben go off into our dressing room right across from Ash’s, and Ian gives me a nod as if to say, Get your girl.

But Ash is already walking off into her dressing room, a fire clearly burning in her eyes and no intention of looking my way if she can help it.

I chase after her, something I never thought I’d do over any woman.

“Go away, Dylan.”

“So she speaks.”

Her eyes cut to mine. “You’ve been giving me the cold shoulder since I got here. Not to mention you’ve made it abundantly clear you haven’t been interested in talking since the day you left.”

She wants to play that game?

“You have my number,” I point out. “It takes two to tango, sweetheart. If you wanted to hear from me, you damn well could have picked up the phone!”

She sits down in a huff knowing I’m right. Normally I wouldn’t care about taking all the blame, but not when she has just as much of it. If I’m going down, she’s going down with me.

She takes a wipe from a package at her makeup table and starts running it over her face, removing what little makeup she’s wearing. Her focus stays solely on the task at hand, her eyes not even meeting mine in the reflection.

“Maybe it’s because we both know you were right,” she finally admits, shrugging. She works on removing the lipstick. “You said we’d be a disaster together, and we would be. We’re too different to work.”

“Are we?” I doubt, walking over and kneeling next to her. “I’m not saying I’m wrong often, but what if I was about that? We don’t know we’d be a disaster because we never tried.”

“Yes, we did.”

“We fucked,” I correct her slowly. Memory blazing in the past. “While that certainly takes effort, it isn’t the same kind of trying I’m talking about.”

Her naked cheeks redden again. “You like living your life different than how I live mine. I didn’t argue when you left, or tell you that I wanted anything more. We had a silent agreement.”

“Oh, Ash,” I chuckle, brushing my hand against her cheek. Her eyes flutter before finally looking at me. “If there’s one thing about me that hasn’t changed, it’s that I’m willing to break an agreement when it’s worth it.”

I can see her swallow, eyes widening just a fraction at the statement. It’s more of a promise than anything, and I think she knows that based on the way she looks at me like it’s just her and I in the room.

“There were pictures of you leaving parties over the past month, Dylan. Some of them making it very clear that you had female company when you left.”

The hurt in her tone is evident, and I want nothing more than to wash it away. But she’s right, and lying to her won’t help me if she ever finds out the truth. 

I sigh, rubbing my neck. “There were girls at the few parties I went to, and yes I left with some. But if it’s any consolation, I couldn’t sleep with them despite their best efforts.”

She cringes.

“I could bullshit you,” I remind her. “I’m not saying you should give me a trophy or some shit, but consider the fact I’m being honest with you instead of trying to cover up what I’ve done. Or, in this case, haven’t done. Because yeah, I had plenty of girls who were determined to get me out of the funk I was in. When I left Nashville, I left a part of me with you that I didn’t think I could give away. Yet you had it, right there with you when I rolled out of your bed, got dressed, and walked out that door.

“It wasn’t as easy as it used to be for me, sleeping with somebody and then leaving them. You’re not like the other girls, and at risk of sounding like some cliché chick flick, it helped me realize that there wasn’t going to be another person who made me feel the way you do. So even though those girls tried coming home with me, I never let them into my space. Never let them put their hands on me.”

She listens in silence, eyes trying to look away but not knowing how. There seems to be some relief at my admission, which in turn eases my own worry that she won’t at least give me a chance. Give us a chance.

Truth be told, I don’t know if we’ll work. For all I know, we could crash and burn in the end, but how would we know if we don’t set aside our differences just to make something work?

God, now I’m sounding like Dr. Phil.

“Ian invited Rhys here to make me jealous,” I admit, when she makes no effort to say anything. “And damned if it didn’t work. I imagine I feel the same way about you and other guys being together as you feel about me and any girl.”

She bites her lip, nodding once. “It’s not a good feeling, is it?”

“Fuck no.”

She rolls her eyes at my language, but she doesn’t seem surprised over it. “Don’t you think it’s weird that we got attached so quickly? It seemed more like a game to you when we first started.”

I wince. She may be right, again, but it never stayed a game. And while Ashton was the type of prize anybody would love to win, she was worth so much more than that.

“Maybe at first.” She frowns. “But I also let random girls feel me up and suck me off when we first met, so I’d say plenty has changed. That is, unless you’d be willing—”

“Finish that sentence and I stab you in the eye with a makeup brush,” she threatens.

I snicker, holding my hands up. “Fine. What I’m trying to get at is that I liked getting a reaction out of you. The way your nose scrunches up lets me know that I effect you in some way, even if it wasn’t the best emotion I invoked.”

“Considering it was usually disgust …”

I grin. “I’d like to think the negative feelings are the most powerful. That was one of the things I loved about us—our time together.”

She seems confused. “What?”

I lean forward, invading her space. “I loved the way you hated me.”

Her eyes fixate on mine, the colors hooded as they soak in the rawness of our reality.

“I think it says more about how much effort we put into distancing ourselves, to believing we hate somebody so thoroughly, that shows our true feelings toward them. We try so hard to fool ourselves into believing that loving them isn’t worth it, yet they’re all we think about. All we feel. They consume us. Every reaction I got from you fueled what I didn’t think I was capable of.”

“Dylan …” she whispers, reaching out to touch my face.

I put my hand over hers, pressing her palm into me, feeling her warmth. I smile, my chest thawing as I take in the way she looks at me. How she feels my words—hears the truth.

“Go out with me.”

She blinks. “Like a date? We tried that before. It didn’t end well.”

I chuckle. “Like a date,” I confirm. “You know, dinner, talking, mild groping. And it didn’t end well because that guy was an asshole who didn’t want to try—didn’t want to change.”

That causes her lips to waver like she’s fighting off a smile. “You actually want to do this again, don’t you?”

“I think we’ve both been running from something that has been in front of us the whole time,” I answer casually. “Me especially. And it’s time we actually explore it. Face it head on.”

She shakes her head in amazement, dropping her hand from my face. “Dylan Hilton has a soft side after all.”

“You knew that all along.”

She grins. “Yeah, but it’s nice seeing you be able to show it without kicking yourself for it.”

“I’ve got a lot of work to do,” I state. “But I think you can help me with that. Show me that it isn’t so bad being the guy people like rather than like to hate.”

“Does that mean we get to do more Abba karaoke?”

I glare at her. “Not in public.”

She giggles. “I owe you anyway for what you did with Rhys. Even if it was to save yourself from what Conner was doing, you helped me more than you think. I was able to stand up for myself and figure out the truth. And, in a way, you helped Rhys, too.”

His name sours my stomach. “Don’t bring that douche up.”

“He’s—”

“Always going to be a douche to me,” I inform her matter-of-factly. “But I guess I should thank the guy. He was stupid enough to screw things up with you. That’s worth something.”

There’s a snort from the doorway, causing both of us to turn. And there’s Rhys, hands in his pockets, shoulder against the door. He looks between us, studying our closeness, analyzing the situation.

But he’s not an idiot, not like I want him to be for the sake of feeling better.

“I never would have expected you two to be a thing,” he admits, staying where he is. “But it was pretty obvious after that video went live. Nobody can fake that kind of chemistry, and seeing it live definitely confirmed it.”

I stand up, crossing my arms on my chest. “I hope you’re not too disappointed, Cowboy.”

“Dylan,” Ash warms quietly.

“I’m not,” Rhys answers. “Ash and I agreed that we weren’t meant for each other. I knew what I came here to do, Ian made that clear when he called. Just do me a favor?”

Not that I owe him one, I nod, curious as to what he had to say.

“Don’t fuck it up.” I bark out a laugh. “I put her through hell over the years, and she deserves to know what it’s like to feel loved with everything you’ve got.”

From the corner of my eye, I see Ash smile.

I focus directly on Rhys. “I will.”

He nods once, backing out. “And Dylan?”

I tilt my head. “Yes?”

He grins. “You’re welcome.” Winking, he disappears, leaving Ash and I alone again.

I take a minute to digest what just happened before turning to Ash, who now has all of her makeup off. My fingers trail against her soft skin, mesmerized by the natural beauty she has that so many of the girls in my past could only dream of.

It’s sad that it took me this long to see that it isn’t just about the looks. Ash is beautiful in every way it counts.

I walk over to my jacket draped across the couch, pulling out my notebook. Turning to her, I look down at the years of memories in my hands.

“Dylan?” she says softly.

I walk over to her, holding out the notebook in offering. “I want you to have this—read this.”

She stares at it, her hands slowly wrapping around the edges. She doesn’t hold it though, merely touching the cover like she can’t believe I’m offering it.

“I’m not taking that,” she finally informs me.

My eyes widen. “I want you to.”

She pushes it away, a smile on her face. “Just knowing that you do means a lot. You’re offering me a piece of you that you never would have before. I don’t need to read what you wrote, because if this works—if we work—then you’ll show that part of you in time.”

My lips part to say something, then close. Shaking my head, I let out a short breath. Putting my notebook under my arm, I brush her hand with mine.

“You should still hang onto it.”

She tilts her head. “Why?”

“Because I know it’ll be safe with you,” I reply, shrugging. “Because I trust you with it—with every part of me. And that’s not easy for me to do, but you believe in me.”

Her lips waver, like she’s trying not to cry.

“You don’t have to look at it now,” I conclude, giving her a small smile. “But someday you might want to understand me when I’m being … stubborn.”

She laughs. “Stubborn? You?”

I roll my eyes. “Asshole-ish. Better?”

She just grins.

I put the notebook down in front of her, and she brushes her fingers against it.

“Say you’ll go out with me again,” I say.

“We’re leaving New York early tomorrow morning,” she reminds me, standing up.

I grab her hand, tugging her into me, wrapping my arms around her waist. She looks up at me with a small smile on her face.

“So let’s have our first official do-over date when we arrive in Nashville tomorrow. And we can have our second one in Georgia, our third one in Califo—”

“Are you saying you want to date me in every state?” she muses, kissing my chest, just over my beating heart.

I tip her chin up to meet my heated eyes. “I want to be with you everywhere and in any way, sweetheart. We’re just getting started.”

Her face warms, eyes lighting up, and I tweak her bottom lip with my thumb. “You just have to say the magic word.”

She breathes, “Yes.”
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Ashton

Three dates in three states.


Each one taking me by surprise because I get to see Dylan put himself in it one hundred percent. In Nashville, he rented out an entire theater where we watched Mama Mia. I laughed when I saw the movie choice, knowing Abba was the main band on the soundtrack. He paid for dinner at a Chinese restaurant because the first time we watched a movie together I ordered takeout that he said was terrible. We still agree to disagree.

The second date was in Georgia. When he blindfolded me and guided me to the taxi he got us, I had no idea what to expect. And when he took my blindfold off after what seemed like the longest drive ever, tears welled in my eyes as I stared at the candlelight dinner he set up on a blanket on the ground. He admitted he had to order the food for the basket because he couldn’t cook, but the sentiment still overwhelmed me in the best possible way. We spent the night talking, took a walk around the small pond, where he promptly pushed me in, and then laughed as we drove back to the hotel soaking wet. After all, I couldn’t just let him walk away without getting dunked in the water too.

California’s date was a karaoke bar he found. He rented the whole place out so only Ian, Bash, and Ben could come in. We all sang, horribly, at songs we challenged each other at. Abba was played much to Dylan’s dismay, and his friends got to see a side of him that I don’t think they saw in quite a while based on how they smiled at him.

Each date replayed in my mind, even as I sit on the bench my grandpa carved. Suddenly, the memories that surrounded me here didn’t seem so bad when I had new ones to make.

I walk over to the couch, tucking my feet under me as I grab Dylan’s notebook from the coffee table.

“Read it when you miss me,” he told me before he watched me get on my flight.

It’s only been two days since we’ve seen each other, and despite the few phone calls we’ve had, I miss him being around. Three dates shouldn’t dictate how my much my heart yearns for him, or how much of me he’s claimed. But it does, and it is scares me.

Relentless has more songs to record for their next album, which has already created serious buzz with sales making it top preorder the charts. They have their own careers they need to worry about, just like I have mine. So I know being separated is something we’ll have to work on if we want to make this work.

My fingers twitch on the notebook cover.

I miss you, Dylan.

Closing my eyes, I open to a random page. My finger slides down the paper, my eyes skimming the lines it lands on.

I’m fed up, ready to break

Calling out, but you don’t hear my plea

Wanting it over, needing an end

Seeing a smile with the power to mend

My heart tightens in my chest reading over the lyrics, seeing how badly he wanted somebody to hear, but knowing that nobody could understand.

  I do, Dylan.

Maybe not on the same level, but I know what it’s like to think somebody broke you. How hard it is to let people help you mend.

I flip through a few more pages, eyes roaming over the words etched into the worn paper. I can see his heart, his soul, immortalized on the pages.

My eyes halt when I see three lines sketched in the middle of the page, causing my heart to go into overdrive. According to the date, he wrote this two days ago.




She ended me with a single look,

Revived me with a subtle touch,

And saved me with her burning love.




Love.

I try swallowing, but my mouth is dry. I used to have this feeling consume me in the early years of my relationship with Rhys, where my heart hurt from how large is swelled in my chest and how fast it beat.

Could I love Dylan?

Deep down, I know the answer.

I look at my lit-up phone screen where it sits next to me, confused when I see Ian’s name pop up. They’re all in New York visiting their families, a tradition after each of their tours no matter how long.

Closing the notebook and setting it on the table, I pick up my phone. “Hey, Ian,” I greet, pressing the screen to my ear.

“Hey …” His voice is quiet, his end breaking up in static. “Need … explain … Dylan.”

“What?” I stand up, trying to move around to hear him better, resting my hip against the window.

“Dylan … story …” I cover my ear, trying to focus on the words that are coming through. “It isn’t … but … hospital.”

My eyes widen. “You’re breaking up, Ian!” My voice is frantic as I try making out what he’s telling me. “Who is in the hospital?”

“Dylan.”

My hands shake as the call drops, and I try getting him again with no luck.

I quickly grab my purse and keys from the counter in the kitchen and shove my cell in my pocket.

Before I know it, I’m on a plane to New York, with no idea of what’s waiting for me there. My nerves are already in overdrive, so when an older woman comes over to me on the plane with a sympathetic expression on her face, I know something is wrong.

“You must have seen,” she says sadly.

A familiar panic settles in my chest, threatening to end me. It’s the same fear I felt with my parents when I didn’t know the details of their accident.

“Seen what?” My voice breaks.

She bites her lip, pulling out an iPad and showing me the screen.

My lips part as I stare at the headline.

Dylan Hilton in Car Crash After Leaving Party with Mystery Girl.

I reread it again, sure I misread it the first time. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to read the article. It says that Dylan left some friend’s party with a blonde girl, both of them drunk. Not long after, it was reported he had been in a car accident and was being transported to the hospital.

Love. Do I love Dylan?

Maybe the better question is if he loves me.

I close my eyes, silently handing the tablet back to the stranger.

She brushes her hand on my arm. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. You guys seemed so cute.”

Seemed. Like we’re nothing now.

With that, she walks off.

Blinking back tears, I fight the feeling that maybe I was wrong about Dylan. We’d grown closer, he opened up, told me more about his family. How he planned on going to Clinton to see his siblings.

He seemed better. Lighter. Less tortured.

He even told me he planned on telling his family everything about what happened. For the first time in years, he was letting his demons go.

The flight felt like an eternity as I drowned in the possibilities of what I’m walking into. The temptation to get on the next plane back to Nashville crossed my mind, but I decide to take Dylan up on advice he offered me a long time ago.

Don’t run from your demons.

I text Ian that I’m at the airport, and ask where I can meet them. His reply is instant, saying they’re at Albany Med, which isn’t far.

When a taxi takes me there, I tell myself to keep calm until I know Dylan’s okay, until I know the whole story.

But hormones … they’re a bitch.










[image: ]

Dylan

It’s been hours since they brought me in, a whirlwind of questions circling me. Between the doctors and the guys, it’s hard to hear them all when they demand answers from me.


I’m lucky, so the doctors tell me. The crash totaled my car when it hit the tree, but it only left me with a broken leg and bruised ribs on top of a few cuts on my face from where the shattered windshield got me.

The pain is bearable, mostly from the pain meds they gave me. If it weren’t for them, I’d be even worse off, if not from the injuries, from being the one place I hate most.

Not to mention the ridiculous stories going around aren’t helping ease the stress level. I went to my cousin’s graduation party to give her a gift, and practically got mobbed. I left, sober, with some young high school bimbo on my tail all the way to my car.

I sped off before she could get to me, but took a turn too fast, losing control of the car. All I could think about as I tried correcting it was how bad I wanted to see Ash. And when the tree came into view faster than I wanted it to, I had no clue if I’d be able to do that again.

When the doctor places me back in my bed after putting a cast on my leg, I wait for one of my many texts to her to be answered with no avail.

Dammit. She must have seen the articles.

Ian told me she was on her way a while ago, but he couldn’t explain the story because his phone kept cutting out when he was driving to the hospital. I could only image what she must be thinking of me.

My thoughts break apart when the door opens, and Ashton appears. She looks like a mess, her hair everywhere, eyes puffy, face pale. She’s wearing baggy sweatpants and a ratty white T-shirt, and it still gets my heart racing.

The guys all leave us alone, Ian giving me a pat on the shoulder as if to wish me luck. As he walks by Ashton, he gives her a quick hug before closing the door behind him.

“You look …” Her voice is hoarse. “Are you okay?”

I nod. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

She nods, sniffing back tears. “Good.”

Walking over to me, she does what I never expect her to. She slaps me.

“What is it going to take, Dylan?” she growls, pushing against my chest with what little strength she has. “When are you going to open your damn eyes and see that you’re destroying yourself!”

Whoa. “I’m not—”

“No. It’s my time to talk. So sit down and shut up,” she barks, claws coming out if I don’t be quiet.

I clamp my lips together, knowing I’m about to get my ass chewed out. And for once, I don’t even deserve it. Who would have thought? 

“You say that you’re dedicated to your band more than any of those other guys combined. You say it’s your entire life. Fine. Some people don’t need anything more. You say that you don’t want anybody in your life that can ruin what you’ve become. Great. If you think you’re better off without somebody to love you, good for you. But you’re a fool, Dylan Hilton. A damn fool for thinking that anybody would truly believe that the band means anything to you after tonight.

“You got behind the wheel of a car drunk. You not only endangered your life, but other people’s lives. If the band is so important to you, why risk it? What would’ve happened to Relentless if the accident had been worse? If your body was wrapped around that tree just like your car? That would have ended the band. That would have changed everything, and you act like it’s nothing.”

“Ash—”

“I’m not done!” she snaps. “You think you’re invincible but you’re not. You think you can go out and party all night, drinking and doing God knows what with whoever you want. But one day you’re going to find yourself in a situation you can’t get out of. Then what? What will the perfect life you’ve made for yourself be then?”

I wait until I know she’s done lecturing me to bother saying something again. I’m sure listing the ways she’s wrong won’t get me any brownie points with her, but she needs to know the truth.

“You’re wrong. If Ian did something like that and died, then it’d be the end of the band. I’m replaceable. Any guitarist is.”

She shakes her head. “And there it is,” she answers quietly. “You’re afraid. Of being replaced. Being disposable. Is that why you live it up now? Just so you can say that you did. Well guess what, Einstein? If you keep going on like this, they’ll actually have a reason to get rid of you. That is, if you don’t get yourself killed first.”

She grabs her purse from the chair and turns to leave, but I grab her arm before she can walk out of the hospital room.

“You’re right,” I tell her. “I’m afraid of all those things. But what you’re not right about is what happened tonight. I wasn’t drunk, Ashton.”

Her tough-girl act drops. “What?”

I give her a small, amused smile. “I wasn’t drunk. I know the tabloids are saying that I was, but I swear I didn’t have a drop of alcohol today. I was seeing my cousin. Then I was going to say good-bye to my parents, book a plane ticket, and see you. I missed you, Ash, and I want this to work. I think it’s all worth it, and I’m hoping you think that, too.”

I realized long before the crash that everything I bottled up was just building to my demise—to the moment I exploded. Telling my parents about the assault, telling them that I was moving away, helped more than I would have thought. I was able to let go of the past, and say good-bye to Clinton for good.

What I hoped was that I could find a place closer to Ashton if I knew it was what she wanted, too. I swallow past the anxiety I have over the possibility that she might not want it. The only way I know how to try getting her to believe in me is being completely honest.

“And while I am afraid of being replaced, the one thing I’m scared of more is having to live the rest of my life knowing that I let you walk away for good. I don’t want to know what that’s like, Ash.”

She takes a feeble breath. “You … what?”

I pull her toward me, sitting up so we’re face-to-face. “Listen very carefully, Boots. You’re annoying and outed my love for Abba to the world. For that, I may never forgive you. But I can never make it up to you for what you’ve done for me. I didn’t want to believe that I could be anything more than the pain I was holding onto until you came along.

“You helped me let that go, and replace it with something better. If you didn’t, I would have ended up here eventually, right in this bed, still drunk out of my mind, and probably a hell of a lot more hurt if I hadn’t managed to correct the car before it was too late. You saved me from myself.”

She blinks back tears, but they stick to her lashes, showing just how powerful the truth is when it counts.

“But the other girl. They said—”

I pinch her lips. “Ask me what the first thing I notice about those other girls is,” I tell her slowly, eyes sweeping over her face.

I let go of her lips.

She takes a deep breath, slowly letting the air escape her. “What is the first thing you notice about other girls?”

I brush my lips against her cheek before drawing back. “That they aren’t you.”

That’s all it takes before she’s in the bed next to me, careful not to brush my bad leg and ribs. She kisses me, claims me, owns me, long before I can show her just how much I mean every word.

She takes something out of her bag, a piece of paper. Handing it to me, my eyes travel down to my handwriting. It’s the lines I wrote the last time I saw her.

My eyes lock with hers. “I told you,” I whisper. “You saved me.”

She squeezes my hands, overcome with emotion. I take the opportunity to say, “You, Ashton King, are the best thing happened to me. And every moment that we shared is one that I plan to cherish for as long as you’ll let me.”


[image: ]







As usual, there are so many people to thank for this book being able to happen. Dylan’s story took so much out of me to write, but I’m beyond proud of how it turned out. So thank you to everyone below for making this what it is!

Kellen: As Relentless’s #1 fan, you helped me mold Dylan into the man we both knew he could be, while keeping true to his personality. Thank you for making this story what it is. (And sending me steamy inspiration to get into Dylan’s head. ;)

Micalea, Sara, and Wendi: Thanks for the entertainment when I needed a break from my deadline! I truly wished we lived closer, because we’d cause some serious mayhem.

Micalea: GIRL! Thank you for letting me add in Hollis and his band. It was so fun to put in that little Easter egg, and I cannot wait for their books to come out!

Emily: Emily, you helped bring Dylan to life, showing a side of him that stood out from the others. Thank you so much for creating such an amazing cover, even after I was such a pain in the ass for having you change it so many times. You’re going place, my friend!

Melissa: Per usual, this book wouldn’t be polished without you! I had so many doubts about this book until you told me there was nothing to worry about. Hearing that it was your favorite one out of the series so far made my life. (And Dylan’s, because let’s face it, that asshole has one big ego.)



To my readers, thank you for your continued support and reviews! You guys rock my world!







Don’t forget, you can join my reader group on Facebook to get teasers, snippets, early cover reveals, and so much more!




Join Here:

https://tinyurl.com/Barbara-sBookNerds




Stalk Me!

Instagram: @barbara_c_doyle

Snapchat: @barbara41096
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Barbara C. Doyle grew up in a small town in Upstate New York, surrounded by a passion for writing, pizza, and cats. Her journey started at the young age of fourteen, and grew as she pursued a degree in English throughout college. She believes that the written word is best used as a mode to escape into a different reality, thus the birth of her novels. Her other passions include binge-watching Netflix, reading, and hanging out with her cat.



images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg
AU THE AUTHOR





cover.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg
TWENTY-SIK





images/00027.jpeg
TWeNTy-Five





images/00029.jpeg
ACENCHLEDGEMHENTS





images/00020.jpeg
LIGHTEEN





images/00022.jpeg
TWen Ty





images/00021.jpeg
NINETEEN





images/00024.jpeg
TWenTy-nfe





images/00023.jpeg
TWENTY-oNE





images/00026.jpeg
TWENTY-F308





images/00025.jpeg
IWeNTy-Theee





images/00017.jpeg
FIFTEen





images/00016.jpeg
FOUCTEEN





images/00019.jpeg
SEVENTEEN





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg
NINE





images/00010.jpeg
o





images/00013.jpeg
ELEVEN





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg
TeTEen





images/00014.jpeg
TWELVE





images/00002.jpeg
FReLoqUE





images/00001.jpeg
MME”TS’
e i SHAE

BARBARA C. DOYLE





images/00004.jpeg
Infe-





images/00003.jpeg
eNE





images/00006.jpeg
roue





images/00005.jpeg
THCEE





images/00008.jpeg
SK





images/00007.jpeg
FIVE





images/00009.jpeg
SEVEN





