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        ROCK ON

        by E. M. Moore

      

      

      
        
        Rockstars live by their own set of rules…and these guys are no different.

      

        

      
        Cruel. Privileged. Sexy.

      

        

      
        The summer alone with four rockstars in a beach house sounds like a dream come true.

      

        

      
        Wrong.

      

        

      
        What I thought was going to be my big break ends up being my own personal nightmare. I’m not learning about music. I’m not making music. I’m a glorified babysitter for one of the hottest bands around.

      

        

      
        Worse yet, they despise me.

      

        

      
        I’m their servant, not their assistant, and because I need this job, I can’t even fight back…

      

        

      
        Until I do.

      

        

      
        Trust me, I won’t let anyone take my big dreams away, especially not the four guys who do everything they can to make sure I know my place is not next to them.

      

        

      
        ROCK ON is a full-length reverse harem bully romance novel.
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      Fucking hell. The nerves.

      I swipe my hands down my pants and glance toward the glass door again. The posh interior of the record company blew me away the first time I was in here last week. Today isn’t any different. It almost looks futuristic with glass walls secreting everything away even though you can stare through virtually every surface except the floors. It’s minimalistic as well. For instance, in the office I’m currently sitting in, there’s a steel desk in front of me with one singular plant atop it, a silver computer mouse, and a closed, slim laptop.

      The exterior walls are also all glass, and they look out over the city. We’re twenty floors up, so at this elevation, it looks like we rule the world, sitting here in our glass castle and looking out over our kingdom. The glass just brings everything from the outside in, too, making me feel like we’re just floating up here—at one with the outside, but simultaneously above it at the same time.

      I always thought music ruled the world anyway, so this fits right in with my daydreams.

      Can you imagine making an album in here?, the voice inside me asks.

      I try to stifle the thought even though the same one plagued me the last time I stepped inside these walls. To me, it seems like people’s dreams are being made all around me. That girl out in the hallway, walking with twice the strides as the tall guy next to her to hand him coffee? Well, she just got hired as a talent manager.

      The guy walking by right now, with his hands jammed into a pair of leather pants? He’s definitely someone famous. I don’t recognize him, but that doesn’t mean anything. Maybe he isn’t famous yet. Maybe he’s in an up-and-coming band that’s about to dominate the charts. He probably just walked out of the studio where he finished his first album, laying down the tracks for the best song to hit the music industry in a decade.

      Wait, that’s going to be me.

      I can’t help the smile that thought brings to my face. In high school, people thought I was a little weird. When I told them I wanted to write songs, they automatically thought I wanted to sing songs. That’s not it. I want to pour my emotion and soul into lyrics. I want a hot artist to then belt those lyrics out like they wrote them themselves. Think Ed Sheeran without the actual singing part. Some people don’t know that he’s actually written songs for a hell of a lot of artists, not just himself. That’s who I want to be. The person behind-the-scenes, making people laugh or cry, but most importantly, making them feel something through a beat.

      A flash of gray catches my attention, and I look up to see Mr. Nolan, the guy I interviewed with the other day, walking down the hallway. My eyes grow three sizes, and I turn toward the desk. I don’t want him to think I was sitting here waiting for him even though he’s twenty minutes late for the appointment we had, and some random secretary sat me in this chair when I got here ten minutes before that. I was early. But for all I know, he was in a room signing the next big artist. Who am I to rush him from that?

      I’m no one. Yet.

      I hear the glass door rattle and then swish as it pushes open. My heart bangs against my ribs, and I get to my feet.

      “Aisley, how are you?” Mr. Nolan asks.

      He holds his hand out, and I shake it in my own, thankful that I swiped my hands down my thighs a minute or two before he showed up. Who knows what the state of my palms are right now? “Good, Sir. How are you?”

      “A day in the life,” he says, like I’m supposed to know what that means. I want to know what that means, and what he just said sounds like the biggest tease to me. I want to know everything there is to know about his world.

      I smile as he takes a seat at the desk. “I was happy to hear from you again,” I say.

      He takes a manila folder out of the desk and throws it on top of the closed laptop. The folder just throws the whole look of the room off though. It’s tan in an otherwise black, white, and silver dominated room. It immediately draws my attention, and I see that my name is written in block letters on the top tab.

      They have a file about me.

      I repeat, they have a fucking file about me.

      I breathe in deep, trying to keep my freak out under wraps. I don’t want to sound too interested or too eager, but I also don’t want to be the opposite, right? God, I really wish I didn’t have to make these decisions at twenty years old.

      “I enjoyed our conversation the other day,” Mr. Nolan says. “It was refreshing.”

      I smile politely, wracking my brain, trying to figure out what I said last time that might get him to like me even more than that this time. It must be good that they’re calling me in for a second interview. I mean, one would think this is the step I want to take. He wouldn’t want to waste his time if he didn’t like me.

      He sits back in the black leather chair and steeples his fingers in front of him. “I have to tell you I quite enjoy it when I see someone as young as you knowing what they want. You have drive.” He points one of his fingers at me. “I’ll tell you a secret. You don’t get anywhere in this business without drive and ambition.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I say, stomach twisting into a foray of knots. “I have plenty of that.”

      He smiles, showing a perfect set of blaringly white teeth. I wonder how many artists he manages to get a set of teeth like that. He must be fucking awesome at his job.

      “I have an opportunity for you, Aisley,” he says, suddenly sitting up. He maneuvers the manila folder in front of him and briefly looks through it before shutting it again. “I have a band that could use some help.”

      My stomach twists, and I let out a slow breath. This is it. I can do this. Already I see myself sitting in a room with a handful of musicians, bouncing ideas off of one another. I write, they sing, they praise me to the heavens when we’re finished… Yes, I’m well aware I’m delusional, but these daydreams keep me going. Instead of saying all that, I say, “Sounds interesting.”

      “Great band,” he says, shaking his head. “Does some really great stuff, but they’re stuck on their second album. Things just aren’t clicking.”

      My brain is demanding I ask who he’s talking about, but I don’t form the words. He wants me to work with a band. Honestly, at this point, I would take any damn band. Not that I wouldn’t prefer something in my style, but as he said, I’m driven. I’m eager. I have ambition. “Sophomore slump,” I say, shaking my head a little, commiserating.

      “Exactly,” he says, pointing at me again. “I have to admit, it’s frustrating. I’m sure it’s frustrating for them as well, but for the record company, no album, means no promotion, means no sales. You understand?”

      I nod. In that file in front of him, I just know they have the songs I sent them when I sent in my resume. There are pages of lyrics and even a flash drive of demos with me playing the guitar and singing. Whatever he saw in there got me right here. “Absolutely, Sir. I understand.”

      “Right now, they’re set up in a beach house. We—well, the company itself—thought it would be a good idea to get them together to see what they could come up with. They’ve been there two weeks already.”

      “Any progress?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Very little.”

      “That’s too bad,” I say. Inside, I squeal. This is going exactly like Heather said. She told me that if I was getting a call for a second interview, it was something good. Like, really good. He’s going to ask me to work with them, I just know it.

      He dribbles his hands over the metal desk. “Rumors are sprouting up everywhere. They’re breaking up. They can’t hack it. The bad boys of rock and roll are losing their edge.”

      I frown as he repeats the headlines to me, then mimic his own facial expressions.

      Bad boys of rock and roll? I wonder who that could be. While he stares at me, I picture different bands in my head and see if I can’t figure out who it is. I’ve pretty much memorized every single artist that Big City Records handles. There are more than a few rock bands. In fact, they started out as a rock only label, but have only grown bigger since then.

      “We thought the change of scenery and forcing them together would not only help them get going, but also send a little message to them that they need to get going.”

      I dig my nails into my skin. These kinds of bands piss me off. They’ve gotten what they want. They’re freaking signed to a record deal. They’re on their sophomore album. Why can’t they get their shit together and lay it down already? This is what people dream of doing, and they’re sitting here wasting their opportunity. Mr. Nolan hasn’t said it in so many words, but it sounds like this band is in a lot of trouble with them. If they’re not careful…

      He gives me another smile. “Here’s where you come in, Aisley.”

      I lean forward in my chair, like the closer I am to him, the quicker I’ll hear the words out of his mouth. Maybe they’ll start calling me “the band whisperer”, here to reenergize albums and put a new spin on old tactics.

      Hey, a girl can dream, right?

      “We thought it would be a good idea to send someone in to help them. And we want that someone to be you.”

      A smile peels my lips apart. “I would be honored, Sir. What kind—?”

      “You’ll have to move into the beach house.”

      My jaw drops. A songwriting job? And a beach house? Holy shit. This is the life, isn’t it? I can already see myself sitting out on a back deck overlooking the waves with a cocktail in one hand and my pen in the other.

      “Of course, Sir.”

      “You’ll be kept on until the album is done, but if we like what you do, there’s a possibility of hiring you on a more permanent basis.”

      I’m sitting still, trying to appear calm in front of Nolan, but my insides feel like they’re bouncing off one another. Nothing is in place. My heart’s trying to escape. My breath is sawing in and out. My legs are jumping. It’s chaos inside here. Absolute freaking chaos.

      He turns the folder around and pushes it across the desk. “Have a look,” he says.

      My fingers tremble as I open the out-of-place manila folder, but I hide it from him by bringing the file folder to me and opening it on my lap. I blink to try to make sense out of all the words on the paper in front of me. My thoughts are bouncing here, there, and everywhere, and it’s making it almost impossible to focus on the typed words.

      My first fucking record company job!

      “As you can see,” Mr. Nolan continues as my eyes finally adjust to read the words on the page. “You’ll be assisting them with everything they need. You won’t have set hours, per se, but we’re hoping you’ll be flexible and that they’ll be respectful of your time as well.”

      My gaze narrows. I’m listening and trying to read at the same time. I read the same sentence over and over again. Duties: First point of contact, dealing with correspondence and phone calls; organizing meetings and appointments; typing, preparing reports and filing; reminding artists of important dates, schedules, and deadlines; miscellaneous tasks to support the artists, which may include personal and maintenance tasks.

      My stomach drops. I double-check the front of the folder to make sure he’s handed me the right one, and sure enough, there’s my name in big, black letters just like I thought. I glance up to meet his eyes. I wait for him to finish the sentence he’s in the middle of saying even though I don’t catch any of it. “To be clear, Mr. Nolan, you want me to be the band’s assistant?”

      That isn’t songwriting extraordinaire at all.

      “Yes, get them coffee, make sure they’re fed and happy. We at Big City want to make sure the guys have everything they need in order to put out the best album possible, and we need someone as trustworthy and driven as you to do it.”

      Get them coffee? Is he fucking serious? I’m a gopher. That’s all this is. I close my eyes as my heart sinks with what feels like the cruelest rejection. This isn’t the break I thought it was. It’s nothing. It’s a knife to the heart, actually.

      It sucks when you want something so bad but think there’s no way on this earth you’ll ever get it. The dream seems too out of reach. Too difficult. I’m just a girl from a small town. It’s almost a miracle I’m even in this posh building right now. Why did I even let myself think that this could be it? My eyes burn, but I swallow back the hurt and stare at Mr. Nolan.

      “I have a good feeling about you, Aisley. Someone like you is going to take this job and run with it. There are positions here at Big City for people as driven as you. We all have to start somewhere.”

      My stomach flops over like a dead fish as shame fills me. I make my lips curve into a smile even though I don’t feel it inside. Mr. Nolan’s right. Did I really think I was going to walk in here and get a job writing songs from the get-go? This is probably how everyone starts. The bottom. The peon jobs no one else wants.

      Besides, if I don’t take this job, what else am I going to do during the summer? Heather’s going on vacation for most of it, so I was just going to be slumming it at home by myself anyway. If I do a good job for Mr. Nolan, he could hire me permanently. He said so himself. All I need to do is leave a good impression.

      I can do that.

      “This sounds…great, Sir. Thank you for thinking of me.”

      “Excellent, Aisley. I’m so glad to hear you say that.”

      I start to stand, but he holds his hand up.

      “One more thing if you don’t mind.” He lowers his voice. “Like I said, we’re a little worried about the band’s work ethic right now. It would be really helpful if you gave me daily check-ins to start. If things start picking up on the album front, we might be able to move it to weekly, but daily should do at the beginning.”

      Wow. These guys must really be on thin ice.

      On the other hand, if they just did their fucking job, they wouldn’t be in this mess.

      “I can do that,” I say, forcing a smile even though my stomach churns. So, I’ll basically be a glorified babysitter this summer. That’s what I’m hearing.

      I know the twisting in my stomach right now is just sour grapes, but I can’t help it. This band is there. They have their dream, while some of us—ahem, me—are no where near it. Why are they letting it slip out of their hands? Labels don’t just let artists disregard contracts.

      Mr. Nolan stands. “Check your folder. I think you’ll find that you’re getting paid quite generously. Plus, there’s a plane ticket in there for you for tomorrow. On the house, of course.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Tomorrow?”

      “We don’t like to sit on things in this business, Aisley. Time is money.”

      “Right,” I say. “Sure. Of course.” I realize I’m rambling, so I cut myself off with a “I’ll be ready to leave tomorrow.”

      I shake hands with Mr. Nolan and then step out of the office, acutely aware that he can still see me as I walk down the hallway. I try to keep my calm, complacent face on, but as soon as I turn the corner, the facade drops. Sure, this is a start, but it isn’t what I thought I’d been called back for when I stepped through the glass front doors earlier.

      Whyyy? I call out dramatically in my head. Now I’ll have to explain to everyone that I’m not going to be the song writer I thought I was going to be this morning. This whole thing was stupid, and I’m an idiot for getting my hopes up.

      I blow out a breath. On a positive note, I’ll be staying at a beach house. I open the folder and take a look at the papers in the file. I smile at the salary which is clearly spelled out on the following page after all my assistant duties. Tucked in the back is the plane ticket. I pull it out, expecting to see LAX as the airport code to where I’m headed tomorrow. Los Angeles, baby! Butterflies start in my stomach. I’ve always wanted to go there. But when I look down, I don’t recognize the three-letter acronym.

      As soon as I get off the elevator and exit the building, I lean against the exterior and take my phone out to Google ORF. Where the hell is ORF?

      I blink down at the screen and sigh. Seriously? Norfolk, Virginia?

      Who is this fucking band?
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      It turns out the band’s name was buried in the paperwork. Or, you know, right on the first page in front of my face, but I was too busy reading the word Assistant and feeling like my dreams were moving further and further out of reach.

      As only my best friend Heather could do, she put everything into perspective for me. I smile now while flying twenty-three thousand feet in the air, remembering her gigantic hug and send off. They want you to be their assistant? You’re going to go there and be their fucking assistant. You’re going to amaze them with your assisting skills until they grovel at your feet and beg you to wow them with your songs. That’s it, Aisley. Play their game until you show them who you are.

      She’s right, of course. She usually is, though I never tell her that. I don’t have to say it in words. She knows how I feel about her.

      I stare down at the album cover on my phone. As soon as I saw the name The Rowdy Rogues, I went to iTunes and downloaded their first album. The album cover interests me. It’s the guys—four of them—standing in front of a staticky shamrock, green and black, both stark and faded colors mixing. The art itself is a little dark, so it’s impossible to see the guys, except for the fact that they look like the typical rock and roll type. There are tattoos and leather. Studded belts and ripped jeans.

      Basically, the kind of guys that make my heart skip a beat and drool start to gather at the corners of my lips.

      I press play on the first track. Immediately, the sweet tenor of the lead singer comes on. My mouth parts, and I close my eyes while I listen. The song stays low and steady for a moment, and then bam. The drums, guitar, and bass kick in, forcing the song in my face, and before I know it, I’m smiling. When they get to the chorus, I suck in a breath. I know this song. I just didn’t know I knew it, and the band’s name didn’t ring a bell when I first read it either.

      I lean my head against the plane. I lucked out with the window seat, so I stare out over the clouds. Their music is the perfect backdrop. Their album takes me on a journey I don’t want to veer away from. By the time the last note hits my ears, I’m already on Google, searching the shit out of them. There isn’t much. Just what the record company puts out, and that’s just a short bio and the album with the names of the songs on it. I don’t even see any verified personal social media profiles, just one profile for the band itself that I can tell isn’t managed by them at all. There are some fan groups and chatter about them online, but that’s it. And Mr. Nolan is right about one thing, they all want the second album.

      Hell, I want the second album.

      I start the album again, this time paying particular attention to the lyrics. God, they’re freaking good. I bite my lip, trying to imagine the lead singer’s voice singing my songs. My style could totally work for them, especially their less rock heavy stuff. Their slower songs, the ones I can feel their passion spilling from their instruments. That’s what I want to sound like.

      By the time the plane lands, I’m suddenly a lot more optimistic than I thought I would be. I immediately text Heather and tell her to check out The Rowdy Rogues. The link I sent her brings up their album cover. Her only response is They’re hot. Oh, fuck. Don’t get pregnant.

      I shake my head and laugh. I love that my best friend is hilarious, but I wish she loved music as much as me. I mean, she likes music as much as the next person, but we can’t talk about it on a deeper level. Her eyes start to glaze over. Then again, mine do the same thing when she starts to talk science. Yep. My best friend is a science nerd. She loves rocks. Literally, rocks. Not rock and roll. Rocks, the kind you skip over water. She’s going to be a geologist.

      Don’t even get me started on how we became best friends. It’s ridiculous.

      I step off the plane and head toward baggage claim. When I get there, I see a guy in a black suit who’s holding a sign with my name on it. Ooh, fancy. I give him a short wave. “Hey, I’m Aisley.”

      He drops the sign to his side and smiles. “Excellent. Let me help you get your bags.” He takes off for the conveyor belt automatically, and I follow behind him, tugging my carry-on up onto my shoulders.

      “There it is,” I say, pointing to the red luggage I borrowed from my parents. I don’t know anyone my age who has luggage yet. It’s pretty bland for my taste, but it had to do, especially because this trip is last-minute.

      He easily plucks it off the belt and sets it beside him. He stays staring at the belt. “Is that one yours too?” he asks, staring at another red bag that’s similar to the one he’s picked up.

      I shake my head. “No, just the one.”

      He turns toward me, forehead full of lines. “This is it?” he asks, pointing at the one lonely piece of luggage next to him.

      When I nod, he turns and walks away. He’s very formal and business-like. Very un-rock and roll, if you ask me. I have to hurry to catch up to him because of his long strides. “Have you been working for the record company long?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t work for Big City. I work directly for the band.”

      “Oh, cool.” When he pushes the airport doors open, the heat hits me like I walked into a furnace. I immediately pinch my shirt and fan it out. It’s freaking stifling out here. “How are they?”

      We walk up to a sleek black SUV. “Ma’am?”

      I stand there awkwardly. “I mean, I’m just wondering if they’re nice guys or…?” Are they just extremely good looking guys who can sing and play a pants off a girl?

      He places my luggage in the back of the SUV and shuts the door. “I think they’re pretty normal twenty something guys.”

      Well, that tells me exactly nothing. I frown at his back as he goes to the side of the car and opens the back door. I glance around him at the front of the car, but he gestures with his hand for me to get in the back, so I step inside.

      The vehicle is freaking huge. It’s not a normal SUV. The back is set up like a limo. There’s a bench seat in the far back and then one closest to the front of the vehicle but facing the backseat. I climb in and sit on the plush leather, running my hand over the seats. There are glasses on the sides, sitting in neat little cupholders. When the driver gets in behind the wheel, he tells me to get comfortable because we have about an hour and a half drive.

      I collapse into the seat. How could I not be comfortable? This is amazing. But aside from the fancy car, my stomach churns. I hadn’t expected for the drive to take this long and now that I’ve heard what the guys can do, I’m super nervous about meeting them. I bite my lip and look through the square hole that separates the front of the SUV from the back. “What’s your name anyway?” I ask.

      “Rex,” he says, putting on his blinker to pull away from the curb.

      “How long have you worked for the band?”

      “A couple of years,” he says, shrugging, obviously not as interested in talking about the band as I am.

      I look at him through the rearview mirror. He’s wearing dark shades and he’s pretty buff too. It wouldn’t shock me to learn that he’s also a member of their security team. He certainly looks like he could frighten people off. Plus, with a name like Rex, it fits.

      I open my mouth to say something else when he pushes a button and suddenly, there’s a divider sliding into place, separating him from me. I deflate when I realize I’m relegated to the back of the vehicle by myself. I talk when I get nervous, so maybe Rex just wanted to shut me up, but still, that was pretty freaking rude.

      Instead of talking, I scoot over to the side of the SUV and stare out the window to see the sights go by. After some Googling last night, I figured out that the guys were most likely staying in the Outer Banks. It was the only place I could see them having a beach house big enough to fit us all, and one that more than likely had a recording studio in it as well.

      When I lean my elbow down on the door with a sigh, I accidentally hit something and a TV in the corner turns on. I almost shriek when the screen lights up the interior and there’s a girl hysterically laughing on whatever show starts playing. I hold my hand to my heart to try to steady my heart rate. Jesus. Heart attack time.

      After that, I start snooping some more to see what other cool stuff this vehicle has inside it. In some lower cupboards on the side, there’s a few bottles of amber colored liquor. I open it up and sniff it. It’s definitely not the cheap ass rum and vodka Heather and I partake in at college. Whatever it is, it’s real shit. Whiskey maybe.

      I also find the controls for the radio. After flipping through a few local channels, I can’t figure out how to turn on the satellite radio to find something I know I’ll like, so I end up shutting it off.

      There’s only one more button I haven’t pushed yet. I push it and find that it’s not actually a button, it’s more like a toggle switch. I push it forward and the divider that Rex put up starts to slowly pull away. I immediately stop.

      “What’s she like?” I hear.

      I freeze. There’s no denying the tenor in that voice. I’ve just listened to it through my earbuds all flight. It’s the lead singer of The Rowdy Rogues.

      “Typical twenty-something girl, I’d say,” Rex says.

      I smile at that. That was the same non-committal answer I got.

      “Seriously?” the lead singer snaps. I read online that his name is Ian McGrath. The name suits him, like he was born to be a rockstar and nothing else.

      “What’s her name?” a different voice asks. “Is she hot?”

      Before Rex can answer, Ian growls, “It doesn’t fucking matter what her name is or what she fucking looks like. Christ, Sean. We have more important things to worry about.”

      I grit my teeth and lean forward. Ouch. Someone’s fucking testy.

      “I only saw her for a minute or so,” Rex says. I can’t see him from where I’m sitting. I can only hear him. He’s obviously using Bluetooth to talk to them, which means that whatever happens on either side of the divider is completely soundproof when the divider is in place. No wonder why he put it up. He didn’t want me to hear this.

      “You’re no fucking help,” Ian says with a sigh.

      “We’ll just have to see for ourselves,” another voice says.

      My brows pull in. I didn’t expect them to be as interested in me as I am in them. Honestly, I kind of thought I’d be background noise all summer.

      “Still waiting to hear how hot she is.” the same guy who asked if I was hot before says.

      My mouth quirks up into a smile. I admit, I have a thing for guys in bands. Singers, guitarists, bassists, drummers, it doesn’t matter. People who are musically inclined turn me on like nothing else. And these guys? Their music already made my toes curl.

      “I’m in my mid-forties. I’m pretty sure I’d go to jail if I commented on the appearance of someone half my age.”

      “Just a hint,” the guy says, not letting Rex off the hook.

      I bite my lip. I know I should close the divider. I’m eavesdropping right now, and that’s not cool for anyone to do. I’m barging in on their privacy, but I also can’t help myself either. I’m intrigued by them. Why isn’t there much information about them online when they write an album like that? They seem to be grassroots still, but the fans they do have are rabid.

      “Who fucking cares?” another voice says. “That’s not what we’re here for.”

      “Christ, Sean. Get fucking laid already,” Ian says, and I decide I like him better when he’s singing.

      There’s a growl over the phone that makes my eyebrows raise.

      Mr. Nolan was right. They don’t seem to be getting along all that well.

      “We have to go,” Ian says.

      “Roger that,” Rex answers. He hits a button on the steering wheel and utter silence descends from the front of the SUV now.

      I quickly push the toggle switch back and the divider closes again with an almost silent hum. I blow out a breath, hoping I won’t be called out for eavesdropping on my first day. That wouldn’t be good at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Rex slows the car. I instantly straighten, thinking we must be getting closer to the house I’m going to be spending an undetermined amount of time in. All I see at first are two curving staircases that meet at a deck on an upper floor. The house is on stilts like most of the others around here.

      I push the car door open and practically fall out of the vehicle. It’s still hot out here, but there’s a salty breeze in the air that catches my hair and wraps it around my face. I tuck my strands behind my ear and gaze upward, using my hand to shield my eyes from the sunshine. The house is huge, at least three stories tall. It’s fenced in on all sides with a garage to the left. Beyond the house, I can hear the waves lapping at the shore. Even out front where I am, there’s evidence of the beach. There’s sand mixed in the grass and palm trees sprouting up here and there around the perfectly manicured lawn.

      Rex stops when he sees that I’m already out of the car. He switches direction and goes to the back of the SUV and grabs my red bag out, motioning toward the steps as he drops it next to me. “They’re inside.”

      Suddenly, I wish Mr. Nolan was here to introduce me to them. What am I going to say? Hey, what’s up? I’m your assistant. Do you want coffee? I imagine all five of us are going to have to get together to work out some sort of routine or schedule. With that thought, I walk up the cool, rounding stairs and knock on the front door. Below me, Rex is pulling the car around to the garage. I watch him until the SUV disappears and then knock on the door again, following it up with hitting the doorbell. I wait for a few more minutes, but still, no one comes.

      Okay… Maybe they’re out back?

      I drag my luggage back down the stairs and head toward the back of the house. I get to a door in the fence and try to open it, but it doesn’t budge. It must be locked from the other side. I stare up at the house, looking to see if I can find any signs of life in the windows. I know they knew I was coming because Rex was on the phone with them. Though, I suppose that didn’t mean they were at the house. They could be anywhere together.

      I drag my red bag behind me through the grass to head to the other side of the house. There’s the same door on that side too, and it’s also locked. I jiggle the handle, but nothing gives. It’s solid and definitely doing what it’s meant to do—keep people out. Except, I’m not supposed to be out, I’m supposed to be in.

      With a sigh, I round to the front of the house again. Though the house is on stilts, there’s a wall under it that connects to the fences, making sure no one can get to the back of the house. There were plenty of other houses that we passed that were all open underneath, some with even staggered views of the beach and the ocean beyond that. Not this house. This house is locked up tight, which I can only imagine is for safety and privacy purposes.

      Rex, I think. He’ll be able to get me in. I leave my bag at the side of the house and jog to the garage. The three bay garage doors are closed, but there’s a door on the side of the building. I knock first, but don’t leave any time for someone to open it. I twist the knob but find that’s immovable too. That’s also freaking locked! What the hell?

      I walk around the entire building, peeking in the windows to see if I can see Rex in there, but I can’t. He’s gone, probably in the house or maybe he’s not staying here with them. Maybe he’s staying in a nearby house and only comes over when needed.

      The sun beating down is starting to get to me. Beads of sweat drip down my back. The ocean breeze is still tickling my face, but it’s not enough to keep me cool. I stare up at the front of the house again, looking for any signs of life. Maybe they just didn’t hear me the first time around. Maybe they’re in the sound booth working and therefore can’t hear me. I walk back that way, grabbing my red luggage again and dragging it behind me up the stairs. When I get to the top, I hit the doorbell button a few times. I can hear it ring within, a tinny chime sound announcing my presence. When someone doesn’t answer within thirty seconds, I knock, louder. There’s a window to my left. I step over, pressing my nose against the glass, trying to see through the lacy curtains, but from what I can see, no one is around. The house looks empty.

      With a huff, I sit at the top of the steps for a few minutes, tapping my feet against the porch. I decide to try to get in one more time before calling Mr. Nolan. Maybe he can get ahold of the band and tell them to let me inside. Or, if they’re not here, he can at least tell them I’m waiting for them. Maybe he even has a way to get inside. Either one of those options would work for me. After the doorbell chimes and the loud knocks go unanswered again, I pull out my phone. I hesitate with it there in my hand, my thumb hovering over Mr. Nolan’s name. This is so embarrassing. My first half an hour on the job, and I already have to call my boss. They should’ve sent me with keys, but it explicitly states in the instructions that I’ll be given a set of keys once I get to the house.

      Setting the phone down, I sift through the paperwork again, just making sure I didn’t miss something. When nothing pops out at me, I even check under the “welcome” mat in front of the door. That’s where people always hide their keys on TV, but no luck.

      I pick my phone up again. My thumb above Mr. Nolan’s name when the door suddenly opens behind me. “Who the fuck are you?”

      I jump at the sudden intrusion. Turning to look over my shoulder, I quickly slip my cell phone back in my pocket. “A-Aisley.”

      I recognize this guy from the album cover and the multiple Google searches I did. He’s got striking red hair. Online, his hair is always gelled, but right now, it’s just normal guy hair like he got up in the morning and just ran his hands through it a few times.

      He tilts his head, eyebrows going up.

      “I’m your new assistant,” I say, scrambling to my feet. They feel rubbery and out of whack. Despite the fact that he looks like he just rolled out of bed, he’s still unbelievably good looking.

      He’s a few inches taller than me, especially when he backs up and lifts himself to his full height. He has a black V-neck shirt on, showing off a tip of a tattoo over his heart. I quickly make myself look away before I examine it further.

      “Oh, right,” he says.

      I refrain from rolling my eyes. He knew I was coming. “I knocked and rang the doorbell a bunch of times.”

      He shrugs and steps out of the way.

      I grab my bag and haul it through the door. “You didn’t hear me?” I ask as I step into a fairly wide hallway with doors on either side. Straight through the hallway though, there’s an all-glass wall. I can finally see the beach and the ocean I’ve been smelling and hearing. Even with my limited view, I can tell it’s gorgeous.

      “We did,” he says.

      I drag my eyes away from the scene and peek over my shoulder at the guy who let me in. Sean, I think his name is. “And you just…didn’t care?” I ask.

      He smirks. “Something like that.”

      I can feel my face turn to stone, which makes this guy smile even wider. “Good to know,” I say, sarcastically. After a few seconds of us just staring at one another, I buck up the professionalism to hold my hand out. “Aisley. And you are?”

      He glances at my hand then back up at me. “Sean O’Clary. What, they didn’t give you our bios and everything to memorize?”

      I pull my hand back since it’s evident he’s not going to be extending the same courtesy to me. “If they did, I guess I just didn’t care to read it,” I say, trying to throw his own words back at him.

      His hazel eyes cloud over. They’re mostly brown, but with specks of green on the inside, rimming around his pupil. It matches the smattering of freckles that are over his nose and cheeks. Heather’s words come back to me, Don’t get pregnant.

      Not bloody likely, I tell myself. He won’t even shake my hand, which means we have a long way to go before pregnancy is a concern. Unless it’s of the immaculate conception variety.

      “You’re in this room,” he says, pointing immediately to our right.

      I look over toward a non-descript door. Then again, they’re all non-descript through this hallway. I turn the handle and push the door open. The room is small, more like someone’s oversized walk-in closet. It has bunk beds pushed up against the wall to my left, and there’s one single window on the opposite wall, facing the street. I step inside to put my luggage next to the bed, but when I turn back around to ask if Sean will give me a tour of the house, he’s already gone. I stride toward the door and look down the hallway. I can’t see him anywhere. Sneaky, little fucker.

      I pull the door to my room closed behind me and walk toward the glass wall. There are quite a few doors down this hallway. I’m guessing one of them is the bathroom. Aw, shit. I hope I don’t have to share a bathroom with them. God. That would be a freaking nightmare.

      When I get to the glass window, I walk right up to it and press my hands against it. There’s white sand in front of me, leading to waves lapping at the beach. It’s absolutely beautiful. I’ve only ever been to a beach on one vacation in my whole life, and this is a hundred times nicer than the hotel we had. We had to walk several blocks to get to the beach, and then when we got there, they had these nasty little sand fleas that kept biting me.

      To my right and left, there’s a set of stairs that lead upward. I decide to take them, hoping to introduce myself to the rest of the band. Maybe they aren’t all as unwelcoming as Sean O’Clary. I mimic the way he said his name in my head. Slightly husky, slightly bored.

      I climb the steel steps and end up in the middle of a gorgeous kitchen. There’s so much natural sunlight coming in from the wall of windows that it illuminates it perfectly. Stainless steel appliances, black granite countertops. The aesthetic in this house is definitely modern, except when my eyes travel toward the living area. In there, sit several black leather couches surrounding a big screen TV. Something that might be in any house, not just a rockstar house. A closer look, and I notice two hallways, one that shoots off the kitchen and another that leads away from the living room, but no band members in sight. Off the kitchen though, there’s a sliding glass door that leads to a huge deck decorated with patio furniture, a circle-shaped outdoor bed and two hammocks on either side.

      I walk toward it and crack the door open. Just the barest of salty scent hits my nostrils when I hear footsteps behind me. I turn in time to see another guy I recognize from my internet searches. He has shoulder-length blond hair. It looks a little lighter now than it did from the pictures I saw, probably because of the sun he’s getting from living in a beach house. He looks more like a surfer dude than a rock and roll guy actually. Built like one, too. He currently has his shirt slung over his shoulder, rippling abs greeting me before I lift my gaze to his face.

      “Hey,” I say, shutting the glass door and turning around. “I’m Aisley. I’m your new assistant.”

      “Archer,” he says.

      When he gets closer, I realize he looks tired. There are dark circles under a pair of deep blue eyes the color of the ocean in a storm. “It’s nice to meet you,” I say, transfixed for a moment as I take him in. Offhandedly, I wonder if it’s a prerequisite for rockstars to be hot or if I just very decidedly have a “type”.

      He grunts in response, which brings me out of my trance in a nanosecond.

      Sean comes out of the hallway near the living room. “Ah, Archer, you met our new assistant?”

      Archer leans against the bar in the kitchen. He has a pair of low-slung shorts on that go past his knees with not one, but two belts on. I narrow my gaze. Maybe even three belts on. Interesting. Not that it doesn’t work for him. It totally does. It makes him look less California guy and more rock.

      These guys can’t be much older than me. I was curious about that when I saw their pictures on the album, but the artwork was so dark it was impossible to tell how old they were. Though my first impressions aren’t stellar, I do have major respect for people who are already doing what they love at young ages. It’s like when you see teenagers in the Olympics, competing at such a high level. That’s where hard work, dedication, and talent gets people.

      The sliding glass door swooshes open behind me, catching me off guard. I jump out of the way and am greeted with the two remaining members of The Rowdy Rogues. Ian and Finnick. The one who I think is Finnick walks right past me to the fridge, a pair of dark sunglasses on. Ian, however, encroaches on my personal space, closing the sliding glass door behind him while standing so close to me I can feel the heat radiate from his body. I move back.

      When he takes his sunglasses off, I’m struck by the ice blue of his eyes. Coupled with his dark hair, it’s a contrast you don’t see very often. “She’s here,” he says, his tone bored.

      “Aisley,” I say, reaching my hand out to him. Honestly, I’m kind of dumbstruck right now. This is the guy who was singing to me all flight. Plus, there’s something in his aura, something that makes it impossible for me to think straight with him looking at me like that.

      I think he won’t shake my hand just like Sean, but he surprises me by grabbing it with a firm grip, maybe even a little too firm, like he’s trying to assert his dominance over me. I squeeze him right back. I don’t care if I am a fan of these guys’ music, I’m not going to let them walk all over me.

      “Ian,” he says.

      He points to the one who walked right past me, the one I now know must be Finnick since he’s the only one left. “My cousin, Finnick.”

      “Cousin?”

      Ian raises an eyebrow at me.

      I give a quick shake of my head. “I just didn’t know.”

      “Not in your paperwork about us?”

      “She didn’t bother to read any,” Sean says.

      “That’s not exactly what I meant,” I say, turning toward Sean to give him a dirty look.

      “That is what you said though, right?” he says, a challenge in his question.

      I can feel the weight of all their stares on me, and I fumble over my next words. “It’s not like they gave me your whole life stories, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “We didn’t ask for anything,” Archer says. “Least of all for an assistant.”

      I shrug. “Well, I didn’t ask to be an assistant, but we’re stuck with each other anyway.”

      Ian’s gaze narrows at me. He’s full on rock and roll. Even though he came in from outside, he looks like he could just as easily be on stage right at this moment. He just has that look about him. A hint of danger, a hint of mystery. The girls go wild over this guy, I’m sure.

      Finnick grabs a bottle of water from the fridge and then joins the rest of his bandmates in the kitchen where they’re all still staring at me like I’m a specimen under a microscope. “Let’s go over a few ground rules,” Ian says.

      “Absolutely,” I say. I cross my arms over my chest and lean back against the glass door.

      “First off, you’re not our friend. You’re not our confidant. You work for us. Period.”

      The guys all stand there, giving me similar looks. Their gazes are hard, like they’re reliving memories of being burned before. Okay, I get that. But what the hell did I do to them? They left me out on the damn porch for crying out loud just because they didn’t feel like getting the door.

      None of them move to say anything else, and a silence falls over the room. It’s such a contrast from the sunshine and the heat around us. A cold shiver creeps up my spine. These guys are serious. They’re not just saying it to be badass or because they think they’re better than me because they’re rockstars, they absolutely mean it. Suddenly, I feel like even though I’m working for them, it would probably be best to also keep my distance from these four.

      “In fact,” Ian adds with a scowl. “I wouldn’t even get unpacked. You’re not staying.”
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      Somehow, within the first hour of meeting The Rowdy Rogues, I’ve found myself in a conference-like room, surrounded by The Rowdy Rogues and talking to Mr. Nolan on a conference call. He’s sighing a lot. Each and every sigh, too, seems to grate on the guys’ nerves even further, especially Ian. Archer and Sean aren’t crazy about it either. Finnick, I notice is kind of quiet. When he does say something, it’s to placate everyone, kind of like a peacemaker when he can tell the tension is about to get really high.

      “Aisley, are you still there?” Mr. Nolan asks.

      It’s no wonder he’s asking me. I’ve only said one word to him since they first got him on the line, and that was to let him know that I was here. “Yes, Sir.”

      Ian smirks at my use of the word Sir. A twinge starts in my belly. He’s my boss. What the hell else am I supposed to call him? Though, I can tell the guys have a few different words they’d love to use.

      “Bottom line,” Mr. Nolan says. “Aisley works for us, not you. You can’t fire her or make her leave. You’re in one of Big City’s beach houses right now, not your own.”

      “We can get one of our own,” Archer says.

      “And why would you want to do that, fellas?” he asks. I can picture him kicking back at his desk, staring out over the city. Maybe he even has his feet up on the sleek desk and fondling a stress-reliever in the shape of a guitar. “Because I sent someone there to help you? Why is that a crime? Is she not helping you? Is she—?”

      “I literally just got here,” I say, speaking up. I don’t like the way this line of questioning is going. “I’ve said maybe a handful of words to them.”

      “Huh,” Mr. Nolan says.

      “You know,” Sean says, leaning back in his chair with his hands crossed over his chest. “I think I could use a water. Do you mind?”

      It takes me a moment to realize he’s talking to me. I don’t know why. I am their assistant after all, and miscellaneous personal tasks was clearly spelled out to be one of my duties in the information Nolan gave me. “Of course,” I say, a tight smile on my face. I’m sure I’m not fooling anybody. No one wants to be a gopher. “Excuse me, Mr. Nolan. I’ll be right back.”

      Mr. Nolan doesn’t say anything as I get up from my chair at the big, oblong table. The room is set up for this kind of thing, which makes me think that maybe the record company has to do this for a lot of their artists. The only thing I’m jealous of is that this room is far bigger than my closet-sized one at the end of the hall. Before I can ruminate too much on that, though, I push the door open and close it softly behind me before heading up the steel steps to the kitchen again. I open the humongous refrigerator and notice, despite its size, there’s not much in there. There’s water and beer along with a bottle of ketchup.

      With a roll of my eyes, I grab one of the bottles of water, close the fridge behind me, and head back down the steps. When I’m in front of the door, I hear raised voices inside. Mainly, Mr. Nolan’s. I press my hand against the wall and lean forward to hear better, wishing I would’ve cracked the door on my way out instead of shutting it completely. “You’re three months late on the new album. What did you think was going to happen?”

      “We expected a little leeway.”

      “Isn’t three extra months, a beach house, and some sunshine leeway? Christ. None of my other artists get that. Damnit, guys. Pull your fucking heads out of your asses and get this shit done.”

      There’s silence on the other side of the door. I breathe in deep, shocked at what I’ve just heard. I’ve never seen Mr. Nolan look anything other than completely calm and collected. This is a whole different side of him. I make a mental note not to piss him off.

      “We told you we’re working as hard as we can,” a voice says. Judging by the tenor and what he’s said, I’m pretty sure it’s Finnick.

      “Then why the hell are you bothering me about this assistant chick? She’s there to help. Use her. If she doesn’t work out, we’ll send someone else, but don’t bother me again with this shit. Instead of worrying about what she’s doing there, you should be up in the goddamn studio.”

      There’s a click and the line cuts off. He’s hung up on them. Shit. Wow.

      There are two heavy thuds and then the door secreting me on the other side is thrown open. I stifle a squeal and step back. I must look guilty as fuck because Archer is on the other side of the door, glaring at me. He takes a look at the water in my hands and yanks it out of my grip before stalking away. His heavy footsteps thump up the stairs and then they go quiet.

      Finnick and Ian raise from their seats. They both walk toward the open door with matching scowls. They look at me, and it feels like I’m the one they’re pissed at. I back up until my back hits the wall behind me. They move past, Ian slicing me with a cruel look that I swear goes straight through to the marrow of my bone.

      When they exit down the hallway, I breathe, trying to collect myself. My phone rings in my pocket. I pull it out and see Mr. Nolan’s name on the screen. My heart thumps loudly, but I swipe to answer it and bring it up to my ear while Sean watches me from his seat at the table. I turn away, not able to stand his eyes on me like that while I talk to my new boss. Accusing. Hatred. And perhaps a little bit of fear mixed in. “Hello?”

      “Aisley, hello,” Mr. Nolan says. “What’s going on there?”

      I retreat to the other end of the hallway and lower my voice. “I’m not sure, Mr. Nolan. I guess I didn’t get that good of a reception when I first came.”

      He sighs heavily, like he has the weight of the entire record company on his shoulders. I stand up straighter. This is not good. I should’ve tried to talk the guys out of calling him. I’m sure he has enough on his plate, and he doesn’t need to hear this.

      “I’ll figure it out,” I tell him. “Don’t worry.”

      “I certainly hope so,” he says. “Not what I wanted to hear right now.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I don’t really know what to say to that because I think exactly none of what just happened was my fault, just a bunch of rockstars acting like spoiled babies, but I’m also not going to tell him that. It’ll sound like just a bunch of drama, and that’s not what any boss wants to hear. “I’ll take care of it,” I say.

      The line clicks again and then cuts out. I look down again and realize Mr. Nolan’s hung up on me now too. What in the actual fuck?

      I shake my head slowly, then almost jump when I hear a voice behind me. I’d forgotten Sean was still here. “I’m still going to need that water.”

      I spin on my heel. “Archer took it.”

      He shrugs. “Not my problem.”

      I huff out a breath, slip my phone away, and then walk back up the stairs to the refrigerator. I grab a new bottle of water, clasp it in my hands with a death grip that hopefully no one will be able to break, then head back downstairs again. At the bottom of the steel steps, I look to the right. Sean isn’t here. I move forward, looking into the room we were just in. It’s empty. I pull the door shut and stand in the hallway, looking around. “Sean?” I call out.

      Nothing.

      I make a noise of frustration in the back of my throat. “Sean,” I say a little louder.

      Nothing again.

      I shake my head and smile in disbelief. He asks me to go get him something, then wanders off. Unbelievable.

      I pull the front door open and peek outside. I don’t see him. Closing and locking the door behind me, I turn around again. Short of knocking on all the doors in the hallway, how am I supposed to get the water he wanted to him? He must’ve really needed it, huh?

      “Sean,” I call out again thirty seconds later, hoping this will be the time he comes out of hiding for this stupid water he needed so badly, but didn’t bother waiting around for.

      Fuck it, I tell myself. I know he’s fucking with me, but I’m not going to give them a reason to call Nolan again either. I knock and start opening doors when there’s no answer. The first few are other bedrooms, and surprise, surprise, they’re bigger than mine with regular beds in them. Not bunks. It’s apparent they’re not being used either.

      They literally put me as far away from them as possible. I’m one step from being outside.

      I also find a laundry room and a coat closet. On one of the last doors in the hallway, I knock and open it right away only to find Sean standing at a bathroom sink, splashing water onto his face.

      He raises his brows when he looks over at me, drops of water still dripping down his face and into the black V-neck he’s wearing. There’s even one hovering over the edge of his tattoo. “Um, I’m in the bathroom.”

      My jaw drops, and I immediately step back and close the door in front of me. “You could’ve called out when I knocked,” I say. The longer I stand outside, the more anger starts to creep through me. “And the few times I called out. I’m sure you heard me.”

      The door whips open then, and there’s a straight-faced Sean in the doorway. His cheeks are a little flushed, brightening the freckles sprinkled all over his otherwise pale skin. “I heard you,” he said.

      “I know,” I tell him. I thrust the water bottle at his chest, and he grabs it. He peers down at the water and then turns, throwing it directly in the trash.

      My face feels like it’s on fire. I just watch as he turns toward me with an evil smirk. I knew he didn’t actually want the water. He just wanted to fuck with me.

      I smile, spin on my heel, and then walk toward what I now know is the smallest room in the entire house. “I’ll be in my room if you guys need anything,” I say.

      When he doesn’t say anything, I turn to look at him with my hand on the doorknob. He checks his watch. “We’re going to be wanting dinner around five o’clock.”

      “Okay…” I swallow some of the not-so-nice things I want to say down. “What would you guys like?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s not five yet, and I haven’t talked to the guys.”

      “Right,” I say, then just push my door open and step inside, closing it behind me, happily separating myself from him.

      I fall awkwardly onto the bottom bunk, making sure I don’t hit my head in the process. I would’ve loved to do it much more dramatically, but apparently, I have the little kid room. I reach for my phone and tug it out before calling Heather. She answers the phone, and I let out a long-winded sigh that is simultaneously a cry for help and a show of frustration.

      She laughs. “What’s going on?”

      “These guys hate me.”

      “Hate you? They just met you. Holy shit. Are they as hot in person as they are in that pic you sent me? I need details.”

      “They’re assholes.”

      She laughs, a sound that seems like it catches her by surprise. She does that a lot. “So, are they hot or not? Usually the assholes are super hot.”

      “Well, then yes, they’re fucking gorgeous. If you add in their assholery, they’re on a whole other level.”

      I can picture her smile deepening on the other end of the line. Heather has always been boy crazy. She was the first one to get a boyfriend. She’s also had double the number of boyfriends I’ve had. Her outgoing personality calls them, I swear. She picks them up as they flock to her like bees to honey. Guys just can’t help themselves around her. “Fan-fucking-tastic,” she says. “It’s about time you ended your dry streak, don’t you think?”

      I roll my eyes practically into the back of my head. “It’s dry for a reason,” I say. “And I’m certainly not going anywhere near these guys. Despite the fact that they’re awful, they’re my work.”

      “Ooh, dirty. I like it.”

      “Heather, can you focus please? What am I going to do? They just tried to get me fired.”

      She’s silent for a few moments as she composes herself. She does this to me all the time. She literally puts on another face when I ask her to and tells me what I need to hear. “Do you know what you’re going to do, Aisley? You’re going to forget about everything that’s happened so far and start new. I don’t care how awful they are, you are not going to let them ruin your dream. Mr. Nolan wants you to assist them, you assist them. You’re going to take their insults and bad attitude because one day, you’ll have one of those nice corner offices you were telling me about with the glass walls, and you’ll be able to tell them when they’re all washed up that you’re not helping them with their second-rate music any longer.” She takes a breath. “That’s what you’re going to do.”

      I smile to myself and sigh.

      “I love you, too,” she says laughing. “Now, send pics if you can. Preferably ones with their shirts off at the beach. I bet they have abs for fucking days.”

      My mind flits to Archer. Damn. He really did have nice washboard abs, the kind that dip and raise. The kind women dream about running their hands over.

      I seriously need to stop that. I’m pretty sure we have a mutual hate-ship going on. “Maybe…” I hedge.

      She laughs. “I knew you’d notice how hot they were.”

      “Well, I’m not blind,” I say.

      A laugh bursts out of her, the kind only my best friend can pull off. “Sometimes I think you are.”

      I shrug her comment off. “But really, so what if they’re hot? They’re—”

      The door to my room bursts open, showing off a smug Sean who stands there casually, leaning against the door frame. “Dream on, Aisley. The guys and I don’t fuck the help,” he sneers.

      I sit up in bed, hitting my head on the top bunk, but that doesn’t stop me from stepping out and standing up right in front of him, my hand still clutching my cell phone. “You were eavesdropping on me? What the fuck?”

      He slowly crosses his arms in front of his chest like he doesn’t have a care in the world. I can hear Heather’s voice buzzing on the phone even though I can’t make out the words she’s saying. He licks his lips, then a self-satisfied grin forms on his face. The same kind he had when he threw the water bottle I got him away. “Now you know what it feels like.”

      He turns and leaves, leaving me there speechless. Heather’s tinny voice rouses me, and I bring my cell phone to my ear again at the same time I kick my bedroom door closed. “Fucking asshole.”

      “What the hell happened?” she asks. “Did he burst into your room?”

      “Yes,” I growl.

      “Did you eavesdrop on them before?”

      I suppose I did, but it wasn’t like I wasn’t invited to the conference call in the first place. “Maybe,” I say. Then, “Yes, I did. I guess.”

      Heather sighs. “Alright, Aisley, pull yourself together. You got this.”

      “They know I think they’re hot now. It’s all your fault.”

      She’s quiet for a moment, but then she laughs again. “That’s not the end of the world. And who knows? Maybe they’ll be a little nicer to you now that they know you got the hots for them.”

      That’s never going to happen. They don’t “fuck the help”. I’m pretty sure they think I’m nothing. “Ugh, this is the worst day ever.”

      Heather tries to cheer me up, but it doesn’t work. I stay on the phone with her until her mom calls for her. She’s leaving for Europe in a couple of days, so her mom has been up her ass. Heather secretly loves it though.

      We say goodbye, and I collapse back onto my bunk and rub my head where I hit it. That didn’t feel good at all, only helping the massive headache I have now.

      I sigh. This definitely hasn’t been the best start to a job. They don’t want me here, and right now, I don’t really want to be here. What the hell am I going to do now?
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      It turns out the house is equipped with an intercom system, making me feel even more like the unwanted hired housekeeping help or a personal waitress than the band’s assistant. Last night, they buzzed me asking for their dinner, and I almost hit my head on the top bunk again, except I quickly grabbed my head to help shield it and my hand took the brunt of the collision.

      I ended up ordering pizza for them, paying the delivery guy with a credit card they told me was in the kitchen—for incidentals only—and then delivering it to the kitchen bar before coming back down to my room to intercom them back that their dinner was ready. They must have been satisfied with that because I didn’t get buzzed again for the rest of the night.

      It’s morning now though. I’ve already made my way into the bathroom I found Sean in yesterday and readied myself. With how much my stomach is grumbling right now from lack of food, I can’t put off going up the stairs and seeing if there’s something to eat any longer. I’m starving.

      Bacon wafts toward me as I climb the steps. Surprise filters through me. When I’m high enough to look into the kitchen, I see Finnick standing in front of the stove with his back to me. My eyebrows shoot up. I hadn’t expected that at all. In fact, the only one that went through my mind that could possibly be cooking breakfast was Rex unless they actually hired a cook. I didn’t see any of these spoiled rockstars with huge chips on their shoulders cooking at all, actually.

      He must hear me on the top step because Finnick turns, whirling around to look straight at me. For a moment, we just stand there staring at one another. He doesn’t immediately glower at me or send me scathing looks, so we just stay that way until he relaxes a bit, his eyes still penetrating, but other than that, he seems resigned that I’m here. Eventually, he nods before turning around, and I say “Good morning” to his back. Curious as to what he’s doing, I come around to the bar and peek over. Surprisingly enough, he’s got several different things going at once. A whole meal cooking, actually. Eggs, toast, and bacon. I look from his easy stance in front of it all and then back at the food. “I didn’t know one of you cooked.”

      “Just breakfast,” Finnick says not bothering to look up. In his spatula hand, he has several different rings on his fingers. Black, silver, and black and silver. They glitter when he moves, making the picture before me even that much stranger. He seems out-of-place in a way, but also comfortable at the same time. If I’m honest with myself, I like the juxtaposition, but I’m determined not to think of them as hot guys anymore. That already slapped me in the face yesterday, and I’m sure Sean didn’t keep the words I said to my best friend in private to himself. By now, they all know I think they’re good looking. Bottom line though, I work with them and for them. That’s it. Finnick shrugs. “It’s the only good meal we get around here, so I try to do it every morning.”

      I take a seat at the bar and look at my surroundings. I didn’t get a chance to really enjoy the house yesterday. There’s no sign of the other guys, which is nice. I’m not sure I want to handle them all at once this early in the morning. Before I can drag myself into thinking about that, the view outside draws me in. I thought about leaving my room last night to check the beach out, but I was too terrified of running into one of the guys, so I figured it wasn’t worth it.

      I was wrong.

      It’s totally worth it. I won’t make that same mistake again. Even if shit goes downhill fast today, I vow to enjoy my time here because who knows how short-lived it could be. The Rowdy Rogues seem like they’re used to getting their way, and right now, they don’t want me around. “Are the rest still sleeping?”

      “Must be,” he says. “They’ll get up soon though.” He flips the bacon. The smell permeates the air even further, and I’m sure that’s what’s going to get these guys up and out of their rooms. In fact, I even think Finnick is counting on it.

      “Can I, um, help you at all?” It seems only right to ask since I’m the one who’s supposed to be assisting them. Right now, I’m not doing anything.

      Finnick waves toward the cupboards nonchalantly. “You can set the table.”

      He immediately goes back to cooking, so I look through the cupboards myself, determined to memorize where everything is. I need to become as familiar with this place as I can if I’m going to be assisting them day in and day out. In fact, I should try to get out of them what they need from me. They certainly don’t want anything from me right now other than to be gone or possibly order them food, but if I can show them I’m here to help, that might change.

      A girl can dream, right?

      Mr. Nolan sees me as someone with drive and passion. He needs to keep seeing me like that so I can keep this job and hopefully move up in the future, which means I have to endear myself to these guys.

      Heather was right. We need to start over.

      I find the plates in the far cupboard and pull them out. As I go around the table to set the five plates down, I think about all the things I can offer to do for them. I can make their daily schedule to keep them on track. I can…answer the phone? Take notes? God, it’s useless. What I really want to do is sit in on their writing sessions. I want to be around music. I want to help them write the damn music. I’m sure that’s the last thing on their mind though. To them, I’m just a nuisance.

      As soon as I find the silverware and finish setting the table, Archer stumbles down the hall. He stretches his hands above his head. His pants droop low, showing off the sharp curves of his muscles that disappear under the waistband of his shorts. I look away immediately after I realize I’m gawking. Though, I don’t think he’s seen me because he’s full on yawning, the sound like a bear first emerging from his cave.

      He does a double take when he notices me, then puts a disgruntled mask on his face before sitting down at the table. I get a bowl and two serving platters I find in the recesses of the cupboards and lay them out on the counter next to Finnick, so we can take them to the table. While he scrapes the frying pan of the remaining eggs, dishing them into the bowl, I say, “I can cook breakfast too, so maybe I can make it tomorrow?”

      I scold myself internally. I’m walking right into becoming their maid, but this is what they hired me to do. Just because I don’t like it doesn’t mean I can’t do it, and then at the end of all of this, I’ll have shown Mr. Nolan what I’m capable of.

      My mother tells me to kill people with kindness. I’ve never really understood it before. Mostly because I can have a sharp tongue when I think people are being douches, but in this case, I think it might work. If I can get these guys to trust me—hell, even like me—I’d already be closer to helping them with their music.

      It’s a longshot, but I’ll take it. I mean, what else am I going to do?

      Finnick hasn’t answered. He keeps quiet, but when he hears other footsteps padding in, he looks up. I follow his gaze and notice Ian and Sean are making their way into the room now. Finnick was right. He knew they would be up soon enough.

      Ian strides over to the table as confident as can be. He sits, legs spread wide like he’s dominating the room. Sean runs his hands through his red hair, peeking over at the breakfast Finnick has made. I admit, it smells delicious, and my stomach rumbles in response.

      Finnick takes the toast and bacon in while I carry the eggs to the table. Realizing there’s nothing to drink, I head back into the kitchen and load my arms up with five waters. Honestly, I’m going to have to go to the grocery store. I have no idea where the eggs and bacon even came from because I hadn’t seen anything like that yesterday when I grabbed the water, but Finnick must’ve had them in the house somewhere because he cooked them this morning. I head back to the table, putting a water bottle next to each of their spots and then pull my own chair out and start to sit.

      Ian’s head jerks up. “What are you doing?”

      My stomach tightens. “Um, eating?” I look around the table, my eyes doing all the questioning for me. “That is what we’re doing, right?”

      “That’s what we’re doing,” he says, voice frigid. “That’s not what you’re doing.”

      My mouth unhinges. I want to laugh like he’s making a joke because any other person would be, but it’s apparent Ian isn’t. He’s dead fucking serious. “I can’t eat with you?” I ask, making sure I’m hearing all this clearly.

      He shakes his head. “Finnick makes breakfast for us. Not you. We don’t even know you.”

      I force my mouth closed. The others have just started eating. They look at me passively as if Ian hasn’t just been a tremendous dick to me. Even Finnick is eating away, not bothering to spare me a second glance.

      Okay...

      My face flushes as I pick up my plate and fork along with the bottle of water I got myself, and then I walk over to drop everything in the kitchen sink. I stand there for a moment, dribbling my fingers against the black countertop. Small specks glint like stars all throughout it.

      I keep telling myself not to say anything, but I’ve never really listened to myself when it came to doing the smart thing. Behind me, they’ve already moved on. Sean’s telling a story about something I haven’t picked up on yet, but I can’t let this go. I turn from the counter. “Just what am I supposed to eat then? Nolan didn’t give me any explicit instructions, so maybe we should just get everything out in the open.” Feeling a little braver, I come out from around the kitchen bar and stand in front of the table. They continue to fork mouthfuls of food into their mouths, and I can’t keep my stomach from growling even deeper. I’m starving. I didn’t eat last night because I didn’t want to be around them, and now I’m being refused food. There’s no way I’m living like this for as long as it takes for them to fucking write their next album.

      “That’s a good idea,” Ian says around a mouthful of eggs. He unscrews the cap on his water bottle slowly, taking his time before he takes a swig. His throat moves in slow, languid movements like he has all day. He probably does. They probably don’t even have any plans to work on the album today. I didn’t see any work going on yesterday from the moment I got here until the moment I went to sleep either.

      “Here’s the thing,” Archer says, speaking up. His voice is low, baritone. He has his blond hair pulled back into a short ponytail at the base of his skull. The few strands around the front of his face have fallen out of it, but they frame his face perfectly as he speaks. “We don’t want you here.”

      “You made that clear yesterday.”

      “So,” Sean says, picking up where Archer left off. “You’re going to do your thing. You know, getting things for us when we need them. And we’ll just, you know, let you know when we need them. We’re not eating together or hanging out together or—”

      “Okay,” I say, seeing where they’re going with this. “I get it. You don’t want me around.” I bite the inside of my cheek, second-guessing revealing this to them, but I really have no other choice. I have to make them see reason. “And that’s fine. I won’t bother you. But I need to do well at this job. I’m sure there’s something you can give me to do that will be helpful other than to just stay out of your hair and get you things.”

      Sean shakes his head. “Nah. When you got me that water yesterday?” he asks, lips curving into a devilish grin. “That was perfect.”

      “Oh, and calling in that pizza?” Ian says, his mouth curving up. “Even better.”

      “So, you want me to get you water and pizza? That’s it?”

      “But only when we want it,” Finnick says, finally speaking up.

      I might explode. My fingers tighten into fists at my sides. They’re really not going to make this easy, are they? “I thought maybe I could help you guys arrange a schedule,” I say, throwing that out there. This is something they should be thinking about. Something they should be worrying about.

      “A schedule?” Ian mocks, his face twisting. “You think we work off a schedule?”

      “I think you should,” I challenge, placing my hands on my hips. “It sounded like Nolan meant business yesterday on the phone.”

      Ian growls. “Nolan can eat a bag of dicks.”

      I look off to the side and sigh. This is what all this is about, isn’t it? Nolan hired me so they’re not going to like me. “Nice. You sound so grateful toward the person who signed you.”

      “Nolan didn’t sign us,” Archer muses harshly. “He’s just our handler.”

      Handler? Of course, these guys need handlers. I’ll need about three more of me to get through this. “Okay, so he didn’t sign you. That’s not really the point,” I say. “The point of this is to figure out what I can do to help.”

      The guys all shift back to eating at the same time, like I’m not standing here trying to have a conversation with them. The fuck?

      I run my hand through my hair. “I can be a sounding board,” I say. “I have a bit of music experience.” I look at them, watching for their reaction with my throat closing at my admission.

      “Christ,” Ian says immediately. “You’re still here?” He drops his head back dramatically. “What part about us not wanting you around did you not understand?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. Thoughts race through my brain and threaten to spill out. I’m about two seconds away from telling these guys exactly what I think when the sliding glass door opens and Rex walks in. “You guys started without me?”

      He goes over to the cupboards, grabs a plate and silverware and then sits in the seat my butt didn’t even dare touch. Finnick hands him the bowl of eggs along with the platters of bacon and toast. I scream internally. He’s allowed to eat with them, but I’m not? Of course, because they think I’m trash.

      I calm myself, then walk back over to the kitchen, looking in drawers. I’m intentionally not being quiet, trying to annoy them in any way I can. It works, eventually, because Sean says, “Jesus, what are you looking for?”

      “Keys,” I say.

      “Keys?” he repeats.

      “Yes, I was promised keys when I got here.”

      “Yeah,” Rex says. “They’re in the closet in the hallway your room is in. They’re hanging on the wall.”

      I shut the drawer I’d been searching through. “Great, thanks.”

      Without a word or a glance back, I descend the steps and head right for the keys. There’s no way I’m leaving this house without having a way back in. I’m not going to have a repeat of yesterday, and I’m definitely leaving the house. First, breakfast. Second, the grocery store, so I don’t have to go out every morning to get breakfast since I’m apparently not cool enough to eat at the rockstar table.

      I grab my purse from my room and head outside while I bring up Uber on my phone. With a few presses to my screen, I have a car headed my way. In five minutes, a small, silver sedan pulls up and I get in the back. “Hey, thanks.”

      “No problem,” the guys says. “So, McDonald’s?”

      My tongue is already salivating at the thought of eating some Hotcakes, so I murmur in agreement. When he pulls away from the curb, I ask, “Is there a grocery store nearby?”

      “Yeah, right next to it,” he says.

      Perfect. I’ll eat to tame my stomach, then I’ll grab the groceries and get an Uber back.

      If they’re not going to let me into their bubble, that’s fine. But I’m not going to let them force me out of the house either. This is a chance of a lifetime for me.

      After I slept on it last night, I knew Heather was right. These guys are in the way of me trying to make a name for myself with the record company. Sure, I’m not writing songs or helping recording yet, but that doesn’t mean anything. Right now, Nolan and any higher-ups just need to know they can trust me, and they can’t do that if I don’t show them I can do what they need here.
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      After loading up the cart with any grocery items I imagined the band might need, I was relieved to have realized I kept the incidental credit card in my purse to pay for it all. When the number flashed on the screen, I had to bite back my jaw dropping to the floor. I’d never bought groceries for five—okay, six if I counted Rex—before. Damn. I didn’t even have that much in my account, so hallelujah for an open line of credit.

      When I get back to the beach house, I put everything away. My grocery trip stocks the refrigerator and freezer completely. I even purchased more of the same kind of beer I’d seen in the fridge. Luckily, the cashier never asked to see my license when I bought it. I’m still a few months shy of twenty-one, but I guess age doesn’t matter here.

      After pulling out the notebooks and pens I found in the small stationary aisle at the store, I set them on the bar and make sandwiches for the guys. I admit, part of me is trying to butter them up. Finnick said they didn’t get any real food except for breakfast, so I’m trying to do something nice for them. Not because I think they deserve it, but because I deserve it. I can swallow my pride and do this if it means that at the end of the summer, I’m praised by the record company and asked to take on more responsibilities. I have to put blinders on. I have to put up armor because I’m sure they have better insults in their arsenal than just making sure I know I’m the help and nothing more.

      When I finish making the sandwiches, I walk over to the intercom and push the speaker button. It’s still new technology to me, but I hope it transmits to every room of the house. “I made lunch. Where are you guys?”

      I take my finger off the button and stare at it, tapping my foot on the slate tile at my feet. The silence draws on, and for a moment, I don’t think they’re going to answer, but eventually, I hear, “Bring it up the stairs.”

      “I am up the stairs,” I say, pushing the button down again, so they can hear me. I give a quick look around the room, but don’t see where they could be.

      “All the way up the stairs,” Sean says, aggravation lacing his voice. “We’re on the next floor up.”

      This would be a hell of a lot easier if they’d just given me a fucking tour when I got here.

      I take the platter of sandwiches and search the floor for another set of steps. I find the hallway Ian came out of this morning. There are closed doors on each side. Everything in me wants to open the doors. Even though the guys are difficult—and downright asses—I’m still intensely curious about them. Maybe not them in particular. I worry over my lip, trying to figure out what exactly has me wanting to know more about them. Their music. The way they came together on their first album. The way they make me feel when I listen to that album.

      I want to know the guys who wrote those songs, who made that music.

      The realization makes my skin prick.

      At the end of the hallway, I actually find another set of steel steps, so I take them up to the next level. My eyes practically bulge out of my head as I find another huge room up here. There’s another full glass exterior wall, looking out over the waves and the sand. Families litter the beach today. A little guy with a yellow and blue bucket is making a very lopsided sandcastle that makes me smile, but my attention is instantly torn away when a noise brings me back inside. There’s another set of leather couches up here, but that’s not everything. Stands holding guitars frame the room, both electric and acoustic. To the left is a complete recording studio, including a glass wall to peer into that separates the artists from the rest of the room.

      Sean is in there on the drums right now, beating away at them, sweat accumulating on his forehead. I walk closer, trying to get a better view. I can feel his sound right through to my bones. He’s aggressive, and he plays the drums the same way, but there’s something so at peace with him while he does it too. His eyes close as he works his drumsticks into a rhythm that pounds a beat into my very being.

      “Aisley,” a sharp voice says.

      I start, then look sheepishly over at Ian, sitting in front of the mixing consoles. He looks annoyed like he’s tried to get my attention for a while. “Is this a new song?” I ask. I don’t recognize it from their first album. It’s a lot heavier, angrier than some of their other stuff. That doesn’t make it bad. In fact, I like the beat. It draws me in instantly.

      He ignores my question. “You brought lunch?”

      I hold the tray up higher. “I made lunch.”

      His gaze narrows like he’s wondering if I put Ex-Lax in between the two pieces of bread. Now that I think about it, that’s not a bad idea. It would teach them not to mess with me, but on the other hand, I wouldn’t be winning anyone over then, would I?

      “Put it on the coffee table,” he says dismissively, then turns back around again to watch Sean.

      I grit my jaw. If I’m not careful, I’m going to ruin my teeth by the time my stint here with The Rowdy Rogues is finished. No matter. I take one of the ham and turkey sandwiches I made and sit on the couch opposite Archer and Finnick, taking a large bite. I’m hungry again. The Hotcakes this morning were good, but shopping takes a lot out of a person. Before I forget, I open the canvas tote I bought at the store and take out the waters I brought up here with me and place them on the coffee table next to the sandwich platter. I didn’t know what the guys wanted, but water and ham and turkey sandwiches sounded like a safe bet. I made them plain but brought up a knife and placed little tubs of mayonnaise and mustard on the platter in case they wanted to add condiments to them.

      When Sean finishes the song, Ian puts his hand on a button and says, “I like it.”

      I smile despite being ignored. I’m here, watching music get made. How could I not be happy?

      It lasts all of five seconds because Ian turns around. His cool, smooth expression shifts into a scowl. “What the fuck are you doing? We said we didn’t want you around.”

      I shrug. “Nolan called me earlier. He said he wanted me here.” I’m lying, but I’m trying not to let it show.

      I see a flash of something primal in Ian’s gaze. For whatever reason, he doesn’t seem to like Nolan very much. I open my mouth to ask why, but Ian turns back around, his finger going to the button again so he can talk to Sean inside the booth. “Aisley made lunch.”

      I lean to the right to see if I can catch a glimpse of Sean’s reaction. He’s distracted. I’m not sure if it’s just a mask, or if he really just doesn’t care right now.

      He comes out of the rather large booth and then Ian and Sean move toward me. Finnick and Archer stand at the same time, facing me. All four of them together make me sit up straighter on the couch as I tentatively bite into my own sandwich. “What is it?” Finnick asks, eyeing the tray like it’s going to jump up and bite him.

      “Ham and turkey sandwiches,” I tell him. “I didn’t know what you guys liked, but if you want to tell me, I can get whatever you want.”

      A fire starts in my belly. I had to swallow a lot of pride to say that because what I really want to do is tell them they need to work on their social skills, but I know that won’t end well for me. These guys have the upper hand here. I have nothing. Just an outsider. Just a wannabe. If I want to be something more, I have to play the game.

      The guys sit. Tension hovers in the air over us. They’re quiet. I don’t know if it’s because they’re just not talking because I’m here, or if it’s because their heads are still in the music. Maybe they’re trying to piece a song together. I know that happens to me when I feel like I’m really onto something. I get quiet on the outside because my brain is working double-time on the inside. Then, usually, it just all spills out of me into—hopefully—something amazing.

      “I also bought notebooks at the store,” I say, gesturing toward the table where I stacked the multi-colored office supplies.

      “You went to the store for notebooks?” Sean asks, raising a red brow at me.

      “Yeah. When I left earlier. I thought the refrigerator looked a little empty, and then Finnick mentioned this morning that you guys only get breakfast because that’s the only thing you guys know how to cook.”

      “That I know how to cook,” he corrects.

      “Right, so I went to the store.”

      “And got notebooks?” Ian questions.

      “For ideas,” I explain. “I always have one nearby in case something sparks in a weird moment.”

      “Wow. I wonder why we never thought of that,” Archer says with fake admiration. He points to the sound area and I see a few notebooks already there. They look beat to shit, like they’ve carried them around for a while.

      “Well, you can have these when those get filled up,” I say, trying to stay optimistic. Heather would tell me I’m sounding a little too Mary Poppins, but I don’t care. I have to get through to them somehow.

      Ian smirks and shakes his head but doesn’t say anything. He just bites into his sandwich again. I chastise myself. Maybe the notebooks weren’t the best idea, but I was grasping at straws to try to help, and when I saw them, a lightbulb went off in my head. I even got one for myself. I’m calling it my Rowdy Rogue notebook. Sure, they won’t be asking me for writing help anytime soon, but I can still get my ideas down while I’m here.

      I tried to write using a notes app on my phone once, but I found I was much more creative when I wrote it out long-hand. It’s a time suck sometimes, but luckily songs are relatively short. It’s not like I’m penning a whole novel using a notebook. Just ideas and short glimpses of lyrics that come to me. Then, hopefully, some of them fuse together someday.

      “So, what exactly has been plaguing you guys while you’re making this album?”

      Ian turns toward me sharply. “What the fuck do you care?”

      My head careens back. There’s so much venom in those five short little words that he practically blows me backward. “I was just curious.”

      “So, you can run back to Mr. Nolan and tell him everything you found out?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not—”

      “You’re not what?” he challenges. “You’re not telling Nolan everything that goes on here? Don’t be naive. Why do you think he hired you?” I try to come up with something to say, but Ian just charges ahead like he doesn’t expect an answer from me anyway. “I don’t think you’re that dumb at all. I think you know exactly what you’re doing. We don’t need a Big City spy here, Aisley. You’re not fooling anyone.”

      My mouth drops. “I’m not a spy. Are you serious?”

      The guys all send me bored, disinterested looks laced with the kind of fury that’s just casually waiting to be unleashed. My stomach starts to twist. They really hate me. “Did Nolan tell you to keep him updated on how things are going here?”

      I open my mouth to shoot that down, but the words get stuck in my throat. Mr. Nolan did tell me to watch them and report back. I’m their babysitter. I lock my jaw down.

      “Yes or no, Aisley? It can’t be that hard of a question, can it?”

      “No,” I say, voice hard. If Nolan didn’t outright tell them that’s one of the things he sent me here to do, there has to be a reason.

      Ian laughs dangerously and Sean jumps in with him. “Liar.”

      I stand, hands coming to fists again. “I’m not a spy,” I say. “Is that why you guys don’t want me here? Because you think I’ll go running back to Nolan?”

      “He called you right after we all conferenced in with him.”

      Ian looks away from Sean, his gaze callous as he raises his eyebrows. “He did? Now that’s interesting.” He settles back in his chair like he’s going to be my judge, jury, and executioner.

      “He just wanted to know why you guys didn’t like me.” And that part is the truth.

      “What did you tell him?” Ian asks.

      “She told him she would fix it,” Sean says, crossing two pale arms in front of his chest, his hazel eyes fixed on me.

      “Spoken like someone who needs us to like her.”

      “Because it’s my job,” I say.

      “What? Being a spy?”

      I shake my head. “Wow. You guys are fucking paranoid. What information could I possibly get out of you that Nolan would want?”

      “She’s either stupid or naive,” Archer says, flicking a glance toward his bandmates.

      “I vote both,” Ian says.

      “Fuck you,” I retaliate. I know I shouldn’t let them goad me, but what the fuck? I haven’t done anything wrong, but I’ve been labeled as enemy number one since I got here.

      Ian just laughs at my insult. Fire scorches my veins. I try not to lose my cool because I have a feeling they like doing exactly this. They like pushing buttons, they like bringing people to their knees. Like masochists, they get off on other people’s misery. I’m certainly not going to give them the satisfaction.

      I make my fists unclench and straighten my fingers out. A few of my knuckles crack. “I told Nolan I’d take care of it because I want him to like me.”

      Finnick raises his brows. “What for?”

      Sean shakes his head. “Isn’t it obvious? She’s one of those.”

      “One of what?” I ask, feeling like I’m walking headfirst into a forest of nope, but can’t stop myself.

      Sean gestures toward me with his hands. “She already just said she likes to write shit down in a notebook. Isn’t it obvious? She’s a wannabe musician. She thinks she can use us to jumpstart her career.”

      I take a step back. Sean’s hazel eyes are cold. A shiver runs through me, but there’s something mixed in with his menacing gaze, too. Something under the surface that he’s doing too good of a job of covering up. Has he been burnt this way before?

      What he’s accusing me of, anyway. I’m not doing that to them. I want to make my own way.

      “Ohh,” Ian says. “Did sucking his dick not get you what you wanted?”

      I step back again. His words hit me like a slash of a whip. They all lean forward, like they know they have me on the ropes. It’s obvious. I’m barely keeping it together on the inside, which means I’m not doing a good job on the outside either.

      “I don’t think she’s his type,” Archer says, giving me a once-over that makes me want to shrivel into a corner.

      My face blazes red. “I would never do that,” I counter. He hired me fair and square. I sat through two freaking interviews after sending in my job application and music samples, but none of that matters to them at the moment. They already have their minds made up about me. “Wow,” I say, letting all the bitterness I feel for them right now seep into my words. There’s nothing I can say that will make this better. “It must really suck living in your world. Not being able to trust anybody...”

      “You have no idea,” Sean says. He keeps his gaze latched onto mine.

      Whatever game we’re playing, I’m losing. After taking a deep breath, I grab the platter from the coffee table and head back downstairs without another word.

      “Hey, Aisley?” Ian calls out, making me pause at the top of the stairs. I don’t look back, but he must see that I’m listening because he continues. “We meant it when we said we didn’t want you around.”

      I push forward, making my feet carry me downstairs. Leveling with them didn’t do me any favors. I’m not sure anything I say or do will help where these guys are concerned. They already have me pegged as the enemy.

      Maybe I should do the same.
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      Just like they wanted, I don’t bother the guys the rest of the day. In fact, I try not to think about them at all. I change into my bathing suit, put on a cover-up, and make my way out to the back porch.

      As soon as I step outside, the salt, the wind, and the heat hit me. The deck itself is so much bigger than it looks from inside. On the far left is a huge hot tub, big enough to fit a dozen people inside. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before. I walk by, trailing my fingers in the water, then make my way down a set of steps to where a platform opens up with more beach chairs. The upper deck is the biggest, then each platform gets smaller and smaller until there’s just one set of regular steps that reach the sand. The smallest platform has one single hammock running across it. This house must’ve been made for parties or vacationing families. Big City did some things to it to make it work for their artists, but its true construction purpose is still here.

      Unfortunately, I’m not sure the whole family vibe fits The Rowdy Rogues. They stick together to gang up on me, but I don’t think it stays when I’m not around. To be fair, though, I haven’t spent that much time with them to tell. They won’t let me.

      However, I can see why they aren’t done with their album yet. There’s just so much here to occupy them that has nothing to do with music and responsibilities.

      My toes sink into the hot sand as I walk further out. Once I find a good spot, I take the beach bag I brought from home and drop it in the sand. I dig inside the bag for my beach towel and spread it out. It’s late in the afternoon. There are still a few families out here, but not as many as I saw earlier in the day. Then again, maybe people don’t sit in front of the houses other people own. Further down the beach, I see a stretch of beach where more people seem to have gathered, so I guess that might be where the public beach access is. Who knows?

      I sit on my towel and dig around in my beach bag for sunscreen, so I can spray myself down. Afterward, I lie back, closing my eyes to the sun even though I have a pair of sunglasses on that keeps most of the bright rays out. For some reason, though, the sun seems so much brighter here. It’s such a contrast from the dark moods of every guy inside the house behind me. It’s hard to disentangle myself from what’s going on, but soon, I’m lulled into a peace. It has something to do with the sun warming me up and the gentle crashing of waves against the shore. That sound could unwind anybody.

      When it starts to get too hot, I sit up just to peel off my cover-up then lie back down again, getting even more comfortable in the sand. This is the one good thing about this job. Being here. Since they don’t want me around, maybe I’ll just continue to do this until Nolan realizes I’m not doing what he asked me to do.

      Ha. It’s a nice fantasy for sure, but it’s not me. I don’t know how I’m going to crack these guys, but I’m going to. They don’t even have to like me. I don’t care. But we need to be able to work together. Maybe that’s how I should have approached it with them. I shouldn’t have just butted in. I should’ve asked first. But, I’m pretty sure I did that this morning and didn’t get any clear answers of what they need from me that way either.

      I try to make my mind go blank. Thinking about the angry band members back at the house makes me get all itchy. They’re killing my vibe out here while I’m trying to soak up the sun.

      Unwinding for a few hours really helps. Eventually, I don’t need my sunglasses anymore because the sun is trying to hide under the horizon. When I finally open my eyes, I suck in a breath. The sunset is absolutely breathtaking. I reach inside my bag and pull my phone out. I snap some pictures and send them to Heather. She’ll definitely appreciate this. She might give me shit for not having any guys with washboard abs in the pictures, but she’ll get a kick out of it.

      After appreciating it for a few more minutes, I toss my phone back into the bag, and then walk toward the shoreline where the hot, dry sand meets the damp waterfront. My feet sink into the sand, crumbling between my toes. Out a little further on the water, a guy and a girl paddleboard by. Silhouetted by the pink streaks in the sky, they look like they could be models for a honeymoon brochure. Hell, they look like they could be Heather and any guy she’s ever dated.

      Jealousy crawls up my throat, and I try not to think about my last boyfriend. We ended it six months ago. We weren’t right for each other. We were just two different people trying to make pieces fit that were never going to. I suspected it was more me anyway. I love the idea of having a boyfriend. I love the idea of having those warm, fuzzy feelings Heather talks about, but I can’t say I’ve ever experienced them myself. Or real ones, anyway. I’ve tried to force it before, and that just never seems to work.

      I shake my head, wondering where these depressing thoughts are coming from. I guess it’s impossible not to think about it surrounded by this beautiful water and eye-catching sky. All of these images are things synonymous with love. Or at least picture representations of those feelings. How many books have I read, or movies have I watched with love scenes with backdrops exactly like this?

      It’s kind of cliché to say that I want something like that. I mean, that’s what everyone wants in college, right? Sure, we’re there to get an education, but there’s a lot more going on than that. People find their forevers in college. My parents did. I’m about to hit my third year, and I haven’t found jackshit.

      I wade into the water. It’s surprisingly warm while still being refreshing. I move further and further out until I sink beneath the surface. I come up, smoothing my hair back and breathing in deep, just so I can go back under again. I don’t dare open my eyes in the saltwater but scold myself for not grabbing snorkeling gear. I’ve always wanted to go snorkeling. I tried it once on that one and only beach trip I took, but I was too young to enjoy it and got scared. This might be the perfect opportunity to do something like that.

      The sun descends fully behind the horizon. When the moon starts to shine bright and the stars all come out, I walk back to my towel and dry off as much as I can before pulling my cover-up on. After wringing my hair out, I let it fall down my back, dampening my cover-up as I pack my bag up and start my short journey back to the house.

      I didn’t leave the house unprepared. Even brought my key with me. I wouldn’t put anything past these guys right now. Accusing me of sucking Mr. Nolan’s dick? I shudder. Gross. He’s twice my age. Not that any of that matters. I would never do anything like that to get ahead.

      Surprisingly, the glass door opens easily, and I slip inside, pulling it shut behind me carefully.

      “Here she is,” Ian says. Before I even look at them fully, I know something’s up. Ian just has a tone about him. My skin starts to crawl.

      Glancing up, I find all four guys sitting around the table they ate breakfast at that morning, a single cell phone sitting in the middle.

      I bounce up on my toes. We certainly didn’t leave things all sunshine and roses earlier. Maybe it’s just from having some time out of the house, but I feel more optimistic now. I can turn this around. “Yep, I’m here,” I say. “Listen, I—”

      “Jesus,” a staticky voice says. “Where have you been, Aisley?”

      My eyes catch on the phone. “Mr. Nolan?” I gasp. I stare at the guys. Each of them are wearing almost matching smirks that send a warning bell through me.

      “The guys called me,” he says, his voice scolding. “They were worried about you. They said they hadn’t seen you since lunch. It’s nine o’clock at night.”

      I glare at them. These fucking assholes. “They were worried about me?” I ask, not bothering to hide the humorous venom in my voice.

      “Yes. That’s what usually happens when someone disappears for over seven hours.”

      “I didn’t disappear. I—”

      “You know what I should be doing right now, Aisley? Helping tuck my five-year-old into bed. Instead, I’m on the phone with the band because the assistant I hired to help them was nowhere to be found.”

      I clamp down on my jaw. “They—”

      “Were you in the house, Aisley?” Mr. Nolan asks. It’s clear he doesn’t want any excuses, only a yes or no answer. “They were looking for you.”

      “No,” I say with finality, wanting to stick up for myself, but knowing there’s no way I can. Not now.

      A loud, excruciating sigh comes from Nolan’s end of the line. Finnick shifts in his chair, his gaze darting to mine, but he looks away quickly afterward. “You’re only being paid for half a day today, and that’s being generous.”

      I open my mouth to argue with him, but what am I going to say? The band practically ran me out of the house? The truth is, I didn’t work a full day today, whether it was their fault or not. I still chose not to be around for them.

      “Yes, Sir,” I say, straightening my back.

      Ian’s gaze narrows to a point. He watches me like he expects a different reaction.

      “Don’t let it happen again,” Nolan spits, then the line cuts out again, a familiar sound coming from him. He seems to like hanging up on people.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, you fucking assholes,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm, but failing miserably. My phone buzzes inside my beach bag. I know it’s Heather who’s responding to my picture texts of the beautiful sunset outside, but I don’t let that deter me. “Do not fuck with my job. I tried helping you earlier, and you all but assured that I wouldn’t be bothering you again. Make up your fucking minds.”

      “Oh, our minds are made up, Aisley,” Ian drawls. “We don’t want you here.”

      “So, you’re making sure of it?” I ask, even though there’s no need for a question at all. I just want Ian to hear himself say it. Maybe if he realizes how petty he’s being, he’ll grow the fuck up.

      He nods.

      “Good for you. You took money right out of my pocket. You’re taking the dream right out of my hands. I’m sure everyone is super proud of all of you.”

      Ian’s jaw ticks. I can tell I hit a nerve.

      “I hope acting like complete dicks is worth all of this to you,” I say, gesturing toward the cell phone. My eyes burn. I feel like I’m going to cry. It’s not because I’m upset, though I am. I hate being reprimanded, especially by someone who could really have a hand in my future career, but it’s because I’m so mad. Sometimes when I get this angry, it comes out in weird ways. I’ll probably cry myself to sleep tonight, all the while asking why I do this. “Congratulations,” I say, willing my tears to stay trapped inside for just a little while longer. “If you’re trying to get me fired, it’s probably working.”

      I turn, making my way directly down the stairs and all the way down the hall to my small room. I don’t even bother rinsing my feet off in the tub, I pull my beach towel out of my bag and wipe them off, making sure all the sand is gone before I change out of my bathing suit and cover-up and into my pajamas. Once I’m lying in my bunk, I finally pull my cell phone out and open the text from Heather. She’s sent me three heart-eyed emojis.

      My hands drop, and I hold my phone to my chest for a moment, trying to remind myself that there are good people out there in the world. Not all of them are jerks and as dickheaded as The Rowdy Rogues.

      I turn on my side. There really is no correlation between the guys who made that first album and the ones in this house right now. Their fans must be so disappointed when they meet them, but then again, I’m sure they’re on their best behavior during meet-and-greets, keeping up their public persona.

      Just not with girls like me. Girls who want something more than anything. Girls who are willing to take a job as an assistant just for a leg up.

      Well, fuck you Rowdy Rogues. You fucking suck.
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      My eyes are scratchy, and they don’t want to open when a loud noise wakes me in the middle of the night. I blink and wipe at my face, feeling the tell-tale dried tears that left crusties at the corner of my eyes.

      I hear the noise again and place my feet on the tile to peek at the intercom. Sure enough, it’s lighting up like someone is trying to talk to me, but mainly I just hear loud bangs. When I hear an angry, “What the fuck?” I scramble out of the room and make my way upstairs.

      As soon as I’m out into the hallway of the downstairs area, I can hear even more. There’s a scuffle going on upstairs. “Just get fucking laid, Sean.”

      A growl rips through the room. I hear hard foot stomps and then something crashing to the ground. I peek up and notice Sean is on top of Ian. Ian’s chuckling, but Sean looks absolutely furious. He has his fist pulled back, his fingers twisted in Ian’s collar, but Ian still laughs.

      I run forward. “Hey. Hey,” I say again, louder this time, trying to break Sean from his trance.

      Archer’s watching casually from his seat on one of the black leather couches. Finnick is at least standing, looking down at the two of them like he doesn’t know what he should be doing. Finally, I grab Sean’s shirt and yank. He stumbles off of Ian and that’s when I smell the amount of alcohol in the air. Fucking wonderful. So, this is what The Rowdy Rogues do for fun? I know what their name implies, but I didn’t think they were dumb enough to get drunk and start fighting one another.

      Ian gets up, still laughing. He’s not even laughing at me this time, but it’s just the emotionless void behind his sound that grates on me. “Shut up,” I say. Then I turn toward Sean. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Sean gets to his feet. I try to help him, but he struggles free from my grasp, tripping over his own feet in the process.

      Ian smirks. I’m beginning to think that’s one of the only facial expressions he has. Holier than thou. Oh, and pissed. I shouldn’t forget that one. “Just grow a pair and find someone else,” he says flatly.

      I look to Sean. I know Ian’s not talking to me, so he’s the next logical person to go to.

      “Fuck you,” Sean says, pointing at him.

      I can tell Ian’s been drinking for a while. His smirk might be fixed on his face, but his words are slurred and he’s swaying on his feet. He laughs. “I’m not going to fuck you, O’Clary. I mean find a girl to fuck. Just not that other—” He cuts himself off from shaking his head, then focuses on me. “How about the spy here? She’d probably spread her legs for you. That’s what you said she wanted, right? You said she was just like the others. A good fuck will get your mind off that bitch.”

      Whatever he’s saying is working Sean up into another frenzy. Over his head, I see the intercom and dents in the wall near it. Holy shit. No wonder why the intercom had turned on and I’d heard some of this fight downstairs. It looks like someone punched it.

      “He’s right,” Archer says finally. Sean turns his glare on him, but Archer holds his hands up. “I’m saying he’s right in a way. Fuck that girl. She played you. Get over it. The best way to get over it is to find someone else to plow.”

      Plow? Wow. These guys are true heartbreakers, aren’t they? I could probably make a fortune from the gossip mags if I recorded some of this shit and sold it to them. People love a story.

      Sean sways on his feet and then sits down right where he is, like the power of their words was just too much for him to handle. He backs up, his ass sliding over the tile, until he can rest his head against the wall. “You guys don’t understand.”

      “It’s called betrayal, and yes, we all fucking understand,” Ian says. “You think you’re the only guy in history to go through this? We should expect it.”

      Finnick puts a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “Okay, come on. Leave him alone.”

      Ian shrugs away from his arm. “We were all thinking it. I can’t stand him fucking sulking all the goddamn time. Get over it, already.”

      “Wow,” I say, staring at Ian with disbelief. “You guys are just so nice to one another.”

      Ian turns his fiery gaze on me. “What would you know about it, Spy?”

      I roll my eyes. His alcohol induced insults are tragically boring. “I know you’re supposed to be writing your next album together, which is probably hard to do when you’re all dicks.” I look at Ian. “And I think babysitter is more appropriate.”

      Archer moves to Sean to try to help him to his feet, but Sean shrugs him off. “That’s what we have an assistant for, right?” he questions. His gaze moves over to me, but I can tell he’s shitfaced because his eyes don’t actually focus on me.

      “There you go,” Ian says, looking back and forth between the two of us. “Pop that cherry.”

      “I’m not a fucking virgin, asshole,” I grind out. Not sure why I dispelled that untruth first. “And I’m not fucking your drummer, so back off.” I head toward Sean and hold my hand out. He reaches his hand up, missing my grasp on his first try, but eventually we connect, and I haul him to his feet. He’s surprisingly heavy as he leans on me. “Which way is your room, Sean?”

      He points toward the area off the living room. Well, that’s luck. We’re closer to that area. We trudge off down the hall with me practically carrying all of Sean’s weight. I have no idea what they’re doing behind me other than just watching the free show. I don’t look back. I just concentrate on what’s in front of me.

      “Second door,” Sean says, slurring his words.

      We get there eventually, and I push it open. I almost wish I didn’t see this room because now I’m insanely jealous. It has two walls full of windows, one facing the beach and the other facing the garage. Moonlight spills into his vast room, making my room look even smaller by comparison. He’s even got an en suite. A trail of clothes leads away from the open door like he dresses as he walks.

      I head toward the huge bed butted up against the left wall. He collapses onto it, and I can’t help myself from looking out the windows toward the beach. He has the perfect view from this room. He struggles getting his t-shirt off. I sigh and help him work it past his shoulders. After that, he flops onto his back.

      For the first time, I see his tattoo clearly. It’s a Celtic cross. It makes sense, considering his name is Sean O’Clary. He must have Irish ancestry. I drag my gaze away from it, only because Sean is unzipping his fly and tearing his pants off. “Whoa,” I say.

      “What?” he grumbles. “I can’t sleep with clothes on.” He’s gotten his pants most of the way off, but they’re stuck around his ankles.

      I let out a low growl. Seriously? I reach out and tear his jeans the rest of the way off. He pulls his feet up, lying as stiff as a board on the bed with his eyes closed. He may be skinnier than the others, but he’s still got quite the body. With his face relaxed like this and not making disapproving or even downright nasty faces at me, he’s actually even more handsome than I realized. I meander into the bathroom and grab the trash, placing it next to his bed. That way, if he gets up in the middle of the night and needs to vomit, it’s right here. He can’t miss.

      I don’t know if I’m expected to clean the house, or if they have a housekeeping service, but I don’t think anyone likes to clean up vomit, so if I can keep that from happening, I will.

      “I just wanted a break,” Sean mumbles. I look back, taking him in again. I can’t tell if he’s dreaming or awake. His eyes are certainly closed.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “A break,” Sean says. “Just a fucking break from all of this.”

      I frown down at him, but his chest moves up and down evenly now. He either talks in his sleep, or he just fell asleep. Either way, I’m not going to wake him up to ask him to elaborate on what he’s just said. It’s just drunk talk.

      After checking him over one more time, I walk out. Finnick, Ian, and Archer are still sitting in the living room. They have a movie on now. To be fair, they might’ve had it on before, and I wouldn’t have noticed with the ruckus going on.

      “Already?” Ian says. “That couldn’t have been satisfying for either of you.”

      I ignore him. Enough already, he made the slut joke before. Is that really the only crack men can come up with about women? First off, who cares if women like sex? Don’t guys? The whole inequality thing is just utterly ridiculous.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      Ian’s gaze narrows at me, but it’s Archer who tells me to mind my own business.

      “Fine,” I shrug.

      Finnick’s staring at me when I walk away, but that’s it. He just looks. He barely speaks up at all unless it’s to try to keep the peace between the four of them. It sounds like he needs to speak up even more because in my estimation, these guys are falling apart.

      I head back to my room and bring out my cell phone. I compose a text to Mr. Nolan:

      We never discussed how to send you updates. I hope text is fine. I was just woken up in the middle of the night, breaking up a fight. They’d been drinking. I just had to put Sean to bed. Surely, that will earn me back my half a day’s pay.

      I bite my lip, wondering if I should actually write that, but fuck it. I might get fired anyway, so I should let him know I am doing something here. I’m not going to let these guys win without a fight.

      I didn’t help them earlier because they explicitly told me the only thing they wanted from me was to leave them alone. In the future, I will make sure they have my cell phone number, so in case they need me again when I’m not around, they’ll be able to get ahold of me.

      Thanks,

      Aisley.

      The letter-like format looks weird in a text, but it will have to do. I’m hoping it shows that I’m taking this seriously, but also that I have some fight in me. I’m not trying to get The Rowdy Rogues in trouble with their record company, but I’m not going to lie down and take their attempts to get me fired either. Plus, it sounds like they have no problem getting themselves in trouble with their label all on their own.

      I plug my phone back in to charge for the night and settle back into bed. I’m both nervous and looking forward to seeing what kind of response I get from Nolan, but I’m also hoping the guys don’t fight anymore.

      I really didn’t like that. Sean, though drunk, was obviously upset. And then there was Ian not giving a fuck about anything. It seemed so callous. So wrong.
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      In the morning, I’m woken up by a voice from the intercom in my room. My eyes feel heavy, and my feet feel like lead weights when I drop them over the side of the bed, careful not to hit my head on the top bunk. “Water,” someone says.

      I get up, forcing my feet to hold me up before I walk toward the com. “Sean?”

      “Yes, can you get me some water and some Aspirin please?”

      I guess this means the intercoms still work. I run a hand through my hair with my finger off the button. “Fuck you, asshole,” I say, but then I press the button down and say, “Sure. Be right there.”

      I walk out of my bedroom and head toward the bathroom. I’d found some pain reliever in there when I was putting my toiletry stuff away. The previous inhabitants must have left it, which is definitely coming in handy because I didn’t think to buy any during my grocery run.

      I spill out two pills into my palm and then trudge up the stairs to the next floor. I move like a zombie toward the refrigerator. The sun is out, but no one else in the house is up. It’s super quiet. Almost eerily so.

      After I grab a water bottle, I kick the door to the refrigerator closed and make my way to Sean’s room. I knock quietly, careful not to wake up Ian. He’s the other one who has the room on this side of the house.

      “Come in,” a raspy voice says, followed by a groan that sounds like it’s coming from the walking dead.

      I open the door and close it carefully behind me. I expected to walk headfirst into a rancid smell, but it turns out Sean never puked in the garbage can I put out for him. I toe it away and hold the bottle and pills out to him. He takes them both and then pops the pills in his mouth before swallowing several gulps of water. When he’s done, he falls back onto the bed like he can barely keep himself upright anymore. I turn to look out the windows. How could he be sleeping with a view like this? “Anything else?” I ask.

      He removes the pillow he just put over his face. “Yeah,” he says, his voice coming out deep and dry. He swallows. “Did I say anything to you last night?”

      I turn back to look at him over my shoulder. His eyes are slits. I can tell the little sunlight coming into the room is bothering him. I turn back around, find the curtains and pull them closed. I hate to do it because the view is so beautiful, but Sean doesn’t need that right now. “Yeah, you did, actually,” I tell him. “You told me that you just wanted to take a break, but I didn’t know what you were talking about.”

      I answer him in a business-like voice, reminding myself that none of this is my business, even though I’m dying to know what he was talking about. Is he talking about the band? The girl? It was unclear.

      He cringes. “Oh.” I go to walk away, but he says something more, making me stop in my tracks. “You’re not going to ask what it’s about?”

      I snort. I can’t help myself. “You’ve all been telling me to mind my own business since I got here, and now you want to know if I’m going to ask what your cryptic revelation was last night? No,” I say simply, then I walk out.
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      Since I’m already up, I go to the cupboards and find the ingredients I bought to make pancakes. Once the mix, oil, and measuring cup are on the counter, I go to work. No one is going to be tattling to my boss that I’m not doing my job again. That much I know.

      Five minutes later, I hear scuffling behind me. I’ve just finished the first pancake. Placing it on a plate, I turn and see that Finnick has walked in. He’s staring at me cautiously. He has bedhead, his brown hair a mess of swirls and tangles that are going in the opposite way they should be. It makes me want to run my hand through it to fix it for him, but of course I don’t do that. That would be crazy. “Pancake?” I ask, offering up the plate.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, squinting at me.

      “Making breakfast. I thought it was obvious.”

      He narrows his gaze a bit at my attitude, but am I really expected to hold it back when they’ve been nothing but nasty to me? I’m not a saint.

      I sigh. “Do you want it or not? Because if you don’t, I’m eating it.”

      He holds his hand out, and I pass him the plate. He grabs a fork from the bunch I already piled on the bar top. “Uh, thanks,” he says, like he has to remember how to be civil. Jesus. To be a rockstar…

      Finnick hovers around me as I go about making the next one. I’m not going to lie. I’m a badass pancake maker. I don’t like being stared at as I do it though. When I glance over at him, he looks away, shoving another forkful of pancake into his mouth.

      I turn back around, wishing I had a large griddle, then I’d be able to make several pancakes at once.

      “How do you know when to flip them?” Finnick asks, his voice low.

      I turn just slightly, looking at him out of the corner of my eye. He has a pair of sweats on and a beat-up t-shirt. It takes me a second to realize that it’s actually a Rowdy Rogues shirt. I eye it, loving the artwork. I also roll around in my head how to answer him. It should be easy. He asked a question, I should answer it, but nothing has been easy with these guys since I’ve been here. I stifle all the mixed feelings I have and turn fully toward The Rowdy Rogues’ guitarist. “See these bubbles?” I ask, pointing to the pancake that’s cooking in the pan right now. “That means it’s time to flip it.”

      I scoot my spatula under the pancake and flip, revealing a golden-brown top.

      “On this side, you just leave it on, and then you can peak under it until you see that it’s done,” I tell him. “You get a knack for it eventually.”

      I wait a few more minutes and then flip this pancake onto a different plate. I don’t give him the option of getting this one. I’m hungry, and the pancakes smell really good. I smear some butter on the top and then take my first bite. So good. Mmm. Much better than the Hotcakes I ate yesterday.

      Finnick waits his turn for the next pancake, offering me his plate as soon as it’s done. While he eats, he checks out the side of the pancake box where the recipe is. “Is this what you did?” he asks.

      I nod. “Yeah, I know some people get fancy with theirs, but this works well enough.”

      He sits down at the bar as I work on the next pancake, pouring it in the frying pan and waiting for the bubbles. Finnick clears his throat behind me. “Thank you for helping Sean out yesterday.”

      Freezing in place, I try to work out whether he’s being a dick or not. I turn, checking out his face to make sure he’s actually being sincere. His voice sounds nice enough, but I’m not used to hearing that out of any of their mouths. “It’s my job, right?”

      “I’m sure it’s not your job to break up drunken fights between four privileged assholes. At least that’s what you think we are.”

      I smile at his last comment. If he thinks I’m going to tell him I don’t think that, he’s wrong. I do want to ask him about something that’s been plaguing me since last night though. I nibble on my lip, then turn, the spatula still in my hand. “How come you and Archer didn’t stop it?”

      Finnick looks away, jaw ticking. His profile is stunningly handsome. He has a hard jaw and eyelashes for days. I don’t even care that his hair is a mess right now. It works for him, actually, as weird as that might sound. He tilts his head toward me before answering. “Complicated, I guess. I can’t answer for Archer, but I don’t think I expected it to go that far.”

      “You mean, they’ve never fought like that?”

      Finnick shakes his head. “We fight, sure, but we’re all under a lot of stress right now. It went farther than I thought.”

      “The album’s stressing you out?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he says, his voice strangling the word like he can barely get it out. “Among other things.”

      I turn back around to flip the pancake and silence descends on us. I peek behind my shoulder to find Finnick looking at me, but it’s more like he’s looking right through me. His eyes are a million miles away. When I finish the next pancake, I offer it to him, and he accepts it. I’m about to ask him when he thinks the others will wake up when Archer comes strolling into the room. He has a pair of low-slung board shorts on and an old Metallica concert t-shirt. He sniffs the air, then notices what Finnick is eating and his eyebrows raise. “Pancakes?” Then, he sees me at the stove and his face falls. He actually groans.

      I bite down hard, trying to ignore how fucking rude he’s being. “This one’s almost done,” I say. “If you want it.” He’s dressed like he’s about to head outside to enjoy the beach, but he takes a seat at the bar next to Finnick anyway.

      “They’re really good,” Finnick says. He even smiles over at me when I look back. I look away instantly because I can feel my face heat in surprise. I tell myself to knock it off and finish Archer’s pancake.

      When it’s done, I try to hand him the plate, but he’s preoccupied with his phone. Ian waltzes in at that exact moment and reaches out to intercept it. Archer only catches it leaving in front of him, and by that time, Ian’s already moving away. Archer sneers at Ian’s back and then says. “I need another one, Assistant.”

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing. Ian’s smiling like he won the lottery, coating his pancakes in butter and then syrup. After he takes his first bite, he says, “Anyone heard from Sean this morning?”

      The guys just shrug. Finnick looks worriedly down the hall. I hesitate at first, not sure if I should say anything because it’s doubtful Ian was including me in the “anyone” comment, but I speak up anyway. “I took him water and Aspirin this morning.”

      Finnick glances up at me. He has honey colored brown eyes, and right now, they’re trained on me. He looks away almost immediately afterward, but I think he looked somewhat…appreciative.

      Ian takes his time swallowing his last bite of pancake before asking, “Is he hurting?”

      I shrug. I really don’t want to give Ian the satisfaction of saying yes, but Sean didn’t look great this morning. I finish the next pancake and hand it to Archer who takes it without a word, diving in like he’s starving. He looks over at Ian warily as if he’s half expecting his lead singer to steal it from him again.

      We continue that way, the guys not really saying much to one another. Ian stands the whole time, leaning against the wall that leads to the kitchen area, like he can’t even bear to be in the same room with me. After they all pass on another pancake, I start making some for Sean. Finally, Ian moves over to the bar top where Finnick and Archer are still seated.

      I look over my shoulder casually, then force words out of my mouth. “What do you need me for today?”

      “Why? Planning on going to the beach again?” Ian asks, smirking.

      “Actually, yes. Also…” I pull out one of the notebooks I bought from the store yesterday, flip to the first page, and write my name and number at the top. “This is my cell number. If you need me and I’m not inside to call through the intercom, you can get ahold of me here.”

      Ian looks dismissively at the number. It doesn’t matter to me whether they use it or not. I just have to prove I’ve given it to them, that they have every resource to get in contact with me when they need me.

      “Thanks,” Finnick says.

      I nod once. There’s no sense in adding anything else. I don’t know what’s up with Ian. It’s like he’s mad all the time. He’s a freaking rockstar for crying out loud. He’s done things people have only dreamed about, yet he’s walking around this house with a giant chip on his shoulder. Even with his own bandmates. None of it makes sense.

      Since the guys haven’t given me anything to do, and they probably won’t, I steel my shoulders and ask, “Do you want lunch again?” I don’t know why I’m so fixated on feeding them food. I guess that’s just something tangible I know I can be doing for them. I’ve been working or studying before and then realized I accidentally skipped lunch, so this is just a small way I can help them. Otherwise, they would have to take time out of their day or interrupt a hopefully really good studio session to feed themselves.

      “That would be nice,” Finnick says.

      “Jesus,” Ian growls. “Why don’t you—?”

      Finnick talks over him. “We should be in the recording studio again, upstairs.”

      Once I have three pancakes on a plate, I shut the stove off and turn, giving Finnick a slight smile and then walk toward Sean’s room. I knock on the door and hear a short grunt in response. “It’s Aisley,” I say. “I made breakfast.”

      “Come in,” he calls out.

      I walk into a room that’s almost completely shrouded in darkness now. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the low light. There’s just a few rays of sun peeking out from the sides of the curtains, but not much.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “Pancakes,” I tell him. I practically shove the plate into his face, and he takes it from me.

      I go to walk away, but he asks, “Syrup?”

      “Out on the bar top.”

      Then, I close the door behind me and walk away. Sixty seconds later, Sean follows me out. If I thought things were going to be weird between he and Ian this morning, I was wrong. Whatever happened between them last night seems to be done and over with. They’re both their same miserable selves, poking at one another like they’re trying to get under the other’s skin. I hurry up and do the dishes that I dirtied and then head back down to the sanctity of my room.

      When I get down there, I have a text waiting for me from Mr. Nolan. Thank you, Aisley. I’m sorry you had to deal with that and thank you for being honest with me.

      I screenshot it and send it to Heather. She sends me back a GIF of someone dancing flamboyantly in celebration.

      She’s right. It does feel like a win. In reality, whether or not The Rowdy Rogues like me is unimportant. They have nothing to do with my long-range goals, and in fact, working with them has taught me that not everyone in this business is good. Just because I have something in common with someone else doesn’t mean they’re worth knowing.
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      Around lunchtime, I go to the kitchen to start making them sandwiches again, but when I get there, Archer is out on the deck, standing in front of the grill with smoke wafting in front of his face. I peek my head out. “Do you not need me for lunch then?”

      Ian answers. “Not for lunch,” he says, a beer in his hand, “but we need you for something else.”

      He waves me over, and I walk outside. The warmth of the sun heats my skin instantly. It’s impossible for me not to look out toward the beach and the waves. They’re like a beacon to me. Even though I talked a big game earlier about leaving my cell phone number so they could get ahold of me whenever they needed, I stayed inside to see if they’d use the intercom to get in contact with me. The threat of getting in trouble again was enough to keep me in the recesses of my small room. However, I made the most of it. I wrote a couple of songs. It turns out, these guys weren’t doing the same.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      He looks down at the beach. There seems to be quite a few more bodies there today than there has been before. “We want to throw a party.”

      “Okay…” I hedge. “So, throw a party.”

      “I’m not asking for your permission,” he says, disdain dripping from his voice. “What I need is for you to go down there and pick up some people to come to our party.”

      Finnick sneaks a glance over at his cousin, but looks away, lips thin. Archer, too, doesn’t seem very happy about this. Sean’s still looking a little too pale, and I’m not even sure he realizes what’s going on around him. “Why can’t you do it yourself?”

      He kicks his feet up on the glass table in front of him. “If we go out there, we’re bound to get recognized. That’s why you have to do it.”

      I really hate the smug look on Ian’s face. God, he’s just so full of himself. I cross my arms over my chest. “Funny. I had no idea who you guys were.”

      Ian’s face falls. The tension in his neck and shoulders intensifies even though he’s trying to appear relaxed. Sean actually smiles, though, proving that he’s actually paying attention.

      “This isn’t a great idea,” Archer says, flipping burgers on the grill.

      “You’re right,” Ian says. “It’s a fantastic idea. Get some more burgers and throw them on there. We’ve got beer, and we can always get more. Right, Aisley? You said you wanted to know what you could do for us, so do it.” He points toward the beach. “Go down there and get us some hot girls to party with.”

      This is fucking ridiculous. There’s a challenge in Ian’s gaze though that I don’t want to back down from. He thinks I won’t do it—or that I can’t do it. None of those assumptions is correct. I hold my finger up and run downstairs to change into my bathing suit and cover-up. When I come back upstairs, I walk right past them, looking more the part of beachgoer, and head out onto the sand. Unlike the other night, the sand is boiling hot. It burns the bottom of my feet, but I grit my teeth and keep moving forward. Where we’re at, there’s mainly just families, so I start to walk toward the area where I saw a bunch of people yesterday. Like the other night, the area looks crowded again.

      On my way there, I spot a couple of pretty girls walking toward me. Two guys are following closely behind them, almost like predators stalking prey. The two girls are giggling, so I head toward them, “Hey,” I say.

      “Hey,” they both say in unison. I gauge whether I think they’re of age or not now that I’m close up. The last thing I want to do is send underage girls to a party with The Rowdy Rogues where there will be alcohol. I’d really get fired for that and rightfully so.

      Finally, I decide they are. They look college-aged for sure. “So, my friends and I are having a party if you guys want to come hang out?”

      I must sound like a crazy person. Who would just go to a party because some random person walked up to you on the beach and offered it? Also, I almost choked when I said “friends”. The Rowdy Rogues are definitely not my friends. In fact, they’re doing everything they can to be the opposite.

      “Yeah?” the blonde asks.

      I point down the beach. “It’s the gray beach house like five houses down,” I tell them. “There’s a buff dude already barbecuing at the grill. You can’t miss it.”

      They both look at each other, then say, “Yeah, okay.”

      I hadn’t expected this to be so easy. I almost feel bad when the girls start to walk away. I hope the guys plan on being nicer to their guests than they are with me. “Cool. I’ll be down in a few minutes,” I call out. “I’m just going to try to get a few more people.” The guys, who were staying discreetly back from them, watch as the girls take off toward the beach house. I point after them once they’re out of earshot. “You can come too,” I say with a smile. The guys didn’t say explicitly not to invite other guys, so fuck it. They should have a little competition.

      Further down the beach, I come upon a volleyball net with a bunch of people playing and sitting near it. It feels like the easiest way to invite a larger group at once, so when the ball rolls out of play, I pick it up and invite them all to join the party when they’re done. “Free beer,” I say. I know for sure these guys are college kids as they’re already discreetly drinking out of water bottles that definitely don’t have water inside.

      A guy in jet black hair winks at me. “Are you going to be there?”

      Despite myself, my stomach twists. I give him my best smile. “Yeah, definitely.” I walk away, looking back over my shoulder to find him watching my ass. I smile to myself and gather a couple more people. After I’ve estimated I’ve found about twenty to thirty, a mix of both guys and girls, I head back. The volleyball net I found the large group at is now occupied by a different group, so I’m pretty confident they’ve made their way down to the beach house.

      My heart skitters a little as excitement pours through me. Maybe this was a good idea. Being cooped up with The Rowdy Rogues, even only for a day, was too much. It would be nice to talk to people who aren’t all full of themselves.

      I hurry back to the beach house and find Archer still at the grill. A girl next to him is talking his ear off, a beer in hand.

      The two girls I sent up first surround Ian. The two guys who were following them are nowhere to be seen. I bite my lip, hoping they came too. There were a bunch of girls playing volleyball in the one group, so hopefully they didn’t abandon the idea after the two girls they were following flocked to Ian. I watch the two surrounding him for a moment to make sure they’re okay. It’s not that I think he’s a predator or anything, it’s just that I worry he’s going to be an ass, and I’ll feel like shit that I brought them here.

      I head inside and find Sean and a few of the guys from the volleyball area grabbing the beer out of the fridge and putting it in a cooler. The guy with the dark hair turns. “There she is.” His smile makes my nerves prick. He’s pretty good looking. Not as handsome as any of The Rowdy Rogue members, but he’s got ten times the personality as them though.

      “We’re going to need more beer, Aisley,” Sean says, looking back at me.

      Finnick is there, too. He looks from me to the dark-haired guy and then back.

      My hands wrap into fists. I know Sean’s not just telling me to tell me. He wants me to go get it. “Yeah, sure. I’ll go,” I tell him, reminding myself that this is my job even if their demands seem unreasonable to me. It’s not like beer is going to help them write their album quicker. In fact, it’s going to do the exact opposite.

      “Rex will take you,” Sean says.

      Finnick walks toward me. “I’ll go with you if you want.”

      I force a smile to my face. “And take you away from your party? I don’t think so.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “How do I get ahold of Rex?”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he says. He pulls his phone out, presses the screen, and then holds it to his ear. “Hey, we need a beer run. Aisley’s going with you.” He pauses for a moment. “Yeah. I’ll send her out.” He ends the call and then looks at me. “He’ll meet you out front in five.”

      “Sounds great,” I say, pasting a smile on my face. I head down the stairs and straight to my room. I’ll have to at least put shorts on if I’m going to the store. I also grab my purse, making sure I have the key to the house and the incidentals credit card with me. Not that I actually think they’ll lock me out this time. That would be detrimental to their plans seeing as I’m the one who’s going to have the beer.

      When I get outside, Rex is just pulling the humongous SUV in front of the steps. I get in the back before he can even bother to get out. The divider is down, so he just asks, “Grocery store, I take it?”

      “Please,” I say.

      He doesn’t close the divider this time while he drives. When we’re almost there, he looks in the rearview mirror. When I feel his eyes on me, I look up too, distracting myself from the thoughts running through my head. “They’re not all that bad once you get to know them.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I say, but I don’t bother acting like I think he’s right. So far, they’ve tried to get me fired twice and have only asked me to do petty shit for them. I’m more than just someone who can bring them lunch.

      I can help them. I know it.

      When I don’t say anything else, Rex checks the rearview mirror again, but I don’t understand the look in his eyes when he glances away. A few seconds later, we’re pulling up in front of the grocery store. “I’ll just wait right here,” he says.

      I nod and get out. After I grab a cart, I head inside and go right for the beer aisle. I stock up on the brand they have and then throw in some other things like flavored wine coolers and hard cider. At the end of the beer aisle are some chips, so I grab about ten bags of those, too, along with some dips that are displayed right near it. End caps working at its finest.

      The total is well over two hundred dollars, so I pass the credit card to the young cashier when I check out. She looks me over, but again, doesn’t check my ID. Maybe she understands the plight of all young kids who are just on the cusp of turning that magic number. She’s also too young to realize the consequences of what could happen if she sold this to me and the store found out.

      Oh well. Not my problem.

      I wheel everything out in the cart. Rex is waiting at the back of the SUV, so he pops it when he sees me coming. He helps me put everything away, and then we’re on our way back to the party. He’s also the one who helps me take it all the way up to the kitchen.

      My mouth drops when I get there. There are a lot more bodies around than I invited. It’s like people saw a bunch of others on a deck and decided to drop in. Someone’s turned on a radio, playing mostly pop. There are even a few stragglers in here, sitting on the couch and talking, even though the majority of people are outside enjoying the big deck. A few have even congregated at the foot of the deck, beers in their hand.

      “What the hell?” I mutter.

      Rex shakes his head. “They’re like magnets,” he says. “It’s always been this way.” Before I can ask him how long he’s been with them, he looks out over the scene warily, his eyes catching on each of the guys. He doesn’t look happy about this, and neither am I. This is a bigger party than I thought it was going to be.

      We put the beer we just bought into one of the coolers that’s now empty and Rex carries it closer to the open sliding glass door. Archer turns. He has his hand around the girl who he was talking to before. His other hand is still working at the grill, but he puts it down to take a swig of beer. When he sees Rex, he says, “Dude, stay. Hang out with us.”

      Rex shakes his head. “Naw, man. I gotta call the girls.”

      Archer actually looks disappointed until he sees me. Then, his face shifts. He looks me up and down, distrust written all over his face. “Beer all set up?”

      “Yeah.”

      Rex waves and takes off. Archer nods at him, but then turns toward me. I don’t explicitly remember the girl who is plastered to his side right now, but she smiles genuinely at me, and I return it. Archer’s face is the exact opposite though. “You can leave now then.”

      I almost choke. “Leave?”

      “Yeah, we’ll let you know if you’re needed for something else.”

      The girl’s gaze shifts casually, inspecting the ground, trying to act like she doesn’t hear what’s going on right in front of her.

      “Yeah, okay,” I say, face blazing. I turn on my heel and head into the house.

      I’m about to step on the staircase that leads to my room when a voice stops me. “You’re back,” he says.

      I turn to find the guy with the jet-black hair walking toward me. He has his shirt off now, showing off a decent body. The one thing that draws me to him, though, is his smile. It’s so genuine, and I feel like this guy doesn’t know how to be anything but.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      I check behind me and notice that Archer’s already preoccupied with the girl hanging off him. For not thinking this was a good idea, he certainly doesn’t seem to be caring much right now. “I was going to um…” I pause, chastising myself for even thinking I had to do what Archer said. He doesn’t own me. Plus, they just invited a bunch of strangers to the house, but I’m not allowed to stay? “I’m not going anywhere, actually,” I say.

      “Well, head over here then,” he says. “I’ll introduce you to my friends.”

      For about half an hour, I stand with a group of people and have a great conversation. When they ask me what we’re doing here, I tell them we’re just on vacation and pretend not to hear the follow-up question when they ask me if I’m related to the other guys somehow. It’s clear who’s really throwing the party. Archer hasn’t left the grill since it started. Ian is now inviting people into the hot tub. I haven’t seen Sean, but Finnick is talking with another group outside on the deck. His gaze flicks to me, but I look away when the guy—whose name I found out is Luke—moves even closer to me.

      I’m pretty confident at these types of parties. It’s not like I’m a stranger to an impromptu get together with beer. That’s basically what college is on the weekends, a bunch of people going out together, talking to people you’ve never met before or winding up at some frat party where the same things happen. The fact that Luke’s moving closer to me means he likes me. Well, at least for the night.

      This is how I met my last boyfriend. The one I knew was all wrong for me but didn’t care all that much at the time. Luke doesn’t seem like my ex at all. He’s open and friendly. Nice, even. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t drawn to that, but I can’t shake a burning at the back of my head when I talk to him. Every time I feel it, I turn to see Finnick glancing at me.

      One time, I even see Ian peering in at me. He’s dripping hot tub water all over the deck as he gets a beer for himself. It’s too late to hide, but I could’ve scripted what happens next.

      “Aisley,” he says.

      I try to ignore him, but he catches Luke’s attention too, and I don’t want him to think I’m a complete bitch, so I head over there. I tell myself he’s just going to ask me to refill the coolers or something, but when I get there, he asks, “Who told you you could come to our party?”

      Embarrassment burns through me. He’s not exactly trying to keep his voice down, and I don’t know who’s close enough to hear.

      “Hey,” a feminine voice calls out from behind him. “Ian, are you coming back?”

      He waves and smiles at her, using the full use of his good looks. She waves and turns back around, saying something in her girlfriend’s ear. When Ian looks back at me though, his expression has changed. His gaze his hard, threatening. “You should go to your room.”

      Archer comes up behind him then. He’s without the girl, and when I look behind both of them, I see she’s at the grill now, using the tongs to flip hot dogs. “I already told her to leave.”

      Ian stands to his full height and crosses his hands over his chest. “It looks like she didn’t listen, brother.”

      “I guess not,” Archer says.

      Behind me, I feel a presence, and I cringe. “What’s going on?” Luke asks. “Is everything okay?”

      I look back at him. “Of course, everything’s fine.”

      “Aww,” Ian says. “Aisley’s got herself a little admirer.”

      “Knock it off,” I growl at them.

      They don’t even hear me. They just pierce Luke with a look. When I peek back at him over my shoulder, he’s looking at me, brows furrowed. He probably wants to know what the hell is going on with my “friends”, and so do I. I want to know what I did that makes them feel like they need to make me miserable.

      “She’s our maid,” Ian says, nodding toward me. “I’m sure you can find yourself someone better to hang out with.”

      “I’m not—” I break off, groaning in frustration.

      “It’s kind of sad,” Archer tacks on. “She’s obsessed with us. She literally won’t ever leave us alone. Trust me,” he says, dropping his voice like he and Luke are co-conspirators. “No one wants that hanging around. The kind of girl that will trap a guy, if you know what I mean.”

      Luke slides away from me.

      Fury burns through my veins. Hot like lava, it takes control of my body. “I’m not your maid.”

      Ian shrugs. “You shouldn’t flatter yourself that you’re anything more than that.” Something in his gaze turns darker the more he looks at me. “You won’t ever be anything more than that.”

      “You’re wrong,” I tell him. If putting up with these guys has taught me something, it’s that I need to work hard for what I want, so I don’t have to put up with people like this.

      One day, I want to make Ian eat his words.

      I give Luke a smile, and then turn to head for the stairs, doing exactly what they wanted from me in the first place.

      “Wait, Aisley,” Archer calls out. Everything in me tells me not to look back, but I have to. I’m stuck. These guys have me by the balls, and they know it. If I don’t do what they ask, they’ll just turn me into Mr. Nolan. “My friend earlier said she liked your cover-up.”

      He reaches down the stairs, palm up, and I just stare up at him, blinking. “What?”

      “Your cover-up,” he says again, speaking like I’m hard of hearing. “Give it to me.”

      I bite back all the words I want to say. Everyone who’s in the house is watching this exchange with interest, and embarrassment creeps over my skin. Quickly, I peel the cover-up off and throw it up to Archer.

      He snatches it out of the air and smiles at me. “Thanks, Spy. We’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

      I turn away, trying to keep my head up, but they’ve practically stripped me bare in front of everyone. I’ve never met people who went out of their way to be so cruel to someone else before.
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      The next morning, I wake up to disgusting conditions. I’ve never thrown a party myself, so I didn’t know what to expect, but this is awful. Cups litter the floor, the countertops, and every spare inch of deck outside. There are several pizza boxes strewn everywhere. One of them is upside down in the living room, the entire thing dumped out onto the tile. Some of the others are empty, while some of them are half full. At least I know they can actually order dinner on their own. Who would’ve thought?

      I peek outside and roll my eyes. The hot tub has a mess of clothes next to it and beer cans everywhere.

      It was hard for me to sleep last night. I tried not to let the noise and the voices bother me down there, but they did. I felt alone, apart from everyone else. Hell, they’d made sure of that. They made sure everyone knew I was less than them.

      I sniff, my face souring at the smell permeating the air. I don’t even want to go into the bathroom on this floor. I can already tell it’s a giant fucking disaster.

      There’s no way in hell I’m cleaning any of this. And I’m not eating in here until it gets cleaned either. I pull out my cell phone and look up cleaning companies in the area. I contact one and get a nice girl on the phone and arrange for her to come over for an expedited cleaning. I only have to wait twenty minutes for her to get here, which I happily do in my room. When she arrives, I tell her to charge whatever she feels like it needs, then point her in the direction of the upper floor and ask her to take care of the back deck, too.

      I can hear her intake of breath as I head outside and arrange for an Uber to pick me up, putting in the address of a diner I researched online while I was waiting for the cleaner to come. I feel kind of bad for just throwing her in there like that, but what was I supposed to do? I’m an assistant. I’m not their maid or their cook or their cleaner. The next time they want something, I can get it and charge it to the damn card. I’m sure there’s even a chef around here who will come in and make their meals if need be.

      The diner I get dropped off at is on the coast. Beyond the building are sand dunes leading right to a pier. The restaurant isn’t actually that far away from the house. Less than a mile. I could’ve probably walked here. I might walk back, give myself time to clear my head, to think about how humiliated I was last night.

      I head up the back steps of the restaurant, which lead to a deck overlooking the ocean. There are some full tables out here, but not a lot. It is a weekday after all, so I imagine there aren’t that many customers this time of day. I wait by the hostess station and then ask for a seat outside. The heat hasn’t settled over the area yet, so it actually feels nice outside. After I order, I sip orange juice and stare out at the waves, letting it lull me into a calm.

      Behind me, I hear a familiar voice. Before I can stop myself, I look around. I groan inwardly and try to turn around right away, but I’ve already been seen. I’m hoping Finnick will go his own way and let me stay here uninterrupted, but of course, that doesn’t happen. He sits down opposite me.

      I glare up at him. The ferocity of my stare actually surprises him a bit even though it shouldn’t. He lifts his hands up. “Whoa. Not a morning person?”

      “No, just not a douchebag lover.”

      Finnick snaps his mouth shut. His brown hair glints with red tints in some areas due to the sun. He has the simple rings on his fingers again, but he’s also added something else to his usual wear, a pair of glasses. They’re black-framed, making him look more studious than rock. The whole thing he has going on is such a nice contrast. Not that I should even be thinking like that. “Ouch,” Finnick says. The waitress comes over and hands him a menu, and he accepts it with a smile.

      I let out a breath. He’s seriously going to eat with me? Doesn’t he realize that I’ve come here to get away from them?

      “How did you like the party?” he asks.

      I lift my gaze to meet his over the top of his menu. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Hmm, let’s see. Your cousin and Archer kicked me out. Archer made me give my cover-up to some girl he just barely met, and I spent most of the party in my room. Thanks for asking.”

      Finnick sets his menu down, splayed open. “I’m sorry,” he says.

      I ignore him and his pathetic attempt to apologize.

      “I didn’t see you later on, but I thought maybe you went off with that guy I saw you hanging around.”

      “No,” I say simply. Bitterness consumes me as I remember Archer’s words telling Luke I’d just try to trap him. Like I don’t have my own life planned ahead of me. I have my own goals, and I sure as fuck wouldn’t trap anyone.

      The waitress comes over again, and Finnick gives her his order. When she leaves, he sips his water and then keeps his hands around the perspiring glass. “You know you leave your emotions right out for everyone to see.”

      I shrug. That’s not the only time I’ve heard this before. “It’s the only way I know how to be.”

      “My cousin eats that shit up,” he says. “He plays with people’s emotions sometimes.”

      “Nice guy,” I say sarcastically.

      Finnick turns, looking out over the water. He stays that way while I try to read his face. If I’m so easy to see everything on, maybe he is too. But other than looking a little sullen, I can’t see anything from him. He hasn’t been as mean as Archer, Sean, or Ian, but he hasn’t told them to stop either. He hasn’t stuck up for me, and that’s saying something because he is the peacekeeper of the group.

      “You must be exhausted,” I say finally.

      He turns toward me, brows furrowing.

      “Trying to keep you guys all together.”

      He clears his throat and looks down. His glasses slip down his nose a little.

      “I see you trying to cover up for your cousin and smoothing things over with the other guys. You must be so tired of all of that.”

      He grips the glass of water in front of him tighter. “Yeah, I am, actually.”

      My mouth drops a little. I expected him to deny it. I expected him to tell me everything’s fine, and I even expected him to tell me to mind my own damn business. They like saying that to me. But, maybe Finnick is different…

      He narrows his gaze. “What? You didn’t expect me to say yes?”

      I shrug like I wasn’t actually trying to figure everything out, but it seems Finnick has my number.

      He chuckles. “I can imagine what you think of us. I mean, it’s clearly written all over your face most of the time, and I can’t blame you for any of it. They’re good guys though. They’re not at their best right now, but they’re good guys.”

      To me, it sounds like Finnick is remembering a time when things used to be better. Maybe he needs a come-to-Jesus talk because it seems to me like their group is on the downhill slide.

      “Nolan called us yesterday, you know. He told us you contacted him about the fight. The guys were pretty pissed about that.”

      “You tried to get me fired. Should I say sorry for not sitting back and taking it?”

      He makes an amused sound and then his lips pull into a tight smile. “I see why you push Ian’s buttons. He likes to— Well, he’s used to acting like a dick and not getting called out on it. You’ve called him out since the second you stepped into the house. Actually, we’re all used to getting our own way.”

      Finnick’s lips do this little pout thing that’s adorable. I shake my head when I think that. None of that matters. Who tries to get other people fired? And for no reason? “You also let me stay outside, wondering where you guys were when I first got here. You all were just inside, laughing at me probably.”

      The waitress brings out our breakfasts at the same time, muting any reply Finnick was going to make. He and I fall into a silence while we eat. When he takes a moment to sip his orange juice, he says, “I’m not happy that the record company hired you,” he says, “but I’m glad you’re here. I like that you’re outside of everything else.”

      I sit up straighter. It seems like he just gave me a backhanded compliment, and I don’t know what to do with that. “Why does it matter that I got hired?” I ask, thinking about the questions they were asking Rex when he was first taking me to the house. “Does it have something to do with the fact that Ian thinks I’m a spy?”

      “You are a spy,” Finnick says.

      I narrow my gaze, my temper starting to flare. Just when I thought Finnick and I could talk like two normal people.

      “Hear me out,” he says, holding his hands up. “I’ll explain. Since when do the people needing the assisting not hire the assistants themselves?”

      I shrug. “I assume Nolan realized that you guys were busy and decided to hire me to help you out. I mean, you should be busy, though there doesn’t seem to be any real work going on.”

      Finnick clutches at his shirt over his heart like I just tried to shoot him with a bow and arrow. In all honesty, it was a low blow, but they deserve it. I’m certainly not going to take it back. “But since the record company hired you, you report to them, not to us.”

      “Okay…” I say, not getting it. It’s not like they have anything to hide, right? Before, when they asked me if Nolan wanted me to give them reports about them, I said no. This time, if Finnick asks me, I already know I’ll say yes. But why wouldn’t Nolan want to know what’s going on? Bands are an investment. The record company put them up in this beach house to fulfill a contract that they signed. I would want to know what was going on with that investment too.

      “We told him if he thought we needed one, we would hire our own. He insisted.”

      “Why does it feel like you guys don’t like Mr. Nolan?”

      Finnick blanches. All the color leaves his face, and I know I’ve hit on something. They really don’t like him. I think back on all the interaction we’ve had, and nothing has popped up as a red flag. He seems like a nice enough guy. In fact, I feel kind of indebted to him. He got me my in.

      Finnick ignores my question, almost brushing it off. He’s better at hiding his emotions than I am. “The guys got super pissed when they found out you told Nolan about the fight you broke up. What happened yesterday was in retaliation for that.”

      “I was just trying to get back the money you guys took from me.”

      Finnick’s pout comes back out. “Yeah, I wasn’t happy about that. I was just going to give you the money.”

      “I don’t want your money,” I spit out. “I can make my own.”

      He holds his hands up again, but all I do is roll my eyes. He keeps acting like he didn’t say that to piss me off, but then why does he keep saying things to make me retaliate?

      I take a deep breath. “You guys did a number on the house.”

      “I guess so,” he says, blowing out a breath. “As soon as I got up this morning, I took one look and then walked down the beach to get here.”

      I peek under the table and see that Finnick has boots on. “You walked down the beach in boots?”

      He snickers. “Yeah, I know. Trust me, you weren’t the only one to give me weird looks.”

      I finish my toast and then lean back in my chair, studying Finnick as he finishes the rest of his breakfast. This right here? This reminds me of the guys I thought they’d be when I first listened to their album. We hadn’t even gotten a chance to talk about that because my defenses have been up since moment one. “I checked out your music on the flight here.”

      “Yeah?” Finnick asks.

      “I…really liked it,” I say, feeling myself blush.

      Finnick pauses, then moves his gaze up to find mine. “Cool,” he says, a genuine smile twisting his lips.

      His reaction does something funny to my insides. I try to ignore it, but I think that’s the most genuine response I’ve gotten out of any of them since I got here. “How long have you known you wanted to be in a band?” I ask. I find myself leaning forward. This is the kind of talk I’m comfortable with. I don’t want to fight or feel like I have to be on the defense all the time. I wanted this job for the music, and I still stand by that.

      “Ian and I have always messed around,” he says. “Then we met Archer and Sean and we just clicked. It was almost natural. The Rowdy Rogues are the first and last band I’ll ever be in.”

      “How long have you been playing the guitar?”

      “Since I was three,” he says, his face lightening the more we talk about this.

      I can see it in my head, a cute little guy with a mop of brown hair, plucking at guitar strings.

      “It was a Christmas present.”

      “Nice parents,” I say.

      He smiles at that. “I couldn’t agree more.” He wipes his fingers off on a napkin and then leans back in the chair, moving it to balance on two legs. “So, what do you want to do, Aisley? I take it you don’t just want to assist people.”

      “I already told you,” I say. “I want to write songs.”

      His eyes widen, like maybe he hadn’t taken me seriously before. “Can I hear something you’ve written?”

      My stomach plummets. “No.”

      His face flashes with amusement. “I don’t know any songwriter that doesn’t want to share their stuff.”

      I bring my glass to my lips and take a swig of orange juice. “Maybe I just don’t want to share it with you.”

      He laughs. “Damn. You’ve got a sharp tongue.” When I give him a look, he says, “Not that we don’t deserve it. I’ll give you that. Seriously, though,” he says. “I’ll listen sometime, if you want me to.”

      My stomach churns. I place my hand over it to try to calm it down, trying to tell myself that letting one of these guys listen to my songs is not the avenue I want to take. For all I know, this could just be a trap to pull me in. They probably want to tell me how much I suck. “What about you?” I ask. “How far along are you guys on the second album?”

      His eyes narrow. I just look at him expectantly. He asked me a question, so it’s only fair I ask him one. He must be paranoid like his cousin and the rest of his bandmates though because his response is cryptic. “We have a few songs.”

      I ignore his half answer. “It must suck to have all this pressure,” I say. “Everyone wanting you guys to just finish up the second album already.”

      “Yeah,” he says, looking away. “With everything else going on, it’s just too much.”

      “That must be why Nolan wanted me here then,” I tell Finnick. “I can take care of the little things while you guys worry about what you’re supposed to be worried about.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Finnick says, his amber eyes clouding over. In this light, they’re almost a dark chestnut. “There’s a lot more going on that you don’t know about.”

      Immediately, Sean’s words come to mind. He said he just wanted a break.

      I look away to try to hide my thoughts. Maybe that’s what Finnick is trying to work against. Maybe Sean wants out of the band.

      Jesus. That would be a catastrophe, and definitely something Mr. Nolan would want to know…
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      For the next week, I talk with Mr. Nolan as little as possible. What Finnick told me at the diner hit me hard. I think the guys might be onto something. Maybe I am a spy for the record label. Nolan told me he wanted me to check in with him about them. I still do that, but I don’t tell him anything of value, really. I definitely don’t mention my instincts in thinking that Sean wants out of the band. I wouldn’t have done that in the first place, but besides that, I’m not even sure if I’m right.

      The guys just kind of accept that I’m here now. They still get after me and give me shit, especially when Ian figured out I hadn’t been the one to clean up the mess and that I’d used the incidentals card to hire someone to do it. I feel absolutely zero remorse for doing that though. If Mr. Nolan wants to tell me it wasn’t a good idea, I’ll pay it out of my own pocket even though the guys are the ones who should be paying for it, considering I hadn’t even been allowed to stay.

      Bottom line, I didn’t have to clean up whatever was in the bathroom. You just can’t put a price on that.

      With our thin truce, either Finnick or I make breakfast. I make them some sort of easy lunch, and sometimes they barbecue outside or order pizza for dinner. I’m allowed what’s left over when that happens, which I’m fine with.

      I try to go outside every night, sit in the sand, and watch the sun go down. When the stars start to twinkle and the fierce heat dissipates, that’s when I go inside.

      They haven’t had another party since the first one, but for the first couple of days after that, a few girls start showing up to the house, asking for them. I don’t know if anything happened between them. That is one thing I absolutely agree is not my business, but a pang of jealousy blindsides me each time a girl shows up, eagerly looking around me to see if they’re there. Of course, the guys have given me strict instructions not to let the girls in or tell any visitors anything about them. Eventually, they stop coming.

      I try not to dwell on why the girls coming here bothers me. Maybe it’s because they seem so carefree. Hair in top knots, bikinis on full display, and bronze skin that shows off the hours they’re able to spend in the sun and in the sand. Or maybe it’s because I think that if the band and I had met in any other instance, we could’ve been friends…or more. We have the same interests and hobbies. Sometimes, I sneak up the third level stairs to listen to them play. With my head resting against the wall, I’m reminded of the way I felt when I played their album over and over again on the flight here. They have something. They’re really good. It would be a tragedy if Sean—or any of them—wanted to leave the band. They are just that talented.

      For some reason, when they’re not being dicks, I can differentiate their cruelty from their talent. Ian, who sings like an angel, is definitely no fucking angel. But when he’s warming up, and his voice cuts the air, I see a whole other side of him. It’s like the way they are around me is just a mask, and their instruments break down those layers until they’re raw and real underneath.

      Mr. Nolan has been calling them more and more lately. The tension around the house is at an all-time high. I think that’s why the guys have mostly forgotten about me. I’m the least of their worries right now. I hear the one-sided conversation, and I know Nolan is reaming them, urging them to finish their album. Every time I think I should tell them I can help, I hold back. I really don’t want to start World War III in the house again. Not when things have dwindled down to a minor annoyance.

      I’m in my room, my ear buds in. Earlier, I sat in the middle of the steps and listened to Ian carry out a note that warmed my belly. So, I barricaded myself in my room, and now I’m listening to their album again, standing in the middle of my room, swaying to the music. It’s blaring in my ears like I can feel them all around me. Now that they’re not outwardly hating me, those same thoughts about how good looking they are have started to creep back into my consciousness. Especially Finnick. He’s actually been nice ever since we ate at the restaurant together. He paid for my meal, even though I protested. Now, when we work together side-by-side in the kitchen, we’ll actually talk. He’ll even seek me out, have a conversation with me about anything and nothing. I think he really does see me as a respite from everything he has to worry about with the rest of the guys. I don’t know what’s going on with them, but they seem angrier than Finnick. More emotional, more nervous, more everything.

      Who knows, maybe it’s just their demeanor in general and I’m just trying to find excuses as to why they act the way they do, but then play like this.

      I close my eyes and move to the music some more. I do this sometimes. I feel it all around me, letting the words and the tempo consume me. It helps me get in the mood to write my own stuff. It’s more like feeling the emotion in the words and the music than anything else. I let it wrap me up in a bubble until I have my own story to tell.

      There’s a brush against my arm, and my eyes fly open. My mouth opens to scream, but it’s Finnick right in front of me, his lips pressed together. Shit, shit. I try to shut my music app off, but there’s something about the look in Finnick’s eyes that captures all of my attention.

      Finally, I pull the ear buds out of my ear and then fumble with my phone to finally turn the music off.

      “Are you—are you listening to us?” he asks. His amber eyes seem like they’re glowing behind his glasses.

      “No,” I say automatically, looking down.

      He doesn’t say anything, and then I finally get up the courage to raise my eyes to his. He blinks. “Aisley. You were, weren’t you?”

      The back of my neck burns. Finnick’s plain black shirt fits over his muscled chest nicely. His hair is crazy, like usual, but the glasses he’s taken to wearing more often soften his look, or put a little edge onto it, depending on how you look at it. The way I look at it, he’s downright sexy. I’m suddenly aware at how close we are to one another, and my breath hitches. He glances down at my mouth, then his tongue plays over the cute little dimpled frown in his bottom lip.

      “Finnick!” a voice yells.

      Finnick straightens, shaking his head like he’s just come out of a coma. He reaches for me, his fingers wrapping around my wrist. Where he touches me, heat blooms. But instead of telling me how much he wants to kiss me like I want him to, he says, “Sean…” He bites his lip. “There’s a mess upstairs. We need your help.”

      I should be sighing because all they want me to do is clean up after them, but I can tell there’s worry in Finnick’s eyes, so I follow after him without balking. When I get up the stairs, several of the finer decorations in the house are smashed against the floor. There’s glass everywhere. Archer and Ian are standing in front of Sean while he sits on the couch, shaking.

      Sean’s not wearing any shoes and there’s blood running down his feet and onto the tile, pooling there. “Don’t move,” I say instinctively.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Ian says.

      “Ian, shut up,” Finnick grumbles.

      I let a smile play over my lips while Ian narrows his eyes at his cousin, then I go into the pantry and grab the broom and dustpan. When I come back out, my gaze immediately finds Sean. He doesn’t look okay. The guys are whispering to him, but his face is completely blank. “Is he alright?” I whisper to Finnick.

      Finnick shrugs. “He’s going through some shit.”

      He keeps hinting at that, but I never find out anything more than that. If he’s going to be trashing the house, I think it’s about time I was made aware of some of this stuff.

      I ask Archer and Ian to step back. Neither of them have shoes on either and I don’t want them to get hurt as I sweep the area with the most damage. The house hasn’t been as clean as when that cleaner came the day after the party. I might have to hire her again just to make sure all the glass shards get picked up, but for right now, I can handle it. It’s the blood dripping from Sean’s foot that’s bothering me. “Is it deep?” I ask him. “The cut?”

      Sean stares straight ahead like he hasn’t even heard me. His red hair is sticking up on its ends. His usually loose shirt around the collar is far looser than normal. Most of his tattoo is peaking out, the collar drooping low onto his chest like it’s been stretched out to the max.

      “Brother,” Archer says. “It’s not worth it.”

      “I know that,” Sean growls.

      “She’s trash.”

      A growl rips from Sean’s throat, telling everyone what he’s thinking without actually saying words.

      So, this is about a girl? It must’ve been someone important for Sean to be reacting like this.

      I quickly sweep the room up as best I can and then head toward the bathroom and grab a First Aid kit I noticed in one of the cupboards. I pull it out, go back to the living room, and sit on the floor at Sean’s feet.

      Finnick sucks in a breath. “Careful.”

      I look up at him with a smile at the same time his cousin glares at him.

      “Can I see?” I ask, fitting my palm around Sean’s heel. When I pull up, he doesn’t protest. There’s a glint in his foot when the light catches it, and I realize there’s a small piece of glass protruding from his skin.

      I look behind me. “Can you grab tweezers? There’s some in my bathroom if there aren’t any up here.”

      Finnick goes downstairs and is back with my tweezers within thirty seconds.

      “This might hurt a bit,” I say. I use the sharp edge of the tweezers to grasp ahold of the piece of glass, then I yank quickly. Luckily, it wasn’t a big shard of glass at all. Just enough to be an annoyance. I look at his foot some more, making sure that was the only one. Then, I wet a cotton ball with some hydrogen peroxide and run it over the entire surface of Sean’s foot. After that, I take a Band-Aid, and place it over the spot where he’d gotten the piece of glass stuck in it.

      His chest is heaving now. His face, too, is flaming red, making his freckles more prominent. I lift his other foot and glance at it, but there’s nothing to be worried over on that one. I set the First-Aid kit on the coffee table and then move to the kitchen to grab some disinfectant wipes before moving over to the blood-stained tile. I wipe it up, throw out the used wipe along with the shards of glass, and then look at Sean with the rest of them. The remnants of what he did are all gone, but everyone can tell he isn’t over whatever happened.

      It would be nice if we could just sweep up emotions to throw them away like we can dirt, but we can’t.

      The guys are all just standing there. I don’t know what they saw or said before I came up, but it’s obvious Sean needs someone right now. “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask.

      Sean finally looks at me, pinning me with a glare. “You mean you want to talk about the girl who used me? The one who just wanted to use my status to get ahead?”

      I bite my lip. I remember him saying I was just like any other girl when I told them I wanted to be a songwriter. He must’ve thought I was using them. “Well, that’s fucked up,” I say.

      He blinks a couple of times. His hazel eyes are darker than usual, and the lighter green tints around his irises look emerald right now. “She just called me,” he says, half laughing. “She thought—Actually, I don’t know what she thought. I just hung up on her ass.”

      “Probably for the best,” I tell him.

      “I told him he needs to get laid,” Ian says.

      I turn to give him a dirty look. That’s probably the last thing Sean needs right now. If this girl hurt him, which she obviously did, he probably feels like he can’t trust anyone. A fuck isn’t going to help that, not even a good one. It’s not his dick that’s broken, it’s his heart. “Some people are just fucked up and only out for themselves,” I say, sitting on the couch next to him. He hasn’t pulled away from me yet, or told me to mind my own fucking business, so I’m counting this as a win.

      “I loved her,” he admits softly. He clamps down on his jaw, suffocating all the emotions inside him. I wonder if he’s even let himself feel anything yet, or if he’s just been doing this. I don’t understand why some guys think it’s terrible to cry, to show a little vulnerability. He looks like he’s a volcano about to erupt, which is probably why he smashed everything in the room. He didn’t know how else to deal with his emotions.

      “If it helps, I never really liked her,” Archer says. He sits down in the leather couch opposite us. “I thought she was a bitch from the beginning.”

      Sean turns his gaze to his bandmate. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. She just…ugh.” He shakes like he’s got the chills. “Kind of fake.”

      “And you didn’t say shit?”

      “Say what?” Archer fires back. “That I didn’t like the girl you were infatuated with? That would’ve gone over well,” he says sarcastically.

      “I didn’t like her either,” Ian says.

      Sean laughs at that. “You just didn’t like her because I got her.”

      Ian shrugs, but he doesn’t deny it. “Meh. I’ve had hotter.”

      “She was fucking hot,” Sean says with a quick shake of his head.

      “Looks aren’t everything,” I protest, feeling the need to stick up for the girls who maybe aren’t as classically good looking as others, like me. Okay, maybe I’m just sticking up for me. “She turned out to be a raving bitch, and I’m sure you’re a really nice guy when you’re not being a dick.”

      All the guys stop, then they laugh at once. Sean’s lips even turn up, smirking. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Assistant.”

      “Actually, he’s kind of a dick all the time,” Finnick says.

      I look over at him, and he gives me a warm smile.

      “Let’s face it,” Archer says, putting his hands behind his head. “We’re all a bunch of fucking dicks.”

      “Maybe that should be the title of your next album,” I suggest. “A Bunch of Fucking Dicks. It’s catchy.”

      Ian mulls it over, his eyes not saying he hates the idea. “I kind of like it,” he admits.

      I refrain from rolling my eyes even though I really want to. Of course, he fucking likes it. Misogynistic asshole.

      “Did you like her?” Sean asks Finnick.

      Finnick squirms. He seems to be the most level-headed out of all of them, so I can see why Sean wants his opinion. “I didn’t hate her,” he says finally like he’s chosen his words carefully.

      “But you didn’t like her either?” Sean questions.

      “Not really,” Finnick says, shrugging. “She grated on my nerves. And you had it so bad. It was—”

      “Alright,” Sean says, cutting his friend off. “I get it. Maybe next time you assholes can tell me when you think I’m dating a bitch. That might be helpful.”

      “Oh, right,” Archer says. “Then deal with the aftermath because I’m pretty sure you’re going to come out swinging if one of us says something like that.”

      “I didn’t know my friends were such pussies,” Sean sneers.

      I raise my eyebrows and wait for the other guys’ reactions. Nothing happens though. They just laugh in response.

      This is…really nice. When they sit around and talk, I’m usually not involved, but tonight, it’s like I’m let into their circle. My body warms, then freezes, waiting for the moment they realize I’m actually sitting here, so they can tell me to get the fuck out. I know I should keep my mouth shut, but instead, I say, “We can play a drinking game. My friend and I did this when my last boyfriend and I broke up.”

      Sean looks over, raising one very red eyebrow at me. “A drinking game.”

      “Yeah, if you can call it that. It’s actually just an excuse to get hammered and rag about your ex, but it was kind of fun.”

      Archer stands from the couch and goes to the fridge. He brings over five beers, even handing me one. Sean cracks the top on his and then looks at me expectantly. “And how does one play this game?”

      I smirk, then open my beer. “Basically, you try to out-do one another with terrible boyfriend stories. In this case, boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      Ian grabs a seat on the couch next to Archer and Finnick finds his way over to the other side of me. Sean and I move down to accommodate him. “You go first,” Finnick says, pointing at me.

      My face turns red. Unfortunately, I have a bunch of really embarrassing boyfriend stories. Heather knew them all when she made up this game, so I wasn’t telling her anything new, but it was a way to get our frustrations out. I drank way more than she did that night. She doesn’t have a lot of boyfriend horror stories. Guys just love her. “Okay,” I say, “One time…” I pause, thinking about which freaking story I’m going to tell them. I’m acutely aware I’m sitting in front of a bunch of rockstars who have girls falling all over them. Yesterday, I found a video on YouTube of one of their concerts. Besides the fact that it looked like a hell of a lot of fun, the girls were going wild over them. It was nuts. “One time I had a guy cheat on me right in front of me while we were at a party. He completely copped a feel on some other girl. He made up some lame excuse about it being an accident. I bought it, only to find him cheating on me the next day.”

      Ian gives me the craziest look while I take a long swig of beer. I can tell he wants to say something, probably tell me how fucking naive I am, but he keeps it inside. Maybe only because Sean doesn’t let a lot of time pass between when I stop talking and when he starts in on a story. “You know that bitch tried to get me to pay the down payment on her apartment…in New York City.”

      “The fuck?” Archer says. “You never told us that.”

      Sean’s too busy drinking about half his beer to answer.

      “I got one,” Archer says. “In high school, remember Tammy?” The guys nod. “Tammy tried to make me jealous of Ian. She always made comments about him, so one day I told her she could go suck his dick then.”

      “Is that why you guys broke up?” Finnick asks.

      Archer nods as he takes a gulp of his drink.

      “And she wasn’t even that good at it,” Ian says.

      The guys all stop, and then burst out laughing. “You’re a son of a bitch,” Archer says, shaking his head. “And I agree, she wasn’t that good.”

      I shake my head. Of course, Ian let that scenario play out, and he doesn’t even seem bothered by it either.

      Sean pipes up with another story about his ex. She really did sound like a piece of work. It makes me wonder why he was ever with her, but then again, hindsight is twenty-twenty. It’s so easy to go back to the past and pick apart things that happened because you know how it turns out.

      “I’m sure you have one,” Ian says, pointing at Finnick.

      Finnick shrugs, twisting the can in his hand. I can tell Finnick doesn’t really want to say anything, so I go again. “My first boyfriend broke up with me in a note,” I say, gaining some loud jeers from the guys around me.

      “You sound like a real winner,” Ian says.

      I shrug. His insults don’t hurt me anymore. They’re just a part of who he is. I also think there’s something underneath it all that he’s trying to hide. At least, I have to think that because otherwise, he’s just a gigantic dick. “You don’t have one?” I ask.

      “Are you kidding?” Archer says. “All the girls want him. You haven’t noticed?”

      Heat creeps up the back of my neck. I hate that I get jealous when I think about other girls with these guys—even Ian. It has to be about their music, and the fact that they’ll so easily let other people in, but not me.

      “My dad ran a girl off once,” Ian says, his voice practically devoid of emotion.

      The guys go silent. I don’t necessarily understand why this is big news, but I feel it. The change in the air is all the evidence I need.

      “He found us messing around in my bedroom, and he just laid it on thick. You know how he is. She wouldn’t talk to me again,” he says. “I think it’s because he practically told her she was going to hell and that God would never love her again after I violated her.”

      My eyebrows raise into my hairline. Violate her? Sounds like a religious zealot.

      Archer just whistles and takes a sip of his beer. Ian’s downing his. When he finishes, he gets up and gets all of us another round. I quickly finish mine to keep up, and then we spend the rest of the night, continuing to tell horror stories, basically just letting Sean get all of his frustrations out. But during what I thought was only going to be a good thing for Sean, I learn a lot more about the guys than I thought. They haven’t all been terrible their whole lives. They weren’t even born rockstars despite the airs they try to pull off. They’ve had the same hurts and embarrassments we all have growing up.

      They suddenly feel much more like people. Not just musicians or celebrities. But just people.
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      When I wake up in the morning, I’m in rough shape. I stumble up the stairs, cursing the fact that I’m not on the same floor as the kitchen. What I need right now is water. Lots and lots of water.

      I pull the refrigerator open and grab a bottle. I saddle up to the bar, sit, and make myself drink the whole thing. My whole body feels lazy, like it’s going to take extra steps throughout the whole day to do simple tasks. Lovely. Good thing the guys don’t actually want me to do anything.

      My phone rings in my pocket, and I jump in my seat. I fumble for it, trying to get the blaringly loud ringer to turn off. “Hello?” I answer, then stifle a yawn.

      “Aisley, it’s Mr. Nolan.”

      I sit up straighter. “Hello.”

      “I need to talk to the guys, but they’re not answering their phones.”

      I check the clock over the stove. It’s almost eleven. There’s no way they’re going to be up any time soon, but I don’t think Mr. Nolan wants to hear how we all played a drinking game last night, got too drunk, and passed out in our beds. That’s not what he sent them here to do. Or me. “Oh,” I say. I don’t know how long it takes me to come up with an excuse, but it feels like forever. “That’s because they’re in the booth.”

      He’s silent for a few moments. Just enough to make me restless. He can probably tell I’m lying. I’ve never been very good at it. Like Finnick pointed out, I wear my heart on my sleeve. “In the booth, huh?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Hmm,” he muses. “Okay. Have them call me when they get out. It’s urgent.”

      With that, he hangs up. I stare at the phone and then put it away. I wonder if it’s really urgent, something I need to wake them up for, or if he’s just using that excuse to see when they call him back.

      There’s a noise behind me, and I turn. Finnick is standing in the middle of the living room, his gaze cautious, almost like he’s seeing me in a new light.

      “Hey,” I say, my voice rough. I peel myself off the chair and head to the fridge. I’m sure Finnick needs a water, too. If he feels half as shitty as I feel, he needs about five waters. I grab a bottle out of the fridge and walk toward him, holding it out.

      He takes it, but he’s still eyeing me almost like he’s seeing me for the first time. I even look down to make sure I put all my clothes on correctly. I didn’t take a shower, but I did throw my hair up in a ponytail, so that’s something, right? He’s sans rings this morning—and glasses. He has a baby face without them. There’s something about the way he’s staring at me that makes my stomach clench. I back up, but he follows me. “Was that Nolan I heard?”

      I nod.

      “You told him we were in the booth?”

      His words sound accusatory, but I don’t know why. The night of alcohol is making me dim this morning. “I figured he wouldn’t be happy if I said you guys were still in bed.”

      “No, I get that,” he says, his voice soft.

      “He says he wants you guys to call him right away. It’s urgent. I was just debating on whether or not to wake you guys up. I didn’t know if he was being serious or not.”

      Finnick shakes his head. “Nolan doesn’t understand the meaning of the word urgency. He probably just wants to yell at us some more.” He steps closer. My mouth is suddenly dry, like desert air moved into the posh beach house and I’ve been sucking it in from the moment I saw Finnick. “You covered for us.”

      I open my mouth to say something. I still don’t get it. Is he mad? “I—I did.”

      He swallows, the Adam’s apple in his throat bobbing up and down. “Thank you.”

      When the corners of Finnick’s mouth turn up, I allow myself to smile back. My thoughts may be weighted down this morning, but I’m still curious as to why Finnick is making such a big deal out of this. Heather and I cover for each other all the time. That’s what friends do. Not that the guys are my friends. Hell, they don’t even like me, but they don’t deserve to get nailed this morning when all they were trying to do was help out Sean.

      He needed a night off. He needed to get a ton of shit off his chest. We even convinced him to block his ex’s number, so she can’t call him again. From how horrible she sounded, I don’t know why he hadn’t done it before. But who am I to judge? We all do stupid shit when relationships are involved.

      Finnick brushes past me and heads into the kitchen. He starts pulling ingredients out of the cupboards. He moves so effortlessly that it makes me groan. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those people who don’t get hungover?”

      He looks over his shoulder at me, flashing me a grin. “I’m one of those people.”

      “I hate you.” I might’ve meant that a couple of days ago, but Finnick’s actually pretty cool. If anything, over the past twenty-four hours, I’ve learned that the guys are real people underneath all the cockiness. Yes, they have responsibilities, but shit also happens in their lives like everyone else. Other parts of their life don’t stop just because they have to deliver an album. Their girlfriends break up with them. They fight. Their record company hires a spy. It all fits.

      They were right.

      Why would Nolan call me right now? Sure, I’m keeping tabs on them because I’m their assistant, but if they wanted to talk to him, they’d be answering his calls. He shouldn’t have to go through me. A shudder of anger ripples through me. I fell right into Mr. Nolan’s plan too. I gave them up for fighting.

      I am a fucking spy.

      I swallow, and it feels like the sides of my throat scratch together at the movement. This sucks. I wasn’t excited about the job when I found out he was hiring me to help them, but I tried to make the best of it. I wanted to show Mr. Nolan I was a good worker in hopes that he would hire me for a better position next time. Now, all I’ve done is throw a whole band under the bus. I let my own preconceived notions get in the way about them. Granted, they didn’t make it easy for me to think any differently, but still, I should’ve known better.

      “I didn’t know,” I say as Finnick mixes the pancake batter together.

      He turns, his mouth pulling down. “Didn’t know what?”

      “I didn’t realize Mr. Nolan hired me to be a spy,” I say, suddenly feeling really vulnerable. Last night, the alcohol was egging me on, but this feels totally different.

      Finnick’s arms relax. He drops the wooden spoon in the bowl and turns around.

      I close my eyes. “I guess I just wanted to think that he saw something in me. Not someone who would be able to keep tabs on you, but I sent him my stuff, you know? My songs? I thought this was one of those times where I had to start on the bottom rung and work my way up. I thought he might give me a chance at something…bigger if I did this job well.”

      I’m scared to open my eyes, but when I do so, understanding is reflected back in Finnick’s gaze. “I get it. Sometimes you just want something so bad.”

      I nod. I can tell in his face he truly means that. “He’s probably not going to ever hire me, is he?”

      I start to look down when I see the indecision in Finnick’s eyes, but he puts his knuckle under my chin, not letting me look away from him. Fire explodes over my face. We’re so close, I can practically breathe him in, and I’m damn sure he smells way better than me this morning. “I wouldn’t say that,” Finnick says. “Only you can make shit happen. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from all of this,” he says, and I know what he means. He’s talking about starting out being the little kid at three years old with the guitar to who he is now. The Rowdy Rogues toured with their first album. They had a single go platinum. “It’s up to us, as individuals, what we do with our lives.”

      He’s right, of course. I just have to write some amazing songs. I have to make people want to hire me. What Mr. Nolan thinks really has no sway in what happens. If I’m going to make it, I have to make people pay attention to me, and not just because I’m good at assisting. I have to make them pay attention to my songs.

      My heart stutters in my chest. I lick my lips, my gaze dropping to Finnick’s pouty ones. Energy crackles between us the more we stare, but Finnick eventually lets his hand drop from my chin. He pulls away slowly, then traverses back across the kitchen to make the pancakes.

      I clear my throat. There was definitely a moment there. Something passed between us, and I didn’t hate the idea. I really liked the idea actually. He was the one to pull away. Not me. That might make me fucking stupid because it was only a couple of weeks ago that he and his bandmates tried to get me fired, but something’s different now. I don’t know. “How did you guys get signed anyway? I tried to look up your story, but I didn’t see much about it online.”

      Finnick picks the bowl with the batter back up and leans against the counter casually. He gives me a teasing grin. “YouTube videos.”

      “Yeah?” I ask. Nerves flutter through me. I knew Justin Bieber did that, of course, but I didn’t know they did.

      He shrugs. “We just got seen by the right people at the right time. That doesn’t mean it wasn’t a lot of hard work. That was what some of our haters said in the beginning, that we were lucky.” He shakes his head. “No one saw the hours of practice and the gigs at the rundown places in town and parents fighting with us because we should’ve been focusing on school instead of music.”

      “Where are the videos?” I ask. “I could barely find anything about you guys online.”

      Finnick’s gaze drops. “Yeah, the record company made us take them down. It sucked because we got our start on social media, so we wanted to continue that, but Big City is pretty strict on what gets seen.”

      My shoulders drop. I don’t want to tell him I think the company is doing them a disservice, but I do. They should be out there talking, running their own social media profiles. The buzz of the internet still works, obviously. It got them noticed.

      Finnick chuckles. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “Huh?” I ask, looking up into his eyes.

      He shakes his head. “You think it’s dumb we don’t have an online presence.”

      My mouth falls open, but then I snap it shut. “I didn’t use the word dumb in my head,” I say tentatively. Either I really do wear everything on my face, or Finnick is just too good at reading me. I shrug. “I just think you should be out there though. People want real things. It’s obvious someone else runs your social media channels. They’re bland and boring. One-hundred percent information with no personality. I bet your fans would love it if you guys got on there and said something real. Maybe even talk about the new album. Tell them why it’s so hard for you to write right now. People want to get behind real people.”

      Finnick’s eyes slice away. His jaw ticks. He turns back around to spray oil on the frying pan before pouring batter into it. The muscles in his back bunch. I can tell I’ve hit a nerve, which is pretty much the last thing I want to do. Hell, I wanted to kiss him not a minute ago.

      “I’m sorry, Finnick,” I hedge, trying to keep the peace between us like we’ve somehow switched roles. “I didn’t mean to make you angry.”

      His muscles visibly relax one-by-one, then he turns slowly to face me. “You didn’t say anything I disagree with. I’m behind that philosophy totally, but it feels like we’re not in control of our own group anymore.” He shakes his head. “I don’t want to disillusion you, and I don’t want anyone to think I’m ungrateful for what we’ve done already, but it’s just hard when you feel like what you’ve worked so hard for suddenly isn’t really yours anymore.”

      A lead weight settles in my stomach. This is the part of The Rowdy Rogues I wanted to see. The part I think they should share with the world. It’s almost like I was seeing a sliver of the people they were before. Now, at least with Finnick, I’m seeing so much more. “I get that,” I say. I watch as he turns to check on the pancake. He watches it, just like I showed him, and then flips it over. The top is a nice, golden brown, which brings a smile to my face. “Do the guys feel the same as you?”

      “In varying degrees. Ian, at first, was the type to do whatever the record company wanted. He thought they were on our side. He’s done a one-eighty on that. Sometimes they still can be on our side, and sometimes, it just feels like we’re an afterthought. Sean’s disillusioned with everything in general, and Archer.” He sighs. “He’s got more important things to worry about. Music isn’t his priority right now. Rightfully so.”

      Wow, no wonder why Ian hates me. He would’ve disliked anyone the record company brought here. I can understand the band’s reasoning for not trusting them. Like with anything business-related, sometimes decisions can blur the line into personal, even when it’s not meant to. But, it’s always personal for someone.

      Finnick slides the spatula under the first pancake and smiles when he checks underneath it to find that the bottom matches the top. He pulls a stack of plates out of the cupboard, flips the pancake onto the first one and then turns to hand it to me. I smile when I take it. I admit, I wasn’t sure if he was going to involve me in this breakfast or not. Maybe we’re both starting to come around to realize that neither one of us is the other’s enemy. I only hope the others feel the same way. Last night could’ve been a turning point for all of us. Not about my job, but about what’s really important.

      I head to the fridge to get out the butter and syrup. I place them on the counter in case any of the other guys decide to wake up sometime this next century and then spread butter over my pancake. “Is there anything you guys can do about it?”

      Finnick concentrates on the pancake in front of him before he says, “Eventually, I think. We have no bartering power right now though. We owe them an album. Until then, we can’t do shit.”

      I sit back in my seat. The first bite of my pancake still skewered by my fork. I see where he’s coming from. Right now, they’re in breach of their contract. They can’t go making demands because they’re the ones in the wrong, but that doesn’t mean it will always be like that. “I have faith in you guys,” I say.

      Finnick’s body relaxes even further at my words. He looks over at me, a small grin sliding over his face. “I don’t think you understand how much we need to hear people say that.”

      My stomach warms, and it hits me that I don’t think these guys have much of a support system. They don’t have it with their record label, and I honestly haven’t heard them talk about family or friends. Maybe I was wrong when I thought their relationship wasn’t strong. Maybe that’s the only thing these guys have, the only thing keeping them together.

      Finnick continues to make pancakes. Enough for the two of us and the rest of the guys. None of the others are up yet when he finishes, so he puts the remaining pancakes in a Tupperware bowl and puts them in the fridge, so the guys can heat them in the microwave when they get up.

      I excuse myself, telling him I need to shower. Already, I feel better. My headache is waning and eating pancakes did a lot of good for settling my stomach. But I’m also inspired. Seeing as how this will probably be an off day for the guys, I take the quickest shower I’ve ever taken, slap some makeup on, and then tiptoe to the top floor where all the instruments are. I’ve been itching to get my hands on one of these ever since I walked up here the first time.

      The first guitar I come across is one I’ve seen Finnick use before inside the booth. I pick up the acoustic, smiling. Finnick had made the prettiest, smoothest notes come out of this. Notes that turned my insides out, like he was unwrapping my soul. I want to do the same with my songs. I want to make people feel something. I want to tell them a story.

      I adjust the strap and make sure the guitar’s tuned before I sit on the couch and bring out the notebook with the song I’ve been writing in it. I play the first few notes, getting a handle on the instrument, and then play it from the top. First, I play just the notes I’ve had in my head. When I get that down, I start with the lyrics. I make a few changes and then start from the top again.

      While I sing, a smile crosses my face. Goosebumps even course up and down my arms. When I end the song with a flurry of notes, I sit back. This is probably the best song I’ve written to date. It’s—

      “Wow,” a voice says behind me.

      My body locks up. I turn toward the stairs in time to see the figure I knew belonged to that voice.

      “Aisley,” Finnick says. “That was…beautiful.”
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      My heart careens in my chest. I stand abruptly, almost walking right into the coffee table and coming to an abrupt, face-plant stop. I catch myself at the last minute and then sweep the strap off me. “I’m sorry,” I say. My face is burning. My mind keeps getting caught on the words that he thought my song was beautiful, but the rational part of my brain is telling me that’s only what I wanted him to say. It’s only what I’ve been dreaming about since I was a little girl writing terrible songs about the playground and school in her bedroom. I wanted someone else to think I was great, not just me.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, putting his hand out. “Don’t stop.”

      He has his glasses and rings on again. The sight of him makes my stomach turn in a way I recognize I feel around him more and more. I like Finnick. I don’t just want to kiss him.

      Shit. I always thought he was good looking. Hell, they’re all hot. They’re easy on the eyes. Their confidence, even when using it to be mean to me, was taunting me. Half a “you know you want this”, and half me telling myself I shouldn’t.

      Finnick is the easiest to like though. He was probably the easiest to develop this crush on, even when I knew it was a dumb idea. Heather’s words hang in the air above me. Don’t get pregnant. She wasn’t fucking wrong. Not that I would. There are precautions for that, but that wasn’t what she actually meant either. It’s like she knew I’d end up liking them all.

      “Aisley?” Finnick says, recapturing my attention.

      I put the guitar back in its stand and try to move past him, but he grabs my arm.

      “Where are you going?” he asks. He’s half laughing, which makes me want to crawl into a hole and die of embarrassment. I can’t believe I thought I’d be alone up here. I guess the temptation of the music was just too much to think rationally. This is their recording studio. Of course, one of them would come up here.

      “Downstairs,” I say.

      He doesn’t let me go. In fact, he tightens his grip, so that we end up eye-to-eye. His amber brown eyes churn as he stares at me. Even right now, I can tell he’s trying to read my face, trying to guess what I’m thinking, and if what he’s said in the past is proof, he probably already knows what’s building inside me. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” he says.

      Why am I so embarrassed, anyway? It’s not like I haven’t let other people hear me. Heather has heard every single one of my songs. But this one…it’s so much more raw, emotional. My eyes widen. The reason sinks in when I understand why I’m so embarrassed right now. The song is about them. It’s about all of this. I wrapped up all of my feelings, tied it to words, and set them free in a chorus and a few verses.

      I snap my mouth shut. Finnick’s lifting his fingers, and they’re getting dangerously close to my cheek. My heart seizes when his fingertips finally make contact. Heat blooms, like he’s poked me with an iron brand. The touch is so clear, so meaningful that I wonder if I’ll ever be able to scrape it away afterward. I won’t be able to. I know it. I’ll crave it. I’ll crave him.

      “When you said you were a songwriter, I had no idea,” he says, his voice taking on an awe-like quality. “So many people say they want to do and be things. I don’t know, maybe I’ve become jaded, but wow, Aisley.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, my blood pumping so hard I can feel it in my wrists.

      His amber eyes are intent on mine. I can tell he’s not lying. Excitement radiates from his person like electric shocks. We’re standing almost nose-to-nose, neither one of us making any attempt to step back this time. “Yeah,” he says. “I wouldn’t lie about this.”

      I laugh nervously, my gaze tracking away to look at the floor. I’m too caught up in emotion to look him in the eyes right now. I feel raw, exposed. I don’t think he understands how much this means to me. My family—Heather, even—they tolerate my passion. They never actively discuss it with me, yet they never try to change the subject when I bring it up either. I thought maybe that’s how this was supposed to be. But this, what Finnick’s said? I can still feel my skin buzzing. This must be what it feels like to have people believe in you. Truly believe in you.

      Then again, he’s only heard one song. I need to get a grip.

      I step out of his reach, but then immediately miss the feel of his fingertips grazing my cheek. “I should’ve asked first,” I say, motioning toward the guitar in the stand. “I’m sorry.”

      “Forget about the stupid guitar,” Finnick bites out. His eyes are leveled on me. Intensity flares in the amber color, turning me inside out again. “I’m impressed.”

      Those words. Fuck.

      Without thinking, I move forward. I press my lips hard against his, taking him by surprise. A strangled noise sounds in the back of his throat, and that’s when the full capacity of what I just did hits me.

      I just kissed Finnick. I’m kissing Finnick.

      I step back immediately, my fingers moving up to cover my lips. I feel the need to hide them away. I can’t believe I did that. “I’m—”

      “Stop saying sorry,” he says, his voice coming out in a whoosh. He peels my hands away from my lips, his gaze dropping down to look at them. He’s in my personal space again. I’m breathing his air. I’m feeling his touch. His fingertips trace my arms, fluttering over my skin until my insides dance. “I’m going to kiss you,” Finnick says. “And not as a surprise, but because I mean to. Because I want to.”

      He makes good on his promise. His lips brush against mine first, like he wants to take his time. Totally different than the impulsive, close-lipped smack I gave him. He said he was going to mean it, and I can tell he does. I open for him when he presses further, and then we both dissolve into one another.

      His hands come around me, pulling me that much closer to him. My hands squeeze in between us, and I place my palm over his jawline, then work my fingers back into his hair, splaying over his neck until my other hand joins it.

      We kiss until my lips are swollen and my throat is parched. He ends it like he started it, letting our lips touch lightly, lingering like he wants to remember this moment just as much as I do. His hands smooth down my arms until they capture my hands in his. His hands are rough. Hardened patches of skin cling to his fingertips from all the years of him plucking at guitar strings without a pick. When he pulls away, his amber eyes are bright. “I thought you were different,” he says, something like relief flooding him. “From the first moment you came in the house.”

      I don’t try to stop his words this time. I try not to apologize or make excuses. I just listen.

      Instead of hearing more words that make me want to kiss him again, though, footsteps sound on the bottom step. I jump and move away, breaking contact with Finnick. “You up here, bro?” Ian’s husky voice asks.

      “Yeah,” Finnick says, looking over his shoulder. He doesn’t seem bothered about moving away from me. He’s not trying to hide anything, so I don’t know why I’m putting even more space between us. I just feel like I have to.

      “Dude, I’m fucking—” When he looks up to see us both, he stops talking. He looks between me and Finnick, gaze narrowing slightly as he takes the two of us in. I know my face is flush. Finnick, I think, is the opposite. He looks calm, cool, collected, not like he just had the best kiss of his life.

      Fuck. It was, too, wasn’t it?

      “Hungover?” Finnick asks, laughing.

      “Yeah,” Ian says. He concentrates fully on his cousin then. I can tell his eyes are asking questions his words aren’t. “Breakfast?”

      “There are pancakes in the fridge,” Finnick says. “Just heat them up.” Ian starts to head back down, but Finnick asks, “Is anyone else up yet?”

      Ian shakes his head. “I doubt Sean will be up anytime soon. You know he can’t hold his alcohol. Archer’s not alive yet either.”

      “Okay, I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Ian’s hard gaze sweeps to me one more time. I feel my body turn to stone under his callous scrutiny. Once he’s out of view, Finnick turns and reaches for me. I don’t know if it’s just because he’s naturally reaching for me again and it just happened to be in time with the moment Ian walked down the stairs, or if he did it on purpose.

      When I look into his eyes, it’s hard to imagine he did it because he was trying to hide what happened between us from Ian, but that doesn’t mean my brain doesn’t try to make it a thing. Hell, that’s why I did it. I moved away because I didn’t want to see Ian’s reaction. I didn’t want him to ruin it for me.

      Finnick curls his finger around my ear, taking strands of my hair with it. He’s quiet now, too, a growing blush deepening the color of his cheeks. That perfect pout shows up in his lower lip, and when he speaks, he sounds less like the rockstar and more like the sweetest guy I’ve never known. “I hope I didn’t take that too far, too soon.”

      Words are hard.

      I open my mouth to say something back, but I end up just shutting it again. I have the urge to tell him “I’m sorry” for like the hundredth time, but he’s already told me not to say that, so I just stare at him until the silence stretches out like a yawn that won’t end.

      “Aisley?” Ian’s voice calls out.

      I feel his voice all the way to my toes. I don’t know if Finnick has just tuned my body or what, but I can feel everything. “Yeah?” I ask, glad that my voice came out pretty steady despite the emotions coursing through me right now.

      “Come down and heat this up for me.”

      Finnick starts to scowl, but I shake my head to tell him not to. It doesn’t matter. I am here to do exactly what Ian’s asked, and just because I kissed Finnick once doesn’t mean I think all that’s going to change. Hell, I can’t even process what’s just happened.

      I give him a fleeting smile and then start for the stairs. When I get down there, Ian’s hands are on the countertop, and he’s leaning over a plate of pancakes. It’s obvious he hasn’t even tried to warm them up himself. In fact, his head looks like it’s somewhere else far from here.

      I slip past him, grabbing the plate and placing it in the microwave for a minute. When the timer hits thirty seconds, I flip the pancakes and put them back in. Footsteps behind me tell me Finnick’s followed both of us down here. I dare to look around. Something tells me I need to, and when I do, I avert my gaze again. Whatever is being communicated between Finnick and Ian isn’t good. They’re practically having an argument with their eyes.

      When the microwave beeps, I take the pancakes out and set them in front of Ian. “Here you go.” While they’re both still preoccupied staring at one another, I grab a bottle of water out of the fridge and the pain relievers off the counter and tiptoe toward Sean’s room. I leave both things on his nightstand. The red-haired guy is currently on his side, facing away from the door. There’s too much light in the room, so before I leave, I pad toward the curtains and close them for him again. For someone who has one of the best rooms in the whole house, he really isn’t using it to his advantage. I’d love to wake up to the sun on my face and the view of the ocean and sand.

      After I close Sean’s door quietly behind me and make my way back out into the living room, I hear the tail end of a clipped conversation between Ian and Finnick. And actually, the only thing I hear is Finnick saying, “Fuck you.” When I finally get out there, Ian’s the only one standing there. He’s casually eating his pancakes like nothing’s happened. I spare him only one glance and then make my way to my bedroom.

      I swear I can still feel Finnick’s lips on me, like a ghost or an imprint. But his words, the ones he said about my song, they’re there, too, and it doesn’t matter what the rest of the guys do or say, they can’t take that away from me.
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      When I walk upstairs later to see about lunch, I pause at the top step. To my right, I can already see that the guys are hanging out on the back deck, Sean and Archer now joining the other two. Finnick sees me and gets right to his feet, pulling the sliding glass door open. “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey,” I say back, trying to act as if I haven’t replayed the moment we had this morning over and over in my head ever since. “I was just coming up to see if you wanted lunch?”

      His eyes widen a fraction. “I’d love lunch. Do you want to go somewhere, or—?”

      My face colors. “I meant everyone. I can make sandwiches again?” I offer.

      His cheeks redden. I didn’t think he could get embarrassed like that, but he does. It’s adorable. “Right,” he says. “Of course. Lunch with everyone.”

      Archer pushes into the room, nearly knocking Finnick over. “What’s up, Assistant?” he says.

      He does a double-take, eyes narrowing at Finnick and I standing so close together. Under his scrutiny, I put a bit of space between us.

      “I’m throwing hot dogs on the grill,” he says casually like he’s decided there’s nothing there that shouldn’t be. I feel worse that he thinks that. I feel like what happened between Finnick and I is probably all over my face.

      Finnick motions with his hands. “There you go. We’re all set for lunch.”

      “Finnick,” Ian calls out from his spot on the deck. “The fuck? Are we going to talk about this or not?”

      I look behind Finnick to his cousin. He’s wearing his ever-present scowl. “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Mr. Nolan. We finally called him back. We got read the riot act about having a party here.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “Yeah,” Finnick says. “It wasn’t pleasant.” He lowers his voice and steps closer. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you get a call too. We didn’t say you were involved in it at all, but if you didn’t already tell him we were partying…”

      I get his meaning. If I kept my mouth shut about that the same way I kept my mouth shut about them sleeping in this morning, I could possibly have put myself in the line of fire. “I didn’t tell him about the party.”

      “Obviously,” Finnick says, a smile parting his lips. I can tell he trusts me now, wholeheartedly.

      “Finn,” Ian calls out again. “Jesus. Just ask her to suck your dick already.”

      Sean’s head snaps toward us. I know my face colors with everyone looking at me. Even Archer laughs from the kitchen as he pulls the hotdogs out of the refrigerator. Finnick raises his hand behind him, flipping Ian off.

      “Come on,” Finnick says, tugging on my arm. He pulls me outside. It’s midday, so the heat would be unbearable if it weren’t for the breeze coming off the ocean. I’m grateful I changed into my bathing suit and cover-up earlier. I was kind of hoping Finnick and I could head down to the beach together, but that was just a fantasy. We’re not here for that. The guys have work. This isn’t playtime for them, and it’s not supposed to be playtime for me either. Mr. Nolan has made that clear.

      “How much shit are you in?” I ask.

      Ian, predictably, glowers at me. Sean sighs. “Since we were given a strict no partying, no girls rule about the beach house, a lot.”

      Archer opens the sliding glass door and slides it closed hard behind him. “It’s bullshit though,” Archer says. “Like they can tell us what to do.”

      “How’d they find out?” I ask.

      Ian narrows his gaze at me. “I don’t know. How did they find out, Assistant?”

      “I didn’t fucking—”

      Finnick interrupts, throwing his cousin a dirty look. “A few girls who were here posted some videos in one of our fan groups online. I don’t think they even knew who we were when they were here, but they figured it out. The record company must’ve seen.”

      I give Ian a challenging stare. I don’t know why he’s intent on fucking with me if he knows I didn’t say shit. I sit in the chair between Finnick and Sean. Sean twists his cell phone around in his palm. “Now he’s coming down harder on our album. He says if we have time to party, we must be in pretty good shape.”

      The guys quiet for a second. I know I’m going to get shit for asking this, but I have to anyway. “And what kind of shape are you guys in anyway?”

      “Nolan tell you to ask that?” Ian asks suspiciously.

      I drop my head back and sigh. “No, he didn’t. I have my own fucking mind, you know.”

      “I told you she covered for us this morning, man,” Finnick says.

      I glance over at him. He and his cousin are having another exchange of words through glances without saying anything. While they’re busy having an internal screaming match with one another, Sean says, “Thanks for the water and the Aspirin this morning.”

      I peek over at him. He has his shades on, but his face is pretty drawn. It could be the sun, but he looks a little paler than normal too. He’s a bit translucent, the sun just reflecting off his freckled skin. I shrug. “I figured you could use it.” His stare runs over me for a few seconds longer before moving on.

      “You know what I could really go for?” Ian asks. He tears his gaze away from Finnick’s and looks at me. “An apple.”

      I blink at him.

      “Wouldn’t it be great if there was someone here who could make that happen?”

      My insides twist. I know he’s just doing this to get to me, but he’s also right. I’m not supposed to be on the deck hanging out with the band, I’m supposed to make sure their needs are met, right? Even if it’s something as stupid as wanting an apple. Even if the apple won’t help them finish their album.

      “Get over yourself, Ian,” Finnick says at the same moment I get to my feet. He glances up. “Hey.” He tries to catch my arm to hold me back, but I skirt around him.

      “Anything else you guys want?” I ask.

      “Potatoes,” Archer says.

      When my eyes meet his, he’s beaming. There’s an evil glint in his eye. I can’t tell if he’s just as evil as Ian or if he just thinks making me get shit is funny. “Potatoes, got it.”

      “A life,” Sean says. The guys all turn toward him. He leans back in his chair, crossing his hands behind his head, then says, “Fuck off,” even though no one questioned about why he said it, though I’m sure the thought was on the tip of their tongues. It was mine.

      I take that as my cue to leave. As soon as I shut the door, I hear Finnick trying to stick up for me. It makes me cringe. I can stick up for myself on my own, but I think it’s sweet he’s trying to too. I head down the stairs, hit my room to grab my purse with the credit card in it, and slip outside, already pulling up Uber. I don’t know where Rex is right now, and I figure it would take him just as long to get ready and pull the car around than it would for me to just grab a ride.

      The car pulls up, and I get in. I smile at the woman driver, and she smiles back. Apples and potatoes, I say to myself. This is what my life has come down to.

      No, that’s not right either. Finnick told me he loved my song. I hold onto the feeling that envelops me then. It’s like all those hours I put in are worth it. Those countless times I stayed in my room alone, making excuses to family and friends. Maybe I did put too much faith in this record company, but they can’t all be like that. If I lost this job now, it wouldn’t look good in my future attempts to try to get a position, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world. Like Finnick said, it’s up to me. I’m not sure I want to leave now though. Some of the guys are actually starting to act like normal humans without pricker bushes up their asses.

      The girl pulls around to the front of the store. “Do you want me to wait?” she asks.

      “You don’t mind?”

      She shakes her head.

      “I just have a few things,” I promise her, then shove the car door open and head inside. Surely, it shouldn’t take me that long to get apples and potatoes. But if Ian doesn’t even eat one of these apples, I’m going to cram it down his throat.

      I know I won’t actually do that, but it’s fun to imagine it.

      After picking up the two requests and then a few other additional items I thought the guys would like, I head toward the register. “Oh, hey,” a voice says. I spin and stare right into the eyes of a pretty, lithe beach girl. Her smile widens. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      I tilt my head at her, flicking through memories.

      “The party?” she offers.

      “Oh, right,” I say. “Sorry, that was a crazy day.”

      She moves closer. “You didn’t tell anyone we were going to be partying with The Rowdy Rogues.”

      My smile falters, and I wonder if this is one of the girls who uploaded the video of them to the fan group. I step away from her, moving toward the register again. “Oh, yeah, well, they wanted it that way.”

      She follows after me. “Are you really friends with them?”

      “I work for them,” I tell her, putting my stuff down on the belt. The conveyor starts moving, and I move down with it. The cashier smiles at me, but the pretty girl doesn’t let up either.

      “Are they going to be having another party again, do you know?”

      “Ha.” I scoff. “I doubt that.”

      “No?” she asks, pouting.

      “Nope.”

      The cashier rings me up. I pay, pick up my bags, and leave, leaving the girl behind with the same sad frown on her face. The way she acted didn’t sit right with me. For all I know, she could’ve gotten cozy with one of the guys since I spent most of the party in my room, but maybe she was one of those types Sean warned about too. The kind that wanted to hang on, the kind his ex turned out to be. Some people love the celebrity more than the person themselves. It’s kind of disgusting when you think about it.

      I don’t know when I turned into being a guard for the guys, but it comes naturally to be suspicious of everyone now. Hell, if the label hired someone else like me, I’d probably be wary of them too.

      The nice Uber lady brings me back to the beach house, and I head right up to the kitchen. I throw the apples into a bowl and take them out onto the deck to find only Sean out there. I sigh just as he glances up. “Just missed them.”

      I tamp down the curses that threaten to fly from my mouth. This proves they just like seeing me do things for them. Sometimes they don’t actually want the things they ask me for. They just like lording their power over me. It’s like I’m the hamster on the wheel, and I can’t get off.

      I take a seat, placing the bowl of apples in the middle of the table. “Want one?” I ask.

      He shrugs and holds his hand out, so I toss one to him. He catches it easily and then wipes it on his shirt. Leaning back, he asks, “So, it sounds like you haven’t had the best luck in the relationship area, huh?”

      I smile. He could say that again. “You either,” I counter.

      His jaw ticks and the smile falls off his face. “Yeah.” He’s silent for a moment before he says, “You ever wonder how you got so deep before you figured it out? Like, were they good at hiding it? Or are you just that stupid?”

      I pick an apple out of the bowl for myself and take a bite. If Ian isn’t going to enjoy them, that doesn’t mean I can’t. Plus, it looks like all the hot dogs Archer made are gone. I probably wasn’t going to get one in the first place. “Probably both,” I say. “Love can make you blind, but some people are just bad.”

      The smell of the salty air and the breeze tracking it over us seems to silence us for a second. Then, Sean says, “I like talking to you.”

      I squirm in my seat. Images of kissing Finnick pop into my head, but I like talking to Sean too. I didn’t even mind getting him the Aspirin and water this morning.

      “I forgot what it was like to just talk about regular shit,” Sean admits. “It’s one of the reasons I wanted a break.”

      There’s that word again. Break. “What did you want a break from?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “This.” He raises his hands, gesturing all around us. “It all looks nice on the outside, but it’s utter bullshit. As soon as we finish this album, we’re going on tour. After that, we’ll be expected to deliver another album and another tour. Do you know we just got off our last tour a few months ago? That’s barely any time off at all. Not when you’re basically on call twenty-four-seven. And even when we were ‘off’, we were expected to do photo shoots, interviews, and other media things.”

      For a second, I’m happy that all I want to do is write songs instead of being the people performing the songs. These guys have a more difficult life than I originally thought. A lot more difficult. Shame hits me when I think about how pissed I was when I thought they were acting like spoiled brats. Sure, maybe they are, but they also put in a lot of work, and there’s a lot of pressure that comes with their line of work too.

      “How the fuck are we supposed to write our next album if we’re not out living?” Sean roars. The ocean helps carry the sound away, but it’s still there in front of us. I want so badly to help, but I’m too chicken to offer. I don’t even know what I want to offer up to help. Assisting? Songwriting? I’ll probably just be accused of wanting more again, and I don’t want that. I just want to help them. Somehow, their prickly asses endeared themselves to me. “They got us cooped up in here with a fucking spy,” Sean says, gesturing toward me.

      “I’m not a spy,” I say, but even as I say it, I know I’m wrong. But just because that’s one of the reasons I was hired doesn’t mean I have to do that. I can just feed Mr. Nolan bullshit like I did this morning. Maybe that will help the guys get Big City off their backs for a bit, help them focus on their music.

      Sean takes a bite out of his apple and chews. His chest raises and lowers in front of him like he can barely contain his breath. “Sorry,” he says after a while.

      I don’t say anything. I just eat my apple in peace. Or the peace I’m trying to get out here surrounded by all of this beauty. I can see why the guys would think writing their album here would be a backhanded offer. Usually when people come to a place like this, it’s for a vacation. They’re so close to it, yet so far away. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen any of the guys even get off this porch, except for Finnick when he ate breakfast with me. It’s like Nolan is standing on the edge of the sand, wagging his finger at them if they even try to have fun. When they’d had the party, I went out and got the people. If I wasn’t here, I wonder if they would’ve even done it.

      “Can you tell Mr. Nolan any of this? Will it help?”

      “We have,” Sean sighs. “Until it sounded like we were on repeat. We were just wasting our breath. It’s long become apparent that the record company is all about the bottom line.”

      I take another bite of the bitter apple, ruminating about what I want to say in my head before I dare utter the words. They’ll probably get thrown back in my face, too, but Sean already let it slip that he liked talking to me. “Maybe…” I clear my throat, trying again because I lost my nerve the first time. “Maybe try putting your emotion into a song.” Sean just lifts his gaze to meet mine. “A bunch of famous groups have written songs about their record labels. Heart, CCR, Lynyrd Skynyrd. The Rolling Stones.”

      For a second, Sean doesn’t say anything. He just stares at me. I can’t tell what’s going through his head. His eyes are hidden away from me because of his shades, but finally—finally—the corner of his mouth tilts up. “Well, Big City would fucking hate that, wouldn’t they?”

      I smile right alongside him. “I bet they would. It could be a good ‘fuck you’ to them.”

      And when Sean grins at me, I feel as if I may have just made another friend with one of the guys. These hard rockstars. The ones who have so much hate inside them, but underneath, they have so much more.
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      Another week of the summer passes. The guys have gone into the recording studio sparingly, though they do seem to be coming together more in other ways. They’re also not all hating me at the moment, so I’ll take it. Ian and Archer are still the worst offenders, but Archer seems more like he’s taunting me for fun while Ian still feels like he truly means it. Finnick, there’s a definite connection with, and although Sean and I haven’t talked like we did that one day out on the deck, there’s a bit of a peace between us. A truce, maybe.

      Unfortunately, Finnick and I haven’t had another opportunity to get close again. Every time he asks me to do something, it seems like something else gets planned. Either Mr. Nolan calls and asks how they’re doing, or one of the other guys decides that they’re ready to go into the booth upstairs. And whenever we do get some time, like talking after breakfast when everyone else disperses, something always interferes. They’re good at taking him away from me, needing him for one thing or another, or needing me to do some trivial bullshit that could wait, but needs to be done right away—mostly by Ian. He likes to make me do what he wants—even more so if I’m taken away from his cousin to do it.

      As the week drags on, I see the toll all the pressure is taking on the guys. I try to talk to Finnick about it when we’re alone, but then there are the interruptions. I don’t feel close enough with the others to bring it up either. I’ve tried to open up in the past and have just been shut down automatically, so I’m leery to do it again. In their eyes—well at least fifty percent of them, maybe seventy-five if you count Sean—I have no business knowing their business. I get it. I really do. The more people they have in their circle, the more they’re pulled in different directions and the more opportunity to get hurt.

      I’m cleaning up the kitchen after the guys left to head to the recording studio, thinking about all this. I turn to put the bacon that didn’t get eaten in the fridge when a hand closes the door right in front of me, snatching it from my grip. I turn and immediately take a step back. Archer’s deep blue eyes look like they’re swirling in a storm. His mouth is a hard line that makes my throat close. “You need to leave,” he says.

      I stand there for a moment, just watching him. I don’t understand what his problem is, but sometimes, he’s as bad as Ian. I sigh and put the bacon back on the counter before crossing my arms in front of my chest. “You want me to what? Quit?”

      He nods once, a few of the shorter blond hairs that frame his face spill over his sharp cheeks.

      “No,” I say firmly. “I want this job, and I’m not bothering anyone. I do what you guys tell me to do, and—”

      “And you’re trying to cozy up to us. Get lost,” he breathes, his nostrils flaring.

      “Cozy up to you? Are you serious?”

      His gaze travels down my body and his lips turn to a sneer. “Finnick?” he asks, raising a brow.

      Since Archer’s the band’s bassist, I would think he’d be cool and mellow like his instrument can be, but he’s almost the exact opposite. He also hardly ever wears a shirt, and it’s distracting. “What about him?” I bite back. I’d be lying if I said one of the things that wasn’t keeping me here is Finnick. I really like him. That kiss. Fuck, that kiss. It was everything.

      Archer looks away, shaking his head with a placating smile. “It’s obvious, Aisley, so don’t go playing innocent. He’s enamored with you.” He almost chokes on the words when he says it, and his gaze narrows even more, an even different feeling than I’m used to seeing from him passing over in a short blip. If I hadn’t been looking into his chaotic blue eyes, I may have missed it. He almost looks…jealous.

      I may not be The Rowdy Rogue’s best friend, but I’ve been living with them for quite a while now. I feel like I’m beginning to know them. I know them even more because I’ve been able to do a lot of sitting back and watching. People say a lot with their bodies, their actions, and words they think they speak in private. I know shit is going down in Archer’s world. A couple of the guys have alluded to it. Maybe that’s where all this bitterness is coming from. Maybe he has an ex like Sean. Who knows?

      “And that bothers you because I’m just an assistant?” I ask.

      His jaw hardens. “No, it bothers me because you work for Big City.”

      “So, you still don’t trust me?”

      Archer runs a hand through his hair. He takes the hair tie right out of it and his blond strands fall around his chin and neck. “It’s best that you’re not here.”

      “Best for who? Because it’s definitely not for me.” I grab the bacon and reach for the refrigerator handle again, forcing Archer back. “Don’t you think it’s a bit crazy that you’re worried about me? I haven’t told Nolan anything for weeks. Actually, I’ve been telling him you’re working on the album daily, which is, at some point, going to come back and bite me in the ass if you guys don’t lay any damn tracks down.”

      As soon as I shut the refrigerator door, Archer’s there, his eyes as hard as ever. He backs me up until the small of my back hits the counter. His arms grab the lip of the granite on either side of me. When he stands tall, he has a few good inches on me, if not more. Plus, his hair, his angular face, the fact that he wears spiked belts, all rounds out an impressive figure, especially when he’s trying to be intimidating. It works for him.

      My stomach flips. I haven’t been this close to Archer before. I think he realizes how close we are at the same time I do because he steps one foot in between mine. He looks down, the ends of his hair swaying above me, almost sending me into a bit of a hypnotic trance. He’s so good looking it hurts. I’ve never been one to be into long-haired guys, but Archer makes it work. It’s never stringy or unkempt, it’s shiny with a slight curl that gives off total California beach bum vibes. “You shouldn’t be here,” he says again, almost cryptically.

      He leans over me a little further, and my hands come up instinctively to try to keep him at bay. Except, he’s not wearing a shirt, and as soon as my fingers make contact with his bare chest, he freezes. His gaze fills with heat, and mine follows right after him. I bite my lip, trying not to look like he’s affecting me the way he is because I know I don’t hide things well. “I’m not going anywhere,” I say. In that moment, I wonder if I mean from this spot because this spot is hot. I like him this close. I want him this close. But when I swallow, I make myself mean what I should mean, that I’m not leaving the house because… Well, fuck. It’s not about experience at a record label anymore. It’s about these guys. Whether Archer wants to believe it or not, I’m here to help.

      His breath passes over my ear. My whole body vibrates, like we’re two magnets getting closer and closer, pulling toward one another by invisible forces. “You’ll be better off if you leave.” His voice doesn’t sound as harsh anymore. It almost sounds tinged with worry like this might be the truest Archer has ever sounded since I’ve gotten to the beach house. “You should forget your dream all together,” he says. His voice is low, monotone. “It’ll be better for you in the long run.”

      My heart thumps loudly in my ears. I feel the blood racing through my veins, making the pulse in my neck go crazy. A noise sounds behind us, and Archer jumps back. He looks over his shoulder at the same time I do. Ian’s there, looking at us both with a myriad of questions in his eyes.

      Archer’s gaze turns to stone. “You should stop because you don’t have the talent for it.” His lips twisting into a holier-than-thou sneer. “You’re not going to make it,” he says. “So just quit.”

      My gaze tracks between Ian and Archer. Ian crosses his hands in front of his chest, a knowing smile tilting his lips. With the two of them in the same vicinity, it’s hard to function, but I hear one thing loud and clear. They don’t like me. It doesn’t matter that Archer just made my breath hitch or that being close to him felt so damn good, he’s not…nice.

      His words cut me. He knows exactly what he’s doing and how to get to me. I went from being on a high with what Finnick said when he heard me play to this. Hell, maybe even Finnick told them what he really thought of my music. He could’ve just been trying to get into my pants, and I probably would’ve let him. I’ve been trying to let him for a week or so now.

      My neck heats. I stand as tall as I can because even though they’ve hurt me, I don’t want them to know how much. I force a smile to my face. “One of these days, I’m going to make you eat those words.”

      Archer’s mouth purses, but Ian looks as confident and cool as ever. I’m sure he has no doubt in his mind that what I’ve just said is not going to happen. After all, isn’t it only like one in a million people fulfill their dreams? Or some other depressing number?

      What makes me think I’m so special?

      I wipe my hands on the kitchen towel hanging near the sink and then turn, leaving them behind me. My legs shake as I take the stairs down to the lower level. I grip the railing hard, so I don’t show it, but that’s probably impossible. This isn’t just the same kind of ignoring me that happens with my parents when we talk about what I want to do with my life, this is an outright denial that what I’ve always wanted—what I’ve always dreamed of—isn’t going to happen. And by the very people I want to impress.

      I wish I was the type of person who could go read some motivational quotes to feel better, but I’m not. I kind of just want to lock myself up in my small bedroom for the rest of the summer and eat a whole gallon of ice cream instead.

      Once I get to my room, I flop down on the bunk and just stare at the bottom of the top bed. I’ve never had to have bunk beds in my whole life. I thought I wanted some once, but I never really needed them because I’m an only child and my parents told me all I needed was a regular bed, so they bought me a princess bed in place of the bunks. I could really go for being in my own bed right now, back in the sanctity of my own house and surrounded by my things where no one expects me to wait on them. Or where I have to beware of my feelings.

      You’re not going to make it.

      With those words stuck on repeat in my head, I pull out the notebook I’ve been working in. I read what I’ve written but end up throwing it back down on the floor. My notebook smacks against the tile, but there’s another sound too. My eyes track toward the door. I’m pretty sure someone just knocked on it. “Who is it?” I ask. I’m not in the mood to be surrounded by Ian and Archer right now.

      “It’s Finnick.”

      My heart beats painfully in my chest, remembering what Archer said. “You can come in,” I say, but even my voice sounds strangled to my own ears.

      The door opens slowly. When he steps inside, I sit up. I’m almost blown away by the sight of him inside this room. He takes up a lot of space physically, but he also takes up a lot of space in my mind. He looks around the room before turning his gaze to me. “I forgot how small this room was.”

      “Welcome,” I say sarcastically. “I’d give you a tour, but I think you pretty much get the gist.”

      His lips turn down, showing off that perfect pouty lip. He has an earring in one ear today, a solid, silver hoop that reflects off the light in here. He looks around. “You know what? Grab your stuff.”

      “Huh?”

      He leans down and grabs my arm, making sure I duck when I come out from under the bunk bed. Despite his words, he doesn’t let me grab anything. He pulls me down the hallway until we’re at the base of the stairs, but he turns left, opening the door that’s right there. A door I’ve yet to go in yet.

      When the door swings open, I’m greeted by the warmth of the sun and a bright room that immediately gives me a calming sensation. There’s a bed against the wall on the left, the foot toward a wall of windows. There’s a cheery yellow comforter on the bed and the walls are done up in a light gray. “You can stay in here,” he says.

      I blink, looking around. There are full dressers, a closet even. There’s even another door that’s slightly ajar. I can see the edge of a sink near it, which makes me think there’s an en suite bathroom in this room too. Even though Finnick’s grinning at me, my shoulders deflate.

      His smile wilts when he sees my response. “We—we weren’t sure about you. I trust you now, though, Aisley. I want you to have this room.”

      I pull my hand from his grip. “Yeah, well, there are still a few of you who aren’t sure about me. I’m sure they’d rather I stay in the shit room.” The one that doesn’t have the beautiful windows and the great view. Ugh. Am I really trying to talk him out of this?

      I try to walk away, but Finnick grabs my hand again, pulling me back to him. His amber eyes are fierce when they meet mine. “I don’t give a fuck what they want, Aisley. I’m a part of the band, too, and I want you in this room. It suits you.”

      My skin tingles, much like it did when I was so close to Archer. I stare into his eyes. “Why?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” he asks. His free hand curves around my hip and settles on my lower back. “I like you.”

      I don’t wait for him to say anything else. I don’t need anything else in that moment. I needed to hear him say something like that. With his shirt in my fists, I pull him toward me, pressing my lips to his. His hands smooth up my back, and I can feel the hard curve of his rings on my bare skin and then the drag of his fingers as he presses me closer to him before settling on my hips again. He pulls away. “If you’re going to kiss me like that every time, I’m going to keep saying it.”

      I smile. “It’ll be a never-ending cycle then.”

      “I’m game if you are.” He drops his forehead to mine. “Things have been so crazy recently. I wanted to see you, so I wouldn’t forget that what happened between us actually happened between us.” He shakes his head. “But what were you saying about the others not liking you?”

      I tilt my head up until my lips are only a breath away from his. “I don’t want to talk about that right now,” and then I kiss him again, getting lost in Finnick’s heady lips and strong embrace.
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      Finnick left a couple of hours ago. His phone rang while we sat in my new room just talking, his hand in mine. Since he’d been summoned by the rest of the band, I’d moved my stuff into this larger room with the way better view myself. The guys must really have not wanted me to stay. They probably thought I wouldn’t, actually. Well, joke’s on them. I’m a lot stronger than they gave me credit for.

      A part of me really wants to throw it in the rest of their faces that I’m staying in the nicer room now. On the other hand, they probably wouldn’t even notice unless I point it out. The guys don’t come down to this floor. Hell, Finnick’s the only one who’s left the property since I got here.

      My phone rings as I kick my luggage into the closet. I walk toward the bed, thinking it’s Heather because I sent her a video of my new room, but it’s not. It’s Mr. Nolan. My brain fires off a few swear words, but when I pick it up, I sound much more chipper than I feel. “Hi, Mr. Nolan.”

      “Aisley, hello. I’m about five minutes out. Can you let me in when I get there?”

      I blink, my stomach dropping. Five minutes out? “From here, Sir? The beach house?”

      “Yes, I decided I needed to drop in on the band, and I need to see you too.”

      My jaw feels like it’s unhinged, but I bring myself together enough to tell him that of course I’ll be on the lookout for him. I’m already walking up the stairs when I get off the phone with him. I call out their names in a frenzy once I hit the kitchen, but no one’s there. I quickly check outside and when I don’t find them there, I run up the stairs to the recording studio level. There, I breathe a sigh of relief when I find them. Ian’s in the booth. His eyes are closed as he sings a few lyrics that make my toes curl. With the sound of his voice and the music behind him, I almost completely forget why I came up here, but in my peripheral, I see a form rise and then make its way over to me. When I look, I see Finnick smiling as he comes toward me. I reach out for him. “Mr. Nolan.” I hold up my cell phone as if it’s evidence in what I’m about to say. “He just called me. He’s almost here. He wants me to let him in.”

      Finnick’s brows pull together. “Nolan’s here?”

      Archer, who was standing off to the side strumming lightly on his bass, swears. “Of course, he fucking is. It was that fucking party. I told you guys it was a bad idea.”

      Sean stands and knocks on the booth door. Ian’s eyes flash open, but I don’t wait. I can hear the doorbell chiming downstairs, so I give Finnick a look before running back down the two flights, my feet pounding against the tile. Right before I open the door, I throw my shoulders back. My hand twists the knob, and I pull. “Mr. Nolan,” I say as soon as my eyes fix on him. “It’s good to see you.”

      His lips are a thin line. He looks far less friendly than he did when I met him in his office the past two times. His gaze tracks down and his lips curl up in disgust. I take a quick peek at what I’m wearing and stifle a sigh when I realize I’m in my bikini with a new cover-up. I have a pair of shorts on, but you can’t tell because of how long the cover-up is. This has become my nightly wear because I like to go outside and sit in the sand, but it’s also not a good look for my boss. I was too busy worrying about telling the guys Mr. Nolan was coming that I didn’t even think to worry about myself.

      I gesture for him to come in, and he does so silently. “The guys are up in the recording studio, Sir.”

      He gives a harrumph, literally voicing his displeasure without words. Mr. Nolan seems to know his way around the place because I end up following him up both sets of stairs. As we go, I check the house to make sure it looks neat and tidy. I wouldn’t want to be blamed for not being an assistant.

      When we get to the top of the stairs, the guys don’t act like having him here is a big deal. They don’t even act like I forewarned them of his presence, which lets me breathe a sigh of relief. However, Ian just happens to be looking my way when we come in. He sneers at me, and I give it right back to him. I gave them a heads up. I didn’t have to. When he turns, I exhale, my teeth grinding together. There’s noticeable attitude pouring off both Ian and Archer. Sean looks like he could give a fuck, and Finnick is his normal self, trying to smooth things over.

      God, he’s just…good.

      I stand to the side. Nolan doesn’t waste any time getting up to date on how their album is going. For the first time, I hear how very little songs they have and none of them are ready to go at the moment. I can see stiffness creep into Nolan’s shoulders. I’m sure he expected them to be a lot further on by now. They’ve been in the house about a month.

      The doorbell rings again, and I immediately stand up straight. All of the guys look to Nolan because the doorbell hasn’t rung at all since the five of us have been here unless it’s been a pizza delivery or the girls from the party, and since I’m the only one who’s ordered the delivery, I know that’s not what this is.

      Nolan turns. When his gaze fixes on me, he asks, “Do you mind getting that, Aisley?”

      I nod once, then head downstairs. While I descend the steps, I hear him explain to the band that it’s someone named Marco. The guys don’t say much after that, and I can only guess that this too is a surprise and one they’d rather not have. Once I get all the way down both staircases, I pull the front door open again to find a guy in his lower thirties with dark hair and bushy eyebrows. “Hey there,” he says. “Is Nolan here?”

      I gesture at him to come on in, but this time, I have to lead the way to the top of the house. Mr. Nolan shakes Marco’s hand and then Marco makes his way around the room to greet each one of the guys. None of them seem happy to be around one another right now.

      “And this is Aisley,” Mr. Nolan says, gesturing toward me. “She’s the band’s assistant while they make this album. Aisley, this is Marco. Marco is The Rowdy Rogue’s producer.”

      An inner part of me flares with excitement to be around a producer, but the tension in the room tamps it down quickly. The guys are not at all happy about this. “Nice to meet you,” I say, feeling my cheeks heat. I don’t know what their plans are now that they’re here, but I take the opportunity to speak up. “Can I get anything for anyone?” Whatever they came here for, I’m sure I don’t need to be involved in. In fact, they probably don’t want me around right now.

      “Order us some dinner, would you, Aisley?” Sean asks. He falls back onto the leather couch in the room like they’re going to be in for a hell of a night.

      “Of course. What do you want?”

      Nolan crosses his arms over his chest. “Just order them some pizza, or something they can eat quick. They’re going to be busy.”

      “I’ll take a water,” Marco says as he sets a bag down and makes himself comfortable behind the fancy recording equipment.

      When I look at Nolan, he’s already making his way toward Ian, his cheeks flushed in anger, so I decide I’ll just bring up a bunch of stuff for everyone, and they can have what they want. My eyes catch on Finnick’s as I turn to leave. His are downturned, and he looks a little pale. “Sorry,” I mouth at him, which makes him look slightly better, but Nolan’s presence seems to have affected him in a different way. He seems off, but I can’t put my finger on it.

      The back of my neck flushes, remembering the makeout session we had earlier. His calloused fingers, his touch. I head down the stairs before my face gives me away, but before I do, I see Archer, who’s staring at me with piercing blue eyes. He knows something is up with Finnick and me, and he doesn’t like it. I don’t know what to tell him. I also don’t know what to feel. When he pressed against me earlier, I felt the same wave of emotion I do when I kiss Finnick. I’ve always been attracted to musicians or the musical type. My last boyfriend was the exact opposite, which was maybe why I held on for too long, thinking he would be the one I could make it work with, but I turned out to be so wrong.

      When I get downstairs, I order the pizza, adding an extra pizza to accommodate Marco and Nolan in case they want some too. Then, I pull a tray out that I found in the cupboard and load it up with bottled water from the fridge before taking it upstairs. I haven’t been gone all that long, but the guys are in the booth already. I stand at the top, watching as they all come together for a chorus. Ian’s voice is the most prominent, but I can pick out the others’ too. This is the first time I’ve heard them all sing together that wasn’t through my earbuds, and I can’t help but to stop and stare. It’s beautiful. They’re so in sync with one another, I’d never know about the other things going on in their lives. How Ian and Sean got into a fight recently, and how Sean is recovering from a broken heart. Then again, emotion is the best talent. You can make a bad song great just by feeling it in your core. A good song without any emotion will flop. If you have both emotion and a great song, you have a winner.

      Marco, who’s propping his head up in an open palm with a bored looking expression, places his finger on a button, cutting them off. “Take it from the top.”

      I narrow my gaze at him. He seems like he doesn’t want to be here, and yes, the guys don’t have much, but what they were just singing sounded really good. I move forward, placing the tray on the coffee table. The noise of the tray hitting the wood captures Nolan’s attention. He turns, his fingers tightening around his biceps while his arms are still crossed over his chest. He moves forward, voice pitching low. “I need to talk to you.”

      My stomach bottoms out. Shit. He did say that when he came in, didn’t he? “Yes?” I ask, straightening. I’m trying not to look intimidated, but at the same time, I haven’t been giving Nolan the updates he wanted, so I’m a little freaked out he’ll call me on it. I’ve answered him every time he’s asked me, and I don’t think the guys have tried to get me fired again, but there’s just something in Nolan’s look that makes me uneasy.

      “You should’ve told me the band threw that party,” he says.

      I clamp down on my jaw. I look over his shoulder at the booth. Ian’s the only one not eyeing us right now. He’s too caught up in the song to give me a second thought, but Sean looks vaguely curious. Finnick’s gaze is narrowed like he might come out of the booth just to see what’s going on, and Archer looks openly hostile. “I apologize,” I say.

      His lips thin even more. Here, in this room, he doesn’t look like the big shot he was in his high-rise building with the glass windows. Actually, here, he looks out of place. “I don’t need an apology. I need you to do the job I hired you to do. That includes giving me regular updates. I had to learn about the party from our marketing team. The guys are under strict rules to be out of the public eye right now.”

      “I wasn’t aware of that,” I tell him, trying to sound at least a little sorry for not giving him a heads up even though I’m not. If he wants to babysit the guys, he can have at it. Maybe I’m just being stupid because half of the band doesn’t even like me, but I don’t think being up their ass and showing up unannounced is helping them make their album.

      “Again,” Marco says in the background. I swear my hackles raise at his disinterested tenor. It’s like I’m a mama bear or something.

      “Yeah, sure,” Ian says. He glances over at Nolan and I talking, his eyes widening in surprise, and then he turns to Marco. “I told you guys we weren’t ready yet. We don’t even have the full lyrics.”

      “It’s coming together,” Marco says, waving his hand, telling them to keep moving. His posture is saying anything but though. It makes me so mad for the guys that I’m having a hard time not sticking up for them myself.

      “Even so,” Mr. Nolan says, recapturing my attention after the band starts back up again. “I should’ve been made aware, and I trust that won’t happen again. If you don’t keep me updated, Aisley, you won’t have a position at Big City anymore. Do you understand?”

      I try not to let the shock that ripples through my body show. I didn’t think he’d go that far. Hell. Part of me wants to tell him he can take this job, which has nothing to do with songwriting, and shove it. But in the next second, I talk myself down. It’s not just about me anymore.

      “Guys, guys,” Marco says, raising his voice, cutting Ian off mid-lyric again. “We needed this song like yesterday.”

      Ian’s hands clench around the mic in front of him. All I see are white knuckles. Sensing something is about to go down, Nolan moves away from me and joins Marco by the booth. Ian’s jaw ticks. “We have another one,” he says, splaying his arms out like he doesn’t know what Marco wants him to do.

      Marco shakes his head and sighs.

      I stand, thinking I should probably get out of here before I tell both Marco and Nolan to fuck off. When I move, Ian glares at me again, and now all the rest of the guys are looking at me, too. They must want me to get out of here. I’m not even them and I’m embarrassed and pissed for them.

      “Take a break,” Marco says into the mic. Then, he turns and starts going through papers next to him. I only spare him a glance, but when I see a flash of something familiar, I freeze.

      Holy shit. My notebook. How the hell did that get up here?

      He picks it up, flips through the pages, then does a double take. I look at him with my heart thumping the entire time. The guys spill out of the room, and I jump up. “I’ll take that,” I say. “It’s mine.”

      He ignores me. His lower lip is sucked into his teeth as he still stares at the words written there.

      “Um, Marco?” I ask tentatively, feeling a chill sweep through me. “Can I have that? It’s—”

      His gaze lifts to mine finally. “Feisty tongue with a retro smile.”

      “That’s nothing,” I tell him. My stomach clenches. I want to get the hell out of there. How the hell did my notebook make it up here? I turn toward Finnick. He must see the worry in my eyes because he looks from me to Marco.

      I move forward and try to just take the book from his hand, but he holds his palm up to stop me. His lips move as he reads my words. I shift from foot to foot. I didn’t write that song with the thought anyone would ever read it. Marco turns. “Guys, I got the lyrics.”

      Ian’s head snaps up. “What?”

      “Right here.” He waves my notebook around like he’s got a golden ticket. When they all just stare at him, he waves at them to move closer. Nolan’s already at his shoulder, reading the words from behind him.

      “It’s nothing,” I say automatically.

      Finnick’s eyes go wide. He finally realizes what Marco has in front of him. “That’s Aisley’s. I was just looking at it.”

      No one listens to me or him. Nolan just reads the entire song again, his head bobbing up and down. “I like it.”

      “What the hell is that?” Ian asks. His ice blue eyes make me shiver as he takes the notebook from Marco and stares down at it. He meets my eyes over the paper when he’s finished, his eyebrow arched.

      “I can just take that,” I say, reaching for it.

      Again, no one listens to me as Ian reads the words I wrote on a whim. But when he looks up, I want to crawl into a hole.

      If looks could kill…
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      With the weight of all their gazes on me, I make up an excuse to get the hell out of there. I’m only halfway through the kitchen when I hear the thuds of multiple footsteps following me. I cringe inwardly but turn anyway. I might as well get this over with now.

      Finnick is first. His perfect pouty lip is troubled. “I’m sorry, Aisley. I took your notebook because I wanted to see what else you’d written. I—”

      “What else she’s written?” Ian asks. He throws the notebook at me, and it hits my chest. I grab it before it falls to the floor.

      “What the fuck?” Finnick asks, spinning toward his cousin. “Don’t take this out on Aisley.”

      Ian doesn’t back down though. Not that I expected that from the lead singer of The Rowdy Rogues. Ever since I got here, it’s been apparent that the guys look up to him. He just has that authoritative way about him. “You’ve heard something else from her?”

      “I walked in on her playing a song,” Finnick says, teeth clenched. His voice is low, growly. I’ve never heard that sound out of him before because he’s usually trying to break up fights, not actively participate in one.

      I drop my hands to the side, my right fist squeezing my notebook.

      “What the fuck, Finn?” Ian growls. He does it much better than his cousin. The hair on the back of my neck even stands. “Now they want to use her lyrics,” he says, pointing back up the stairs, but trying to keep his voice low at the same time.

      My heart does a somersault. Shit. Really? They want to use my lyrics? My mouth drops, and something like a smile spreads over my face, but it falters too soon. Archer marches up to me. “We’re not using your lyrics. We write our own shit.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “I warned you,” he says, dropping his voice.

      “Alright, alright,” Sean says, finally speaking up. He’s frazzled. The neck of his shirt looks even more stretchy and his red hair is a mess on the crown of his head, sticking up everywhere.

      Finnick sees how close Archer is to me, so he leaves Ian standing there and comes closer. “She didn’t do it. I’m the one who brought her notebook up there.”

      Archer looks between the two of us, taking in Finnick’s protective stance in front of me. “What’s going on here, anyway?” he asks, eyebrow arched

      “Good question,” Ian says. He leans against the kitchen counter, wrapping his arms around himself. “I thought you two were just messing around, but…” He doesn’t even finish his sentence, just stares at us like we have to explain ourselves.

      I look away. The spotlight is on me, and I really don’t like it.

      “I like her,” Finnick says. “Who fucking cares?”

      “I do,” Archer spits. He gives Finnick a look I don’t understand, and his friend immediately softens.

      “I know, I know.”

      I glance at the two of them. I have no idea what this is about, but everyone else seems to. They gather around Archer in a way I’ve never seen. Sean puts his hand on his friend’s back, a calming gesture.

      “This can’t happen again,” Archer says, throat working.

      Sean’s gaze tracks toward me. He gives me a slight nod, so I take it as a cue to get the hell out of there. With my notebook still in my hand, I head toward my new bedroom. I place it in the back of the closet where I hope no one will go snooping for it and then text Heather. Despite the guys being all pissed off about it, a producer liked my lyrics. I can barely keep myself contained as I text Heather what happened. I’m all but jumping up and down in my room and then I keep staring at the phone like I can will her to text me back right away, but she doesn’t.

      I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m the only one who gets excited by music stuff. That’s not fair though. Heather’s currently thousands of miles away. I can’t fault her for that.

      Five minutes later, the doorbell rings again. I still immediately, but then remember I ordered pizza for dinner, so I walk to the door to get it, but I already hear footsteps making their way past me. I pull the front door open anyway, but Sean immediately intercepts. “I’ll get it. Don’t worry.” He gives the delivery driver a tip and then turns, closing the door behind him. “We won’t need you for the rest of the day, I guess. We just have to deal with the label’s bullshit. Hopefully they won’t be staying long.”

      I bite my lip. I expected Sean to give me shit about the song, too, but I guess he’s not going to. “Are they spending the night?”

      Sean laughs. His hazel eyes almost glitter in amusement. “Yeah right. No, they’ll put themselves up in a nice hotel nearby. That is if they’re even staying.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Sean gives me a tight smile and starts around me. “I’ll put two pieces on a plate for you upstairs.”

      My cheeks warm, sending a whole flush through my body. “Thanks.”

      He nods in return and then heads up the stairs with their three pizzas. I close the door and then sit down on the bed with a sigh. I really didn’t need another reason for Ian and Archer to dislike me, but this is so not my fault. They should be able to see that.

      I give it a few minutes then head up the stairs with my beach bag. I grab the two slices of pizza Sean left for me on a paper plate and take them outside. The sand is still hot, but the more my feet sink in, I find the cool, damp sand underneath. After laying my towel out, I sit and enjoy the pizza as I watch the sun go down. Pink wispy clouds highlight the sky. The moon is high tonight, so even when the sunlight fades, there’s still an ample amount of light highlighting the sky, making me stay out longer than I usually do. I guess I’m also not too keen to go back inside either. I don’t know what will be waiting for me. A pissed off Nolan? Ian and Archer’s accusatory eyes?

      But I know I can’t stay out here forever either. Just when I decide to head back inside, footsteps approach. I look over my shoulder and find Sean angling across the sand toward me. He takes a seat next to me right in the sand. He’s clothed fully in jeans with holes at the knees and various rips and tears in the thighs and in the lower leg. “I thought I’d find you out here.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I just look over at him, hoping I can tell with just one look how things have been going in there. Neither Nolan nor Marco seemed all that impressed with what they had, but I know that asking might get Sean’s defenses up too.

      It turns out I don’t have to because he brings it up first. “They left, by the way,” he says, digging his heels into the sand. “They went back to the big city.”

      Relief passes over me. Despite some things, the guys and I had a routine going. All that went to shit when they came, furthering the divide between the band and me. “I got in trouble,” I say to Sean.

      His red brows pull together. “Archer?”

      I shake my head, then pull my hair around my ears. “Him, too, I guess, but I’m talking about Nolan. He told me there wouldn’t be a place at Big City for me if I didn’t … Well, let’s just say he was mad you guys threw the party here and I didn’t tell him.”

      Sean shakes his head. “Asshole.” He breathes a sigh and then looks up at the star-dotted night. “It makes you mad because you want something your whole life, and then you get it and sometimes…sometimes,” he says, making sure I understand that part. “Sometimes…it’s not what you think it is.”

      He seems so down that I instinctively draw closer to him. There’s suddenly less sand between us as I turn to face him, my knee falling to the ground as I prop myself up on one hand. “That’s really sad, Sean.” It breaks my heart to hear him say that. It must suck getting your dream only to realize that it wasn’t what you thought it would be.

      He scoffs. “Yeah, tell me about it.” After a moment, he says, “But it’s true. We can’t even tell who our friends are. I’m not even talking about…” His voice drifts away, and I know he’s referring to his ex-girlfriend. “I’m talking about other people too. Nolan should be on our side. Marco, too. You,” he says, staring up at me. “We didn’t know what to think of you. Why the label had hired you. What you even wanted with being here.”

      Wow. I suddenly understand their hatred from the beginning on a whole other level. The more I learn about them, the more I get why they are the way they are. “It’s like you can’t trust anyone.”

      Sean runs a hand through his head of thick, red hair. The tip of his tattoo is peeking out again. In the moonlight, there’s a bit of an ethereal glow to Sean. My stomach tightens. Now, especially now, I see Sean’s other persona. Sure, he can be the drummer in a rock band and an asshole, but there’s been nights where the real him has shown through. The night he trashed the living room was the main one. He opened up and talked about his ex and all the terrible things she did to him just to get ahead.

      I imagine that’s what Archer and Ian think I’m doing. “I didn’t give those guys my notebook,” I say, just in case he thinks Finnick is just sticking up for me.

      Sean shifts to look at me. “I know. Finnick told us.” He breathes out. “I wish I could’ve read it, actually. Your song.” I shake my head, but despite me trying to hold back any reaction, I know I fail when Sean smiles. “I like you, Aisley. There’s something about you that just makes me feel like I’m back in Hollywood Hill.”

      I cock my head. “Hollywood Hill?”

      “Where we grew up.” He lies back in the sand, tucking his hands behind his head. “Those were the days,” he says, with a sigh that I’d normally expect from an elderly person. “Just out there, you know. Doing what we loved.”

      “What do you love?” I ask.

      “Music,” he says.

      “Well, aren’t you still doing that?”

      He doesn’t answer me right away. His forehead wrinkles in thought. “Yes, and no. There’s a lot more pressure and there’s also a lot more people who have their hands into everything. No one can agree on what way the album needs to go. Or the trajectory of our careers. Or the fact that we can’t take breaks even though the guys have been through some shit that needs to be fucking taken care of.”

      His voice halts in anger, his face matching his words, but then he smooths it out once more as he keeps his eyes up, staring at the blinking stars.

      “You know what I think?” As soon as I say it, I figure he probably doesn’t give a fuck, so I just say it anyway. “I say screw Big City. Just get together and write the damn album you guys want to make. Be proud of something. Not to be Debbie Downer, but you guys are behind. You told them you’d have the album done by a specific time and regardless of whether they should’ve given you more time to finish it—I vote yes, by the way—you still owe it to them, so just do it. The way you want to.”

      By the time I finish talking, Sean’s staring at me. I think maybe I’ve rubbed him the wrong way, and he’s about to tell me to get fucked and go back into the house, but he doesn’t. “This is what I mean,” he says. “This is what I mean when I said you reminded me of Hollywood Hill. You don’t give a fuck who we even are, do you?”

      “I—” My mouth opens to say one thing, but then I stop it. “I think I did,” I tell him honestly. “At first. I heard your album on the plane ride here, but then when I got here, you guys were a bunch of dicks, so the excitement wore off pretty quickly.”

      He laughs to himself. “We were pretty awful, weren’t we?”

      “Some of you still are,” I mutter.

      “I hope you don’t mean me.”

      I give him a look, teasing, and he does his part by looking truly offended.

      When he goes back to looking at the sky, I lie down next to him. “I miss playing,” he says.

      “You can play whenever you want.”

      “No, I mean like playing in front of a crowd. Back in Hollywood Hill, we would just set up at parties and jam. We were so bad,” he says, laughing. The sound so foreign coming out of him. “Then we got better and better. YouTube happened, and then bam, but I can still remember liking those days when we just got together and started playing. It probably sounded like a train wreck, but we didn’t give a shit because we were actually doing it.”

      “You should do that again then,” I say, picturing them up on a stage as teenagers. “Try to get your mojo back.”

      The sand shifts next to my hand. I hold a breath in my chest, but then I feel it. I feel his hand move closer to mine, his pinky brushing against my own. “Why do you care so much?”

      I shrug even though butterflies take flight in my stomach. I have a lot of thoughts about my reasons, but none of them stick. I’ve asked myself tons of times why I don’t just do my job and write these guys off, but I see something in them.

      “You really have no idea?” he asks.

      Goosebumps sprout up my arms as his barely-there touch battles through me. In one instant, I think about Finnick, but this isn’t like a thing where I like one or the other better. I like them both. If I’m honest with myself, I like all of them as a whole, even Ian’s prickly bits and Archer’s sharp tongue. My head throbs with excitement as Sean continues to trace the tip of his finger over my buzzing skin.

      I want to turn and kiss him just like I did with Finnick, but I’m also stuck where I am. Sean knows something’s going on between me and Finnick. Does he not care? What will he think of me if I do turn and press my lips to his? Ian had no problem accusing me of sucking Nolan’s dick when I first got here. Will it be more of the same?

      “I can’t stop touching you,” Sean says. He seems almost shocked by this revelation, and I imagine he is. It wasn’t that long ago that his ex took him down a dark curve again.

      My breath hitches. It’s a wonder I’m still alive though because I don’t think I’m getting in enough air. Every time he touches me, I feel it more and more.

      I don’t trust words right now. That’s one reason why I love writing. I get to think about what I want to say before I say it.

      I can feel his eyes on me, but I don’t dare look over. He moves, though. His breath tickles the side of my face. It’s a whisper of a touch that drives me crazy. There’s something different about Sean than there is with Finnick. Finnick is easy going, easy to like. There’s a hint of danger in liking Sean. Not like Ian or Archer where I fear they would rather hate me than like me, but a desperate kind of tug. “I talked to Finnick about you,” Sean says.

      I lick my lips and make myself meet his hazel eyes. I’m drawn in as soon as I do. The beach, the ocean, everything fades around us until it’s just me and him.

      “I told him I liked you too. I told him I’d thought about doing things to you.”

      “And?” I ask, the word coming out clunky, but I need to hear Finnick’s response to those words. I can almost not believe it myself. I want Finnick to say it’s okay that Sean likes me. That’s not something guys usually say though. They’re usually protective and jealous, and honestly, I don’t understand the feelings running through me right now either. I’ve been known to be jealous, and I am, but with all of them.

      “He said you deserved to have whatever you wanted, including him or me, or him and me. Or—”

      He breaks off when I move toward him. His hand slips over my thighs. He’s too preoccupied to finish his own thought because his hand trails up the inside of my leg and then over my hip, flirting with the top of my bikini bottoms.

      My body tenses all over. “Kiss me,” I say.

      I barely have it out of my mouth before his lips are on mine. This is exactly what I meant when I said there was a difference between the two. Finnick kisses with emotion, bringing in a sort of urgency, but Sean’s kisses are wild, almost frenzied, like there’s a desperation inside him at all times.

      I run my hand through his hair, clasping the back of his neck to bring him closer to me. He makes a sound in the back of his throat that has me inching toward him. His fingers catch in the top of my bikini bottoms, but I don’t stop. I even lift my hips as an invitation. “Fuck, Aisley,” he says on a groan.

      I don’t let him go back up for air, I kiss him again and again like every pass of his lips gives me more life. Eventually, he shifts his body, then slips his fingers under my bottoms. My head is screaming at me inside. I’ve been wet there ever since his pinky grazed me, but with the intensity of our kisses, the desire’s only increased.

      The pad of his finger finds my clit, and I buck off the sand, reaching for more of him.

      “This bikini,” he says. “I thought all of us were going to lose our shit when we saw you in it the first time. Fuck.”

      His words only heighten my desire. All of them? Punctuated by the circles his finger is making, I drop back down to the sand, needing to suck in air. He smiles at me, reaching with his other hand to smooth my hair back from my face.

      My need drowns everything out too quickly. Maybe it’s where we’re at right now. We’re alone, but in a public place. Maybe it’s just his expert touch and the fact that Finnick warmed me up earlier. Or maybe it’s none of that and just the pure want threading through my veins, but I reach out and grab Sean’s free hand anyway, squeezing it as he makes me climb higher and higher.

      His hazel eyes blaze with understanding, and he quickens his movements until harsh sounds escape me, ruining the peaceful night but settling over us in urgency. The way he stares at me only sends me over the edge faster, and soon, I’m arching into him, my breath catching as pleasure slams into me. Sean keeps his hand there, urging every last wave of need to lap against me until I settle back into the sand. Then, he pulls his fingers away and tugs my cover-up back down. “You’re definitely letting me see your song book now.”

      I must nod or make some sound of approval because Sean’s full-on smiling at me. He lies back down in the sand, then pulls me toward him, my head resting on his shoulder while we both stare at the sky. I don’t know what Sean’s thinking, but I’m wondering what else is going to happen during this summer that was just supposed to be about impressing a record company but has turned out to be so much more.
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      The next morning, an envelope comes for Ian, and he spends the rest of the day in his room.

      The guys all gave him plenty of space. Despite the record label breathing down their neck yesterday, surely explaining to them the urgency they were under to get the next album out, no one bothers Ian at all. It makes me wonder what the hell that envelope is and why it seems as if this has happened before.

      If I thought things were going to be weird between Finnick and I now, they aren’t. In fact, it’s the opposite. I now have two very touchy-feely guys on my hands and two who hate the sight of me. I like the fifty-fifty odds better, so it works out in the long run. After lunch, Sean takes me up to the booth and sits me behind the drums. He tries to teach me how to play by pointing out things, but then he slips behind me, making me stand and settling me on his lap. He takes my hands in his, showing me the movements. His touch is strong and sure. He’s definitely at home behind this set, and even though I don’t play the drums, he makes me feel like I’m actually good at it. That is, until he lets go of my hands, and I’m choppy and out of rhythm.

      I see something out of the corner of my eye and look up to see Finnick standing, watching us from behind the glass. I go to stand, but Sean grabs my hips and keeps me where I am. “He won’t care. I told you.”

      Finnick waves and then comes around. His rings glitter in the bright lights of the room, as do his eyes when he gives both of us a knowing look. My stomach basically turns itself inside out, waiting for the shoe to drop. Waiting for Finnick to get pissed, demand to know what’s going on, but he doesn’t. The only thing he says is, “It’s too bad you don’t need guitar lessons.”

      My face heats.

      “Right,” Sean says, folding his arms around me. “About this song you wrote…” My face flames when I remember what I promised him after we were together last night.

      “It’s not just one,” Finnick says. “She’s written a bunch. They’re good, man. And you know I don’t just say that.”

      Sean chuckles. “Yeah, everyone thinks Finnick is the nice one, but he can be the biggest fucking dick.”

      My lips thin. I never would’ve guessed that. Not in my experience. I turn my head to look at Sean because clearly, he’s joking.

      Sean pulls away to look at me more fully. “I can tell you don’t believe me.”

      I switch tactics and stare into Finnick’s amber eyes. I don’t see anything hidden there, not like the others.

      Sean blows out a breath that caresses my spine. “He’s got everyone fooled.”

      Finnick laughs at this too. The kind of laugh that knows he’s about to be picked on but doesn’t care.

      “It’s only us he’s nice around,” Sean says. “You know they talk about doctors having bedside manner? He’s got zero.”

      “He’s always been nice to me,” I say, testing his theory. Honestly, I think Sean’s just teasing at this point. Finnick is always just cool. If he were a car, he’d be in neutral all the time.

      “That’s because he saw a sweet piece of ass.”

      My mouth drops, and Finnick laughs louder, shaking his head at the same time. I follow with them, letting the humor break up any of the tension in the room even though I don’t feel any. But in case it’s there, it’s definitely gone now.

      I look around the booth. Excitement fills me as I think about how far I’ve come. Sure, I’m only their assistant still, but what other assistant job would’ve landed me where I always wanted to be? Surrounded by music, and the inspiration? That’s second to none.

      “I think we should get Ian out of the house tonight,” Finnick says after a moment. He hasn’t taken his eyes off me. Not looking where Sean and I connect, but just my face, watching what I do. Even when I’m not looking at him, I can feel his stare.

      “What did you have in mind?” Sean asks.

      Finnick shrugs. “A bar?”

      My limbs tense. I basically got a warning from Nolan when he was here. I know I’m not going to betray any trust that’s between me and the guys now, but I also don’t want to lose what I’ve got going on here. I already texted Heather with a Sean update. She hadn’t responded to my last several texts, so the one she sent was so long, sprinkled with the word hussy every now and then.

      “Is Ian okay?” I ask, concern pulling at me even though he’d probably hate that I felt that way.

      Sean stills for a moment but covers it up well by dragging his hand down my thigh and back up. It’s a good distraction, for sure. “Just family stuff,” Finnick says, but the look he shares with Sean makes me think it’s not just anything. Again, I’m almost shocked to realize these guys have whole other lives apart from being in a band. It’s like you only see snippets of people. Up on stage. Music video. You start to get a picture of what their life must be like, and that’s not it. Not by a long shot. They have worries and problems, and sometimes those things come together to interfere with their job. Much like what they’re going through now.

      Sean takes the drumsticks from me and starts tapping away. He drops his head back after a measure and sighs. “I miss playing live.” He’d said that last night too.

      Finnick nods in agreement. He leans against the far wall. “I’m sure as soon as we get this album done, we’ll be back on tour again.”

      “That part’s fun,” Sean says. I can feel his breaths through his chest. “But that’s not what I was talking about. I meant just like playing for other people. It doesn’t have to be a whole venue. Multiple dates. Just something small. The kind you get nervous for because there could be people there who don’t even know who you are. It’s like you have to keep proving yourself.”

      “Those days were tough,” Finnick says, eyebrows pinching together in memory.

      I relax into Sean. I could listen to them talk about this stuff all day, almost like I glean little nuggets of information from them just by being around. The guys continue to talk about the old days, but my mind wanders. I’m happy here, I realize. Despite the cold shoulder from Archer and Ian, I really, really like it here. I wasn’t mad at the guys because Nolan dinged me on the party thing, I was scared that he said there might not be a place for me at Big City. But is that what I really want? Just a place at Big City? I seem to really like it here. Week after week, we move into a rhythm. I don’t, by any means, think I have the guys all figured out, but I want to. Even Archer, and even Ian.

      When I sense a lull in the conversation, I look up. Sean immediately senses the difference in me, so he turns his head to look at me, his gaze traveling down as if checking for anything amiss. He’s come a long way from the guy who was so upset about his ex calling him. It wasn’t really her that upset him. It wasn’t missing her or wanting her and having her throw it in his face again, I liken it to me and my ex. I’m glad I’m not with him. We weren’t meant to be, but there are things I wish I could go back and change. If I could, I’d do it in a heartbeat. Namely, not waste my time. I get that same feeling with Sean now.

      “What’s up?” he asks, encouragingly.

      “The album,” I say, switching my gaze to Finnick. “What did Nolan say? How pissed is he? Shouldn’t you guys be more worried about what’s going to happen to the band if you guys don’t get this done?”

      Sean shifts uncomfortably underneath me. Finnick does the same, but it’s mostly in his eyes. He won’t meet my stare no matter how long I keep mine on his face. Eventually, he shrugs. “We can’t do anything about that right now anyway. Ian’s not coming out of his room unless we go have some fun tonight. I know that for sure.”

      Sean slaps my thighs, a piercing jolt rolls through me. He grins and stands, forcing me to my own feet as well. “Then go out we will.” He bends and kisses me on the cheek. “We’ll worry about the album tomorrow.”

      I worry over my lip. “What if Nolan finds out?”

      When the guys look at me, I can tell they’re not second-guessing what I’ll do. They just shrug, almost at the same time in some uncanny manner where they’re mirroring each other’s moves. I guess that’s what happens when you spend so much time with people. “We’ll tell him ourselves, Aisley,” Finnick says with a smile. “That way you don’t have to worry about it.”

      I move toward him while he grins. That perfect pouty lip coming out, making me smile. “Did you really think I was a sweet piece of ass?” Even though I’m asking it in a teasing way, I really want to know. Finnick has never tried to take our relationship past kissing while Sean did the first time.

      Sean chuckles behind us but leaves the booth so we can be alone. I hear him walk down the steps, though I don’t ever take my eyes off Finnick’s. He doesn’t have his glasses on right now. I miss them, but at the same time, I like this face too. A line by his lips forms before a smile even stretches across his face. “Of course, I did. Who wouldn’t?”

      I give him a look. We’ve had multiple conversations about Archer and Ian not liking me, so he knows this. He pulls me close and presses a kiss to my forehead. I reach up to grab his forearms, almost awestruck at the fact that I feel so calm about all of this. Like doing this with them is so normal. It’s a feeling I can’t capture or explain, but it just feels right, and now that I’ve started it, I don’t want to go back. “So, bar?” I ask. “You know I’m not twenty-one yet, right?”

      Finnick keeps his hold on me but rears his head back. “Youngin’. How did you buy beer at the store?”

      I shrug. “They didn’t seem to care.”

      He drops an arm around my shoulder, and we stroll out of the booth. “Then I doubt they’ll care at the bar either. Besides, someone has to be sober enough to drive us back home.”

      “What? No Rex?”

      “No Rex. Just the five of us.”

      I like the sound of that.
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      I know what no Rex meant, but I didn’t really grasp it until I come outside a half an hour later dressed in jeans and one of my dressier tops. It’s got a dip in the front, showing off some of my chest, and it’s probably one of the tightest shirts I own. I don’t know why I brought it with me, but when I remembered I had it, I was grateful. If you’re going to go out with rockstars, you need to look the part. The excitement passes though when Archer pulls around the driveway in a Mustang.

      “Are you serious?” I ask.

      Sean just grins over at me. He’s got the wrong idea though, I’m not impressed. I’m pissed.

      I shake my head. “You’re all a bunch of fucking assholes,” I growl. “You know I’ve been getting Ubers to the grocery store, right?” If I had any idea they had a car here, I would’ve driven that.

      Finnick’s the only one who looks the least bit contrite. Sean laughs just as loud as the other two, but perhaps not with the added layer of evil streak underneath. Ian looks away as soon as Finnick saunters toward me, giving me his best apologetic smile. I mean, who could stay mad at that? Especially because he looks so sinfully delicious right now, dressed up to get a few drinks. He’s sans glasses, but his rings are on. His hair is gelled, looking like he’s got swag for days. They all look that way, actually. I thought they always looked the rockstar part, but this is on a whole other level.

      Ian’s voice pulls me out of my drooling stupor. “I’m sitting shotgun,” he calls out when Archer stops in front of us.

      Finnick and Sean don’t even give him a hard time about it, most likely because it will be the three of us in the backseat. We squeeze in, and even then, I’m practically on Finnick’s lap in the small sports car. He doesn’t seem to mind though. His arms come around my waist, then they nudge my knees over toward the center of the car, giving me a little more room to get comfortable. I can’t sit straight up because of the low ceiling, so I end up practically laying my head on Finnick’s shoulder.

      The good news is the car ride doesn’t take long. Archer doesn’t seem to follow conventional road rules, so when we pull up to the first bar we see, I’m eager to get out. Not that I mind being this close to Finnick. It’s just being this close to Finnick with the threat of death looming over us that bothers me.

      He smells good tonight, too. Like a husky, sweet scent that invades my body as soon as we’re within touching distance. Finnick slips his arm around my back when we make our way to the front door of the bar. It’s a small place with neon signs in the windows advertising different brands of alcohol. They’re about a block away from the beach, and I can easily see the place packed with beach goers through the day, but tonight, there’s what I think of as the usual bar clientele. People dressed to impress in tight pants and shirts. In the corner, there’s a stage with a band getting ready, hooking up their instruments to amps and checking the microphone.

      Sean heads right over there, fist bumping the guy kneeling next to an amp like they’re old friends. At first, I think he must know him, but the longer I watch, the more I realize they don’t know each other at all, they probably just recognize themselves in each other.

      Ian takes a direct route toward the bar, and Finnick follows closely after with me in tow. Archer’s with us, too, though he’s casually perusing the bar, his gaze stopping on people every once in a while before moving on. I feel like he looks at everyone but me, like it’s some sort of game he’s playing in his head.

      Just like at the grocery store, the bartender doesn’t card any of us. I decline getting a drink when Finnick asks me if I want one in case I really do need to drive their drunk asses back to the house. We are doing this for Ian after all, but they all could use a night out to unwind. While Finnick drinks, he doesn’t take his free hand away from me. His fingertips casually graze my hips while he shifts, talking to his cousin like they’ve done this same thing so many times. Though Ian is comfortable in his surroundings, his face is strained. I can tell whatever he got in that mail bothered him. Finnick’s really trying to get Ian out of his funk too. It’s like he’s put on a new personality to try to draw his cousin out, but Ian’s too far gone. He’s so out of it, he’s even forgotten to be a dick to me and is just more or less ignoring the fact that I’m even there.

      A few minutes later, Sean returns, bringing a few guys behind him. Whatever was said over by the stage, the band that’s about to play knows who The Rowdy Rogues are. They’re shaking everyone’s hand excitedly, but with a mix of composure like they’re still trying to keep their bad boy persona. When Sean gets to me, he says, “This is Aisley. Our assistant.” He doesn’t even over pronounce the ass part like usual.

      I wave, giving them a small smile. Ian’s not very talkative either. He’s turned on his stool toward the bar, more intent on drinking the beer in his hand than trying to buddy up to the guys in this local band. Archer and Finnick have no problem talking though. They chat about music and other things for a few minutes before the guys say they have to get on stage to start their set. “Maybe you guys can play a song or two on our break,” one of the band members offers.

      I look at Sean immediately, hoping they do. Hell, I’ve been dying to hear them play live myself, but it’s Sean who told me how much he missed playing in small places like this. I’d love to hear them play one of the songs on their first album. One of the songs that got me so excited to come here in the first place. “That’d be cool,” Sean says. “I’ll talk to the guys.”

      I can tell by his face that he wants to.

      “I’m down,” Archer says, eyeing up the bass guitar the guy is strapping around himself on the stage. I see his fingers flex around his beer.

      Sean, Archer, and Finnick look at Ian. It’s all down to him. Noncommittally, he raises his beer, but doesn’t look over his shoulder at the rest of us.

      Excitement builds in me. I look up at Finnick. “I hope you do. I’d love to hear you guys.”

      Finnick tightens his arm around me, an emotion consuming the amber of his eyes. Ian’s gaze flicks to mine. There’s fire there, too, it scorches my skin. His gaze falls to where Finnick is touching me. “I guess because our assistant wants us to, we probably should.”

      “I think we should because I fucking miss it,” Sean says.

      Ian scoffs. “We’ve been playing together for weeks. We’re shit.”

      I see it now. The reason for the fire and all the hatred. Ian tries to cover it up well, but he’s worried. He’s being combative, but it’s fear underneath the anger that’s driving him. The way Finnick talks, Ian was the driving force behind the band, so maybe he feels like the problems they’re having are his fault too.

      “We’re not shit,” Archer says. “We just need to find our groove with the new album.”

      The band starts up in the corner, cutting off any retort from Ian. They watch and listen as the guys do their intro and then launch right into one of their songs. They don’t sound like The Rowdy Rogues. They’re a little heavier, I guess. A little less polished. It’s not bad, but you can tell the difference between professionals and the people who play the bar scene. Some of these guys who start here, eventually make it to where The Rowdy Rogues are, and some of them never will. This band is passionate about it though, clearly evident by the way they play on stage, so they have that going for them. The more I listen, though, the more I realize it’s the lead guitarist. He’s just not up to par with the rest of them. He’s singing lead and playing his instrument. As a singer, he’s pretty good, and he’s even pretty decent with the guitar, but he doesn’t have the chops to pull off lead guitarist. Not like Finnick.

      Finnick leans over, his lips brushing against my ear and sending a zing through me. “What’s wrong with this picture?”

      I look over my shoulder. A feeling of warmth spreads through me that he would actually want to include me in this. “The guitar,” I say. “He needs work.”

      Finnick kisses my temple, a soft brush of lips that makes my body heat. When I look back around, Ian’s staring at us again, but he looks away when I make eye contact with him.

      Sean grabs my hand. He downs the beer he ordered, places it on the bar, and then pulls me out onto the dance floor where people started to gather. I wouldn’t necessarily call this music to dance to, but the way Sean moves, it doesn’t matter. He’s more carefree now that he let out all that steam about his ex. It’s like he’s come out of his shell a bit with me. He’s as fiery as his hair. “You should stay in my room tonight,” he says, dancing close to me.

      I bite my lip, unsure of how to answer.

      “Oh, come on,” he says. “I realized there are a few parts of your body I didn’t get to see out on the beach.”

      He brings me close to him and squeezes my ass. My heart leaps into my throat. Part of me just wants to tell him we can do all that right now. Then, Sean looks up at the same moment I feel a body at my back. I stiffen until I smell the husky, sweet scent that is Finnick. I’m sandwiched between the two of them. Neither one of them seems to care that we’re drawing looks from the crowd. Since it doesn’t bother them, I decide to turn that part of my brain off and just dance, feeling both of them pressed close to me.

      We stay that way for the rest of the song until the last notes linger through the speaker. Then, we step apart to clap. Well, Sean and Finnick clap, I catch my breath, trying to rearrange the feelings storming through me into nice little boxes, but it’s impossible.

      When Sean sees me trying to pull it together out of the corner of his eye, his hazel eyes spark, and he leans over.  “Too much for you, Aisley?”

      I keep my mouth shut and shake my head. They might be, but there’s no way I’m going to admit it.

      “Good,” he says, drawing his finger down my cheek, leaving a trail of fire in his wake.

      Archer and Ian stay at the bar while Finnick, Sean, and I dance. Sometimes we dance together, the three of us, and sometimes they get drinks, leaving me with one or the other. Other times, we just bop along to the music, watching the band do their thing. When they announce it’s the last song before their break, Sean looks at Finnick. “I got to play, man.” I can see it on him too. He’s all hyped up, running on adrenaline. He’s practically vibrating with energy.

      “You just have to convince the other two,” Finnick says. “Aisley wants to hear us play,” he says, looking down at me. “So, I want to play for her.”

      Sean doesn’t need much encouragement because Finnick’s hardly done talking when he’s already walking back toward the bar. I wrap my arms around Finnick’s waist and move him closer to me. Maybe it’s the energy in the small place, but I feel a little buzzed too. “Can you play ‘Angel Stars’?” I ask. It was absolutely, hands-down, one of my favorites on their album.

      Finnick’s amber eyes widen for a moment, then slowly return to normal. “We don’t play that one live.”

      “No?”

      He shakes his head. “Not in forever.”

      “Okay,” I say, letting the disappointment wash off me. “How about ‘Lies I Know’?”

      The corner of his mouth tips up. He bends at the waist to press a kiss to my lips. He pulls just barely a breath away. “That’s my song, you know.” I pull away a little more to see a redness start in his cheeks, taking over his entire face the more I watch. “I wrote most of it anyway.”

      Of course, he did. Replaying the lyrics in my head, I can totally see it. I bet if I listened to the album again, I’d be able to pick out who wrote each song. “You need to write another one like it,” I say. “It’s beautiful.”

      The local band’s song winds down. The only thing that tears my gaze away from Finnick’s is when Sean pats him on the back. “Let’s go.”

      Amazingly, Ian and Archer are following Sean to the stage. Finnick squeezes my hand once and then follows them. The lead singer of the band already up there nods at Sean when they approach the stage. Then, he grabs the mic and says, “A little treat for you all. The Rowdy Rogues are about to play a few songs while we’re on our break. These guys are fucking amazing, so let’s give them a round of applause.”

      I stand on my tiptoes and clap, watching as the guys climb the stairs to the stage, exchanging instruments with the guys who were just up there. Both Finnick and Archer make adjustments to the straps on their instruments while Ian makes his own to the microphone. Sean, who was instrumental behind this, peeks above the drums and winks at me. My stomach churns like I’m riding a life raft in the middle of a storm.

      As soon as they’ve made their adjustments, they all move back toward Sean, words passing between them. When Ian returns to the front of the stage, Sean starts the beat on the drums and then the rest of them join in. I find myself dancing all by my lonesome, but I don’t care. These guys who I’ve stayed with for a few weeks now, who I’ve gotten to know on a personal level, are the band I heard on the way here again. Their sound rattles me in a way, like it’s stripping layers of skin off me.

      Ian. Fucking Ian.

      I watch him sing into the mic, my stomach tightening. I can’t help but fixate on his words and his beautiful voice singing those lyrics. Despite the asshole he can be, he’s so talented. I can separate the two in my head and admit I’m crushing on him musically. Hell, even physically. He has a plain white t-shirt on with a grouping of long necklaces that swing around his chest when he gets moving, putting every ounce of energy he has into the song he’s singing. His black hair and light blue eyes stand out in the spotlights the bar has fixed from above to shine down on the stage. It’s like we’re not even in this nobody bar right now. We’re somewhere else entirely.

      Everyone else in the room can feel it too. Sure, the guys don’t have their own equipment, and they don’t even have topnotch equipment like they’re used to, but the difference between the two bands is night and day. Soon, whispers start getting louder, people wondering who they are, or maybe it’s people just now recognizing who they are. They probably never suspected to go out tonight and hear a band of this caliber play. I know I didn’t. I wanted it. I’ve been thinking about seeing them live ever since I first heard their album, but I was sure it wasn’t going to happen anytime this summer.

      With the way they are on stage right now, no one would have any idea they’re struggling with their next album. They’re so in sync. The lyrics? They’re made for them. They sing and play their hearts out, and I think even the guys can tell that something amazing is happening up there. I see Archer, Finnick, and Sean smiling at one another as they play and rock out next to one another. Ian—although he seems like he might be in his own little world, eyes closed, belting out his feelings without caring what the world sees him as—he’s just as in tune with the rest of them as they are to him.

      When they finish the first song, I’m almost breathless. I jump up and down, clapping until my palms sting. If I knew how to whistle, I’d probably do that, but I’ve never been able to figure out how, so I cup my hands around my mouth and yell.

      While the people in the bar show their appreciation just as much as me, the guys reconvene by the drums and start another song right afterward. The band who was just up there are standing off to the side. They seem just as happy to watch them as they were to be playing on the stage.

      By the time The Rowdy Rogues finish their second song, the bar starts to crowd in. I’m pushed toward the front more as everyone piles in, shoulders pushing into shoulders. It doesn’t bother me. This is my favorite thing to do when I’m at a college bar. I always try to talk Heather into going to one with a band playing. She doesn’t usually fight me on it because she’s just there to dance anyway, so it’s a win-win for both of us. I’m used to the sweaty confines of a small bar with questionable cleanliness and feeling as if you’re packed in like sardines. That’s when you know the band is good. If they weren’t, you’d have more room to breathe, and who wants to breathe when you can feel like this?

      My gaze tracks over to Archer. His face is more relaxed than I’ve seen it yet. I study him further because he looks like a completely different guy than the one I’ve known the past few weeks. His shoulders are unstrained. His fingers pluck over the strings with ease, and there’s a calmness on his face that makes me think what I’ve seen of him before now was just a mask of tension. Of sadness, too. Maybe.

      And damn, Finnick is so freaking good. I’m not just saying that because he’s had his tongue down my throat either. He’s amazing. He plays with such certainty that my gaze can’t help but get caught up in him. He’s confident, maybe even more so than he is when we’re just hanging out at the house, talking, or even making out.

      Sean…is crazy. He bangs on the drums like he owns them. I noticed that before when they were in the booth, but this is at a whole other level. He knows these songs inside and out. He plays them with such feral energy that I find myself biting my lip, thinking about what happened between us out on the beach.

      These guys as a group—as a whole—they’re an unstoppable force. I look around to find that it’s not just me. Everyone else is watching them with the awe they deserve.

      A hand palms my ass. I turn to find a guy pressed against me. “Sorry,” he mouths with an apologetic smile.

      I turn back around. Everyone in here barely has any room, so it makes sense he would accidentally cop a feel. It happens. I dance until they finish the song. When they do, Finnick finds me in the crowd and smiles. I smile back at him. I don’t understand what the smile was for until he starts to play the intro to “Lies I Know”.

      I bounce up on my toes. His gaze is intent on his guitar, but when he looks up again, he finds me in the crowd. I have to take a steadying breath when the overwhelming feeling of it all hits me. These guys are amazing…and I’m not going to lie, hot as fuck. There are girls all around, practically salivating while they watch, which makes my hackles raise.

      Another hand touches my ass. I brush it off, focusing on Ian as he belts out the words to one of my favorites.

      By the time the end of the song nears, there’s been more than a few accidental touches. Worry starts to creep over me, but when I see everyone around me is even more sandwiched together, I tell myself I’m being paranoid. But then, a firm grip grabs my hips and suddenly, I’m pulled back, flush against a guy with a hard-on. “Hey,” I say, squirming out of his grip.

      I turn to find the same guy who accidentally brushed me before. His eyes are glassy with alcohol or something else, but that’s no excuse.

      “Don’t touch me,” I say.

      He leans over. His breath stinks of beer as he raises his voice to be heard over the music. “Aw, come on. It’s fine. You should smile more. You’re super hot.”

      He goes to grab for me. I try to maneuver out of his grip, but I don’t have much space to put between us. There are people all around, plus the stage in front of me, effectively blocking me in.

      The guy lifts his hands, almost as an apology. A chill slithers down my spine, but I turn back around anyway, edging as close to the stage as I can to get away from the creeper. When I turn around, though, Ian’s gaze is on mine. His eyes are hard. He’s still singing, but I can tell the difference from before I turned around and now. He’s going through the motions. I would be surprised if he’s even conscious of the words coming out of his mouth. He’s probably done it so many times he can sing on auto pilot, but what he seems to be focused on now, is me.

      I’m so struck by his stare that I don’t move. It’s like he’s pinning me in place. Slowly, my nerves start to amp up. They move on a gradual decline until momentum kicks in. While I’m freefalling down, I feel another touch on my ass. This time, it’s a full-on grab. There’s no mistaking what this was. I whirl around. “Hey!”

      The guy doesn’t seem affected at all. He’s grinning at me, and then moves forward like he’s going to dance up against me. I put my hand out to stop him, but at the same time, a voice cuts off mid melody, and says, “Get the fuck off her.”

      Hard breaths hit the microphone as the guys all stop playing their instruments at once. The tinny sound of the guitar is the last to fade.

      “You!” a voice says. “Fucker. Get away from her.”

      The people around us step away. The guy, who was smiling like a cat, now turns red with anger. “What?” he asks. “It’s just my girl and I having some fun.”

      He steps toward me again, and I push him off me as a wave of body odor infiltrates my nostrils. “I’m not yours,” I practically growl.

      We have the attention of everyone at the bar now. The bartender pulls himself up onto the bar and stares our way. “Christ, Roy. Get away from the girl.”

      “Come on,” the guy—Roy—says.

      He tries to make a step toward me again, but a body jumps down next to me, plowing people out of the way. He shoves Roy back, who stumbles and falls into a group of people before landing on his ass. “I said fucking leave her alone.”

      I blink, staring at Ian’s back. His hands are clenched to fists, and I see the muscles in his shoulders bunch as he watches the guy get to his feet. He’s swaying, but he lunges toward Ian anyway.

      “Shit,” I hear Finnick say behind me, and then there’s a strum of discombobulated notes until he lands next to me and marches up next to Ian. It doesn’t matter because the bartender has already gotten to Roy and is pinning the man’s arms to his sides and moving him toward the exit.

      When Finnick touches Ian, Ian whirls on him until he realizes it’s just him. He visibly relaxes while Archer meets up with them and Sean lands on his feet next to me. “Shit, are you okay? I didn’t see what happened.”

      I shrug, a chill running through me. “The guy was getting overly friendly,” I tell him, still staring at Ian in shock. Out of all of them, I’m surprised it was him that called the asshole out.

      Just when I think it, he turns toward me. The look in his eyes almost takes my breath away. He strides toward us, a feral look in his eyes. I creep closer to Sean on instinct, but when Ian gets to me, his gaze softens. He looks me over, his eyes feeling like he’s tearing my skin apart and turning it inside out just so he can see what I’m thinking and feeling. Whatever he sees there, he seems to calm down a fraction, but he turns and heads toward the exit, throwing the door open with one bang.

      What the hell just happened?
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      My view of the world starts to narrow as we exit the bar. I had no idea the night would end like this. I went from a high of watching them play to just plain confusion and ick. My stomach churns. I can almost feel the repulsive guy’s hands still on me. The sting of his grab is still there.

      I wrap my arms around myself as we go outside. Ian’s eyes are investigating the parking lot, and it dawns on me that he’s looking for the guy in the bar.

      That’s not good.

      “We have to get him home,” Archer says to Sean, his voice low.

      Sean pulls me alongside him until we’re all at the car. When Archer pulls the keys out of his pocket, I pluck them from his grip. “I’m driving.”

      None of them put up an argument about that. They pile into the small sports car as best they can. Tensions are high. I think it’s the energy of playing live coupled with what just happened. Ian breaking the song off and then going after the guy who was getting too touchy. On the way back, I see Ian looking at me from the corner of his eye a few times. My nerves are on fire from those little looks. It feels like there’s a car full of unspoken words between us right now, but all I can focus on is getting them back to the house. If Ian would’ve went after that guy, I’m sure some asshole would’ve filmed it and put it out there. Big City would’ve had a field day with that one. They might be able to get away with going out to a bar one night, but they wouldn’t get away with fighting. They were furious when they found out about the social media posts from their impromptu beach party, so a video of Ian kicking some guy’s ass wouldn’t go over well at all.

      I take a left into the driveway. “Just pull it around front,” Archer says. “Rex will deal with it tomorrow.” I look at the clock and notice it’s one a.m. Pretty late, but if the guy hadn’t grabbed me, they could’ve played longer. They were enjoying themselves. My heart clenches.

      I do as Archer says and then hand him back the keys after everyone’s out and it’s locked. When we get inside, everyone disperses. Ian runs up the stairs at the end of the hall. Finnick looks like he’s going to follow, but he doesn’t. Instead, Archer and Sean make their way after him, leaving Finnick and I alone. “I’m just going to shower,” I tell him, needing to wash the stench of the bar and the gross feeling off me. That guy violated my space and part of my body, but at least he didn’t do more.

      Because of Ian…

      I try not to let myself think about that and make my way toward my new room. Finnick follows me. He shuts the door behind us, and when I turn toward him, his eyes are a mix of uncertainty, sadness, and a heaviness I can’t understand. “Are you okay?” he asks. “I’ll stay with you. Or I can leave. Whatever you want. I just didn’t want you to be alone if you didn’t want to be.”

      “He didn’t do that much,” I say, hating how I’m trying to cover up the feeling like I might throw up. It was an invasion of space. It was an invasion of more than that too. He rubbed his hard-on on me like he owned me. Never in my life have I ever been treated like that at a bar. In fact, I’ve never been treated like that ever.

      “He did enough,” Finnick says, not buying my bullshit for one minute. “You can feel however you want to about it.”

      Finnick moves closer like he’s going to hug me, but I stop him. I don’t want to mix the two. I don’t want to feel the ghost of that coward’s touch and then feel Finnick’s over it no matter if I’m craving it right now.

      He seems to understand because he lets me move away and go into the bathroom. There, I strip, pulling off the clothes I wore. The ones that induced the guy to say how hot I was and feel like he had a reason, an excuse maybe, to touch me.

      I know it’s not that. What anyone wears isn’t an excuse for someone to do what he just did, but I’m also wondering if I should’ve worn something else. Would it have stopped him? Hell, the outfit wasn’t even that bad.

      The hot water cascading over me helps. It washes the ick away, mostly. When I’m done, I pull a towel around myself and step out into the main room. Steam billows out into the bedroom, momentarily distorting my view. When it clears though, I see two bodies there, and one of them is Ian’s.

      I stop and stare at him awkwardly before he gets to his feet.

      “Thank you,” I blurt out, not knowing what else to say. We barely say anything to each other unless it’s to piss the other off or argue.

      His gaze traces down the line of my body, picking it apart, stopping more on certain places than others until my chest is flushed red.

      “Do you need anything?” Finnick asks.

      “A quart of ice cream?” I say, smiling. Ice cream’s kind of my go-to when I need to drown away my sorrows.

      Finnick gets up from the bed and comes over, gliding his fingertips along my jaw. Without a word, he leaves the room, and then I’m there all alone with Ian. This freaks me out more than it should. I can’t stop gawking at the carefully controlled look on his face. The energy he had earlier tonight is replaced with a thick tension I can feel vibrating through my own body. “No guy should touch you unless you want it,” he says.

      I nod.

      “It wasn’t right,” he adds like he’s trying to convince me of something.

      “It wasn’t,” I say, agreeing with him. “Thank you. If you didn’t—.”

      “Stop fucking thanking me,” he says, raising his voice.

      I tilt my head, not understanding his anger.

      He runs his hands through his hair like he’s going to yank at the ends. He’s suddenly frustrated and breathing heavy. “No one should fucking touch you.”

      “I know,” I say because I feel like those are the words he needs to hear right now. It’s like his eyes, his demeanor, everything, are pulling that out of my mouth.

      “I should’ve went after him.”

      “It’s probably better that you didn’t,” I say. “What would Big City say when they found out?”

      “Fuck Big City!” Ian roars.

      Fury flashes in his eyes. My whole body starts to shake. He moves forward after watching my reaction. “I fucking mean it, Aisley. No one should touch you when you don’t want them to. It doesn’t matter how big or how small. Your body is fucking yours. No one else’s.”

      The more he talks, the more I wonder where all of this is coming from. It seems odd he would be so worried about me. A girl he can’t even stand half the time. “I know,” I say, my teeth chattering.

      My body is so wrapped up in his. When he breathes, I breathe. It’s like staring at a clone of myself. Whatever I see there, I’m drawn to ten-fold. Even more so than before. Right now, he’s more than just the guy with the voice that makes my heart sing. He’s more than just the rockstar I know can be cruel. I feel like he’s feeling something real. And maybe there’s a bit of scared in there, too, like I noticed from the bar earlier. He’s vulnerable.

      I don’t know what it is, but I want to find out.

      Maybe I’m a masochist. Maybe I’m just a foolish girl who thinks more with her heart than with anything else, but I step toward Ian. I’ve never denied my physical attraction to him. It’s been easier to deny any other attachment because of how he’s treated me, but right now, he’s treating me like he cares, and I can’t hold back my body’s reaction.

      He’s worried. He’s here.

      I reach my hand out. It skims along his arm and up. He starts at the touch but doesn’t pull away. My hand moves over his bicep, over his shirt, and ultimately to his jaw. I can feel it tense underneath me. His gaze never leaves mine, which makes it harder to do this, but I do it anyway, our eyes locked. My fingertips trail up, lightly brushing under his eye and then back down to his jaw.

      I feel exposed and raw. My thighs clench when my towel loosens. I immediately fix it, taking my hands off him for a brief moment, but that’s enough to break the spell. Ian blinks and steps back. “You can tell me to stop,” I say.

      When he doesn’t say anything, I step toward him again, moving my hand up his other arm and do the same thing to that side of his body. My fingertips buzz from being this close to him. Even when he was being a dick, I felt a pull toward him. He was so closed off, it made me want to know him more. Ridiculous, I know, but I can’t help it. I swallow, trying to relieve the dryness in my throat.

      “I really enjoyed watching you sing today.”

      His eyelids flutter closed as my hand reaches behind his head to slide around his neck.

      “I know you have it in you to do this next album. You guys are so good, and I’m not saying that as anyone but me. The guys who wrote those songs you sang today, they don’t need anyone’s help. They just need their confidence back.”

      A piece breaks inside Ian. He steps forward, wrapping his strong arms around me until I gasp in surprise. “You can tell me to stop,” he says, mimicking the words I said back to me.

      The knot I put in the towel loosens. If he steps away, it’s going to be on the floor. Part of me wants it there right now. I want his body flush with mine. I want to breathe him in. I want to know more of him, and it feels like everything is pushing me to do this now, now, now. I might not get another chance. Ian doesn’t seem like the type to just let people in, but something about tonight triggered this for him.

      For us.

      Though we’re so close right now, neither one of us moves to take things further. It’s like we’re feeling each other out. I want to take it to the next step, the urgency kicking in, but there’s something I’m seeing in him that tells me that’s not a good idea right now. Then, I remember how he spent most of the day in his room after receiving an envelope in the mail. “Are you okay?” I ask.

      He pulls away, his chest heaving into mine at my words. My towel falls a little, exposing the curve of my breasts. He looks, taking his fill until I’m sure I’m going to combust with fire. He pulls away a little more, inching the towel down until there’s ample cleavage and a bit of the pink curve starting before my nipple. Between us, I feel him growing hard. I arch into him, my eyes growing heavy with want. A soft noise escapes my throat, and then Ian’s eyes are wide, disbelieving, shocked almost. “Aisley,” he says, breathlessly. “Fuck.” A moment later, he steps back, holding my towel up to my chest. “Stop.”

      I stare at him, but he’s already closed off again. I take my towel and knot it back up, stepping away from him fully. He can’t even meet my eyes. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know why the sudden change, but he said to stop, so I will.

      He rakes his hands through his hair. In front of him, I can see the definite pitch near his crotch, so I didn’t imagine what was happening between us.

      “You should relax,” he says, avoiding my gaze. “I’m sure Finnick will be back soon.”

      I do as he says only because I’m hoping we might get that moment back, but at the same time thinking it’s passed forever. I sit on the edge of my bed as he paces the room back and forth, making me uncomfortable until I can’t stand it anymore. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Something is wrong,” I say. “Do you need to talk? I’m sorry. I—.”

      He shakes his head again, but his movements are getting jerkier. More pronounced.

      “You’re lying,” I say.

      His steps slow and a tick starts in his jaw. “From moment one, you think you’ve known everything.”

      I don’t think that’s true, but clearly something I’ve done has agitated him. “What don’t I know?”

      “A lot,” he says, a shadow crossing his face.

      I look away, frustrated. “I’m not the enemy, you know,” I tell him. “I haven’t been since I got here.” His lips thin. I can tell he doesn’t want to believe it, so I keep going. “I want to help. Not because your label hired me, but because I like you guys. I—” I break off because I don’t quite know how to explain my feelings for this band. Maybe Sean and Finnick are easier to explain right now, but the fact that I’m drawn to Ian, that doesn’t make sense, even to me. And Archer, there’s another side to him, too. It makes me want to figure out the clues, follow the breadcrumbs, until I get to the heart of all of them.

      “You’re better off not knowing and not helping,” Ian forces out.

      “I don’t believe that shit,” I say.

      His gaze swings to mine. Finally.

      I shrug, straightening my shoulders. “I mean it. Why did you just pull away from me? You look at me like that, then make us stop?”

      “You said we could stop at any time.”

      “I just want to know why.”

      “Because I fucking wanted you, that’s why,” Ian growls. His limbs turn to steel as he faces me. The same look in his eyes that has been there since day one returns. “I wanted you, and I haven’t wanted anybody in…” He trails off, his mouth pursing like he doesn’t want to say the words. “In a long time.”

      “You don’t even like me,” I say. I don’t know why I do. I want him to disagree with me, I think. I want him to tell me I’m wrong.

      He doesn’t, of course, because he’s Ian. “Right now, liking you has nothing to do with what’s going on. Right now, I want to sink myself inside you and remember what this feeling is.”

      My body trembles. My breath hitches as I stare at him in front of me. Heat gathers in my core. He’s stolen my thoughts too, because I can’t make a coherent word come out of my mouth.

      “Fuck,” he says, spinning away from me.

      I move to get up, but the door opens and Finnick comes in with a shopping bag. He holds it up, and through the clear plastic, I see an ice cream label. A smile starts to stretch over my face at the same time Ian strides toward the door, leaving us both behind. Finnick watches him go, eyebrows pulled in. He tries to stop him, but Ian just waves him off.

      When Finnick glances back at me, looking for an explanation, I don’t have one for him. I truthfully have no idea what any of that was about. I can hardly even understand my own reaction to him, let alone figure out what Ian was thinking.
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      The next morning, I wake to the glaring sun shining through my windows. I feel like a vampire. Or better yet, I feel like Sean. Instead of pulling the covers up over my head like he would, though, I get up. Stumbling through the room, I almost step on a dirty bowl that just last night had ice cream in it. Finnick was here, eating with me until I ate way too much. Then, he kissed my forehead and told me he’d be upstairs if I needed him.

      I half expected him to stay, but I’m also glad he didn’t. I needed some time to myself. Hell, I was probably giving off that vibe. Finnick seems to know what I want before I know myself. I’m an open book. All he has to do is read me.

      If that’s the case, I’m pretty sure Ian knows I want him now. Despite the weird tension between us last night, I’m still extremely grateful for what he did. He put a spotlight on a guy being an asshole. For once, he used his dickish powers for good.

      I jump in the shower to get ready, thinking about all the moments before the night went bad. About how the guys felt on stage. How they sounded amazing. They were in sync, like they were part of a whole. They need to get that back. I know they have it in them.

      I ready myself for the day quickly, eager to see the guys again. When I climb the stairs, Ian is at the stove. I’m almost taken aback when I notice it’s him. Then, I see smoke lifting over his shoulders as he growls, “Goddamnit.” He pulls the trash can over and empties, I think, what’s supposed to be a pancake.

      I stifle a laugh and make my way to him. “Hey,” I say.

      He tenses at first, then looks over at me. His expression isn’t quite as hate-filled as it has been even though I can feel the pissed vibe he’s throwing off. “How the hell do you guys make these things? Finnick makes it look so damn easy.”

      I try to take the frying pan from him, but he pulls it out of my reach. “Tell me how to do it.”

      “Okay. First, wash the pan again.”

      He goes over to the sink, washing out the charred pieces of pancake that are stuck there. The water sizzles when it first hits the pan and then fades. He works efficiently, yet quickly, like this part of the process isn’t worth his time. When he finally gets back over to the stove, I check the batter he made and decide it looks pretty good. Then, I tell him the first thing he needs to do is turn the burner down. When I reach over to do it myself, he growls. “I’m doing it. Just tell me.”

      “Okay, okay,” I say. I look over at him, brows rising. This doesn’t seem like the Ian I know. He’s usually more than happy to have people do everything for him. After he’s turned it down to the right temperature, I say, “Now spray the grease in the pan.”

      He does it, his triceps muscle flexing when he pushes on the spray nozzle. I walk him through the rest of the steps, explaining to him, just like I did with Finnick, exactly when to turn the pancake over. With my supervision, he does well. By the end of the first pancake, he’s got a decent looking one that’s only flat on one side because one of the edges turned under when he tried to flip it.

      “So, what’s this newly found like of cooking for?” I ask.

      Meticulously, he goes through the steps I just told him before he answers, “I just thought you guys would want breakfast. That’s all.”

      His voice is hard, like he has a chip on his shoulder. While he works, I gather the courage to tell him what I’ve been wanting to tell him all morning. “I really do appreciate you calling that guy out yesterday.”

      His fingers flex on the spatula. “Anytime.”

      My gaze, which had started to wander away, darts back to him. Anytime? That was different than his previous responses to me.

      The next pancake he makes is much better. He puts it on a plate and offers it to me. “Since you’re up,” he says.

      I take it from him and set the plate on the bar before going over to the fridge and grabbing the condiments we need for another pancake breakfast. When my back is turned, I hear, “Not yours, dickhead.”

      I turn with the syrup in my hand to find Archer pulling my chair out. Archer looks from me to Ian, then moves over. The blond-haired boy’s hair is wet like he just got out of the shower. When I sit down next to him, he says, “I’m sorry about what that asshole did to you last night.”

      I almost stumble over my feet, but I end up making it to my seat with everything intact. “Thanks,” I say. That’s probably the sincerest thing he’s ever said to me.

      Despite the late night we had, Sean and Finnick come out of their rooms next, freshly dressed and ready to go. When I look around, I notice every single one of them is dressed for the day. More often than not, they’re wearing swim trunks or sweats, but today they look like they have business on their minds.

      Ian cooks us all breakfast, eating his pancakes last while we all sit around the room, waiting. It’s like there’s a heavy cloud above us, someone waiting for someone else to say something. Because I feel like being bold, I say, “You guys sounded great yesterday.”

      “That was so much fucking fun,” Sean says, hazel eyes sparkling. “You know, right up until the part where Ian jumped off the stage and went after that guy.”

      “He fucking deserved it.”

      Sean shrugs. “No denying that.” His gaze catches mine. “I would’ve went after him too.”

      My face flames. I really don’t want to have this conversation right now. “That’s not what I was trying to say,” I tell them, speaking up. “I was just so impressed with how you guys played.”

      “Fuck that,” Ian said, his old, crusty self coming back. “That’s not what we need to be talking about today. What we need to be talking about is how we’re going to get that fucker’s name and make sure he doesn’t do that to someone else.”

      “What?” I ask, surprise thrumming through me. I thought he was just about to give some inspirational speech about the next album.

      “That fucker,” he says again. “I saw you.” He pushes his plate away. “I saw you tell him no. More than once.” I just blink at him. It’s like last night all over again. Rage starts to consume Ian. “He needs to know he can’t fuck with you. Or anyone else who says no.”

      “Dude,” Finnick says. He stares at his cousin warily.

      When Ian takes his stare away from me, he relaxes. He shakes his hands out and takes a deep breath. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      “Good,” I say. “Because we don’t need to worry about that right now. What we need to worry about is how you’re going to harness what you guys did yesterday and put it into the new album.”

      “We?” Archer asks.

      “Yes, I said fucking we. Someone has to fucking worry about your next album because you guys aren’t.”

      “Did Nolan put you up to this?” Archer asks.

      “Fuck off,” Finnick says, flipping his friend the bird.

      “No, he didn’t,” I say, answering him honestly. “I haven’t spoken to him. But I do know that he’s not happy with you guys and neither are you. When you guys are together on stage, I feel how cohesive you are, but here? Here, I don’t feel any of that. You guys need to get real with each other quickly because time is not on your side. Nolan wants his album, and if you don’t deliver it, no one else is going to be able to hear how awesome you sounded up there last night. You won’t be able to share that with another group of people. You won’t get your voice heard, you won’t be able to tell the world what you truly think.”

      The room falls silent. Good. I’ve finally stunned them into thinking. No one is arguing with me, at least, and even though Archer is the only one narrowing his gaze at me, he still looks like he appreciates what I said.

      “We’re working on the album today. No excuses. What do you guys need from me? And if you say fucking food, I’m going to straight up murder all of you.”

      Ian’s jaw tenses, fluttering between keeping his lips thin and the beginning of a smirk. His hand comes up to scratch the harsh line of his jaw, and he says, “I kind of started something last night.”

      Finnick turns toward his cousin. “Yeah?”

      Ian’s gaze meets mine. “It’s kind of…” He sighs. “I used what happened to you as a bouncing off point, so we don’t have to use it,” he says. And for the first time, I like Ian being completely open and honest with me.

      A hundred red flags fly up in my mind. Some of me is saying that what happened is personal and private, but some of the best fucking songs are borne out of emotion. “I’d love to hear it,” I say instead.

      We leave the dirty breakfast dishes right where they are and all five of us head upstairs to the recording studio. When I get up there, I look around and see that the guitar’s lying on the sofa and there are pieces of paper thrown around the room, and one of the notebooks I bought each of them is open on the table, scribbles lining the pages.

      My heart flutters, then my gaze tracks to Ian. He was working on this last night. Not just casually, but he was inspired. Damn. Now, I can see the tight lines of his shoulders and his bloodshot eyes. No wonder why he didn’t look angry. He looks exhausted instead. At the same time, though, he looks free.

      He picks up the guitar and without any pretense, he starts right up with it as only someone who’s been doing this a long time can. I certainly couldn’t play in front of these guys. Well, I could, but I wouldn’t have so much confidence to just jump right in.

      What Ian sings though, it hits me in the stomach. It’s a story about a girl who’s been physically assaulted. I can tell he started the idea with me, but then it evolved into this full-blown anthem about deserving love even after so much pain. So much fucking pain. By the time he finishes, I’m speechless. I literally cannot force words past my mouth.

      “Jesus,” Sean says.

      Finnick walks over to his cousin and claps him on the back. But Ian doesn’t make a move. All he does is lift his head to look at me. And there, I see the pain inside him that manifests itself as anger all the time. I’m one-hundred percent positive in that moment that I have not yet even begun to scratch the surface of Ian.

      Because he keeps looking at me, I swallow, and then clear my throat when even that doesn’t help. “That was beautiful,” I say.

      Archer’s standing there with his arms crossed. Eventually, he sits on the couch. “It’s fucking brilliant,” he says.

      “Yeah?” Ian asks.

      Archer chuckles. “Thank God you’re fucking back. Someone had to jumpstart us.”

      The rest of the guys fall into an easy laugh and then they go into creative mode. Finnick takes the guitar from Ian as Ian gives him a rundown of what chords he was thinking. Archer grabs the bass while Sean starts a drumming pattern on his thigh. I sit back on the leather couch and revel in it all. These four guys are writing a jaw-dropping song. A song I know will touch a lot of people.

      It takes all day to lay the track down. I do actually get them food during the day. Not because they ask me to, but because they’re working so damn hard, and I don’t want to interrupt them. We’ll still need Marco to come in with his expertise and make sure it’s perfect, but at the end of the night, the guys run down the other songs they’ve been working on and decide which ones to toss and which ones they think have something.

      Throughout most of the day, Archer is pretty quiet. I can tell he’s in his own head. Finnick tries to liven him up, but not even his cheery demeanor gets through to him. Not that I know Archer all that well, but I don’t think it’s about what’s going on. I think he’s ecstatic that they’re finally working on something together, but whatever is going on with him is something far different.

      At the end of the night, instead of the guys and me going our separate ways, they put in a movie and we all watch it together. Finnick pulls me onto his lap, kissing me on the cheek. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “I had a lot of fun today.”

      “You looked so excited.”

      I laugh. “Well, yeah. I’ve never been around a bunch of guys who were in the creative mode yet also perfectly in sync with one another before. Hell, I’ve never been creative with anyone else before in my life. I really loved it.”

      “It’s kind of cool, isn’t it?” Finnick asks. “Each one of us brings something different to the table, and somehow, when it comes together, it just works. I’ve always been in a little bit of awe of what goes on. I can’t figure it out, but I also don’t want to look too closely because then it won’t seem like magic anymore. Of course, there are the times when we can’t make anything happen, and then I realize I wish I could put a finger on what makes some things work and some things don’t.”

      “I get that,” I say. “Some songs are like pulling teeth to finish, and others are as easy as breathing.”

      “Yeah,” Finnick says with a quick shake of his head. “You just never know what you’re going to get when you sit down to write.”

      Sean sits next to us, pulling my feet onto his lap. He keeps his hand on my foot, squeezing it from time to time when something in the movie makes him laugh even though it’s supposed to be horror. I snuggle down into Finnick, feeling completely at ease. I wouldn’t have been able to say that before.

      I look up when I feel someone’s eyes on me. When I do, a pair of light blue eyes pierce mine, and in them, I see something like regret.

      I keep his gaze for a while longer, but eventually, he looks away.

      When the movie ends, Ian’s the first one to head toward his room. Archer, though, meets me in the kitchen while I’m cleaning up a little. “Hey,” he says. His voice like a whisper. When I look up, he peeks at the room where Finnick and Sean are. “I was thinking that maybe you could help me with something tomorrow.” He licks his lips, then frowns. “Something like a song. I have an idea, but sometimes the words don’t come as quick to me as some of the other guys.”

      I blink at him, sure I’ve just heard him wrong, but when his deep blue eyes stare at me like he can make me say yes, I find myself nodding. “Absolutely,” I say. “Anything.”

      “A secret,” he tells me. “Okay?”

      I nod again. “Just find me tomorrow.”

      With that, he taps the counter between us and then saunters to his room.
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      Overhead, the sky is littered with stars. The chill in the night air bites at my skin, but I was too antsy to just go to bed. Tonight, I feel like the band hit a turning point. They just might be able to bust out a few songs. They could even pull this second album off quicker than I originally thought. They were on fire today, and after the high of everything, my mind kept whirring, so I decided to come outside, notebook in hand.

      I fret over my lip and start with a snippet of something that pops in my head. Then, I build and build from there until a whole page is filled with words. Words strung together that tell a story in short snippets, sung in a way to bring them more meaning. Now, I’m not the best singer. But Ian singing this would be…amazing. Despite whatever else he is, he’s tremendously gifted.

      To my left, the back door to the house careens open. I sit up when I see Archer running off the deck and down into the sand, tearing at his chest. Finally, he pulls his shirt over his head, but slumps to the ground, his arms outstretched to the side as he stares upward. He’s kneeling like a statue of a crying angel, laying his soul bare.

      Panic sweeps over me. I push up from my chair and jump to my feet. “Archer?” I call out as soon as I start making my way over to him. “Archer, are you okay?” I run down the deck steps and crouch down. He’s brought himself to a sitting position, clutching his knees to his chest.

      His stormy blue eyes look up at me over the ripped-out knees of his jeans. He sucks in a breath. “I’m okay,” he says.

      “Are you sure? Can I get someone for you?” I look back at the house, but no one else is coming out. No parade of worried band members, which makes this seem all the more serious. The windows of the beach house are dark, leaving just me and Archer.

      He drops his head. “I’m fine.” But I notice he’s shaking, tremors taking over his body.

      I bite my lip and stare at him. I know he’s not being honest with me, but I can’t call him out on it. Not in this state. Not when the first friendly words we ever spoke to one another was just an hour ago.

      His phone buzzes. He scrambles to take it out of his pocket and then pulls it in front of him. Whatever he sees there enrages him. “Fuck you!” he screams, his mouth dangerously close to the screen, then he whips it toward the water. I don’t see where the phone lands, but I hear it, an almost soundless “oomph” as it lands in the sand.

      Blood thumps at my temples. “Hey,” I say, reaching out to put my hand on his knee. I can feel him tremble there, too, shaking like he’s colder than he’s ever been. “You should put your shirt back on. You’re freezing.”

      “I’m not freezing,” he says, but when I hand it back over to him, he puts it on anyway, a Green Day shirt that shows off his corded neck and muscled arms.

      He runs his hands through his hair and then holds the back of his neck. Archer looks like a man who’s about to lose it. Some of that vulnerability I saw from him yesterday while they played on stage is coming out right here right now.

      Whatever peace Archer has come to terms with by my being here isn’t like having a friend. He may have asked me to write a song with him, but that doesn’t mean we’re best friends all of a sudden. I take one look at him and then start to move back toward the house. Finnick will know what to do. Before I can make it too far though, Archer puts his hand on mine. “Stay with me?”

      His skin warms me instantly, sending shockwaves through my body. Our gazes meet, and I nod slowly. He scoots back until he’s lying in the sand, so I follow his lead, lying there next to him. We’re silent for many long minutes until I ask, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He speaks immediately, as if he’s been waiting for me to ask that question. His voice is harsh and staccato, like it pains him to even utter the words, but he needs to get it out at the same time. “Do you ever think things are just too fucking much sometimes? And like everyone tries to blame you for it, and you wonder if it is you even though you don’t think it is, but you don’t really trust yourself anymore either? I mean, fuck!”

      I grab his hand and squeeze. His raw intensity pulls at my heartstrings, and the only thing running through my mind is to help him. I don’t want him to feel pain or hurt. I’d rather him sneer at me all day every day than feel like this.

      Archer looks at our joined hands then looks up. He’s not exactly crying, but his eyes are rimmed in red. He squeezes my hand back, like he’s glad he has someone to cling to in this moment even if it is me. “We put my sister, Rachel, in rehab right before the guys and I had to come here. She’s hooked on cocaine and meth, and God knows what else.” He pauses, taking his time with the words that he’s about to say next. I can’t tell if he’s trying to find the words or trying to reign his emotions in. Either way, my stomach twists as I wait for him to say what he’s going to say. “My parents just called to tell me she checked herself out.”

      I don’t mean to show any reaction, but I do. My jaw goes slack as I stare at him.

      “She’s not good,” Archer says. He starts to shake again, and I realize he really wasn’t cold before. This is just his outward reaction to all his emotions.

      I rub my hand up and down his arm.

      “They can’t find her.”

      “Oh my God. Archer. Did they call the police?”

      He laughs darkly. “Do you know how many times we’ve done that? The police don’t even pretend to look anymore. Besides, she can’t be a missing person until twenty-four hours passes, and most likely, she’s just somewhere getting high.” He grips my hand so hard it starts to go numb, but I don’t complain. That’s nothing compared to the fear he’s facing.

      I can’t imagine going through what he’s going through. He’s worried sick, and he can’t do anything from here. He’s hundreds of miles away.

      “She’ll show up,” he says, like he’s followed my inner train of thought. “She always does.”

      I swallow and raise my gaze to the sky. Soon, a chill starts through me. No wonder why the guys haven’t gotten the album done when the record company wanted them to. Archer probably hasn’t given a fuck about recording since putting his sister in rehab. How did I not see how much he was hurting? He wears a heavy cloak of normalcy. They all do.

      He shakes his head. “It took so much to get her there. She’d hit rock bottom, you know. We’d find her passed out on the beach. My parents live in Key West,” he says, explaining to me why they’d find her there of all places. “A needle sticking out of her arm. A young kid found her this last time and screamed his head off because he thought she was dead. When she came to, she immediately got sick. Yeah, I bet that poor family never thought they’d see that on their vacation.”

      “That’s awful,” I say. “For everyone.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess it wasn’t rock bottom enough for her. What the fuck was she thinking checking herself out? I just don’t fucking get it. She seemed excited to go. It looked like she wanted to turn her life around this time. It’s all the same empty promises though. Time and time again.”

      I just sit back and listen to Archer get this all off his chest. He tells me stories I’ve only ever heard in movies and television. My heart breaks for him and his family with each one. They want so badly to help, but they can’t recover for her. I know zero about drug use and addiction, so when he finally exhausts himself, I don’t respond. I don’t think he wants me to either. He just needed to talk. He needed to say it all, reveal his internal scars. Suffering from something other than physically is like slowly dying in silence. No one can tell unless you let it out.

      For the next five minutes or so, only the sound of our breathing fills the air until he looks up at the sky. “It’s funny. I used to dream about doing this. Like, exactly this. The band. The albums. The tours.” He shakes his head. “I never thought about this aspect. What it would do to my family.”

      I turn my head to look at him. His profile is strong, even severe. “This isn’t your fault, Archer. Your sister’s just addicted.”

      His jaw feathers. “Sometimes I wish we’d never started this.”

      “But you love it,” I say, pulling myself up to stare down at him. Call me a dreamer, I guess. I just can’t stand to hear him say he wishes this had never happened. Whatever else they are, they’ve accomplished something great.

      He makes a noise in the back of his throat. “Sometimes it still doesn’t feel worth it.”

      I blink at him, this new, raw side of Archer is throwing me for a loop. He looks less like the guy who finds humor in torturing me and more like a scared dog locked in a cage.

      “This is what I wanted to write with you about,” he says, peeking over at me.  His half-lidded eyes secret his beautiful blue irises away from me. “I wanted to write a song for my sister. Kind of like the song Ian wrote today. A song about Rachel’s struggles, but mainly about how she’ll persevere in the end. Now,” he says, shrugging. “I don’t know. No one even knows where the fuck she is.”

      I take a deep breath. The fact that he would trust me with this shows our progress from day one. Even earlier, he was going to tell me about his sister because of the song he wanted my help writing. What happened now just moved his timeline up. “That’s the important part, isn’t it? It’s not that all this isn’t worth it,” I say. “It’s just that sometimes there are places you’d rather be.”

      Archer turns in the sand, looking at me. “I can’t leave the beach house. We’ll never get the album done.”

      Suddenly, my anger for Big City flares. The record label has basically trapped them here, giving them an ultimatum. How can they work like this? Why would they want to work like this when there are other pressing matters that have to do with family? “Sometimes you just need to do what you have to.” I point back to the house. “What would those guys say if you told them you wanted to leave right now?”

      “They’d tell me to fucking go,” he says. “Ian tried to talk Big City out of this nonsense. He knew Sean and I weren’t in the right head space. We just needed a little more time.”

      Though Ian sticking up for the guys surprises me at first, it doesn’t when I think about it. Of course, he would do that. He’s like the silent ringleader of them all.

      “Sean seems to be doing better,” Archer muses, looking up at me with a half smile.

      I know what he’s getting at, and I have to tamp down the smile that wants to rise to the surface. “We just have to get you there,” I say. “Let’s go inside, wake the guys up. You need to go be with your family, Archer.”

      “It’s so selfish,” Archer says, already shaking his head. “We just had a breakthrough.”

      “And you won’t be able to have another one unless we do this. Come on.” I get to my feet and haul him next to me. Before we move toward the house, I look in the sand in the direction he threw his phone and see it sticking up out of the wheat colored grains. I walk over, grab it, and then Archer and I both move toward the house.

      He wakes Ian up while I wake Sean and Finnick, telling them Archer needs help. With the way they jump out of bed, I already know how this conversation is going to go, and the guys don’t disappoint me. Within the hour, they’re helping Archer throw shit in a bag while Archer’s online booking a flight from his phone I rescued from the surf. They don’t want to have to wake Rex up, so they tell him to take the Mustang and just leave it in extended parking until he gets back.

      The guys hug him goodbye, concern clearly etched on their faces. More and more, I see the guys who started the band when they were younger come out. They’re there for each other. Like brothers. The four of us don’t go back in the house until Archer pulls out of the driveway.

      As soon as his car disappears, Finnick says, “Maybe one of us should’ve driven him.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Ian says. “That fucker is strong.”

      We linger in the living area with heavy hearts. They give me the backstory on Archer and his sister. As bad as being hooked on drugs is, I understand why Archer feels it’s his fault now. He sends money to his family every month. It’s kind of like a stipend to help them pay bills, but instead of using it to live, his sister used her money and went off the deep end. First alcohol, then drugs. The extra money only fueled her drug habit because she felt invincible. So, no, Archer didn’t force her to do drugs, but he feels like he has. Every time he threatens to stop sending her money, she calls him up crying that there’s no food and not enough money to pay her rent. So, he keeps sending her money until it’s all a vicious cycle of lies and trying to help when really no one is helping anyone.

      When I get back to my room, I hug my pillow to my stomach. I hug it so tight, wishing I could take back every bad thing I said about these guys. Not that they deserve a complete reprieve. But they also didn’t deserve my opinion based on incorrect facts and assumptions. They aren’t just spoiled rockstars from a little town called Hollywood Hill. They’re fucking real people with real shit in their lives. Yes, they do real shit too. Hateful, hurtful things, but we’re all just human. And the ones around me, are some of the most human I’ve met yet.
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      The next morning, a text from Archer tells me he made it to Key West safely. I have to blink at it a few times because I didn’t even realize he had my number in his phone. None of the guys have texted me before even though I’d given them my number previously in one of the notebooks upstairs. I guess there hadn’t been a need to, but now that we’re separated... I fret over my lip, thinking about what to reply back with. Eventually, I settle on: I hope you find your sister soon. Keep me updated.

      He writes right back, the phone buzzing in my hand even before I’ve had a chance to set it down. Thank you for last night. I’ll definitely keep you updated.

      Because I don’t know what to respond with, I read the texts again, my brain not even really believing this is Archer writing me. He’s made it known what he thought I was here for and even told me I should get out when he noticed there was something more between me and Finnick. I guess all that has changed now. Maybe I’ve proven myself to them just like I wanted.

      With Archer gone, the guys are subdued. After breakfast, we drag our asses up to the recording studio again. They work on the songs they agreed to keep from the meeting before. Because they already had recording of Archer playing the bass on these tracks, they cut his parts in and lay it over the rest of them playing. It’s a little rough right now but giving the label something is better than nothing. When Archer comes back, they can lay it all down better before they have to send something to the label.

      “So,” Ian says, on our first break. “Last night after Archer left, I sent the song we wrote yesterday to Marco…”

      “And?” Sean asks. He has his hand on my thigh while we sit next to one another on the leather couch upstairs, and I feel it tighten automatically.

      Ian shrugs. “I haven’t heard anything back yet.”

      The guys look a little somber after that, but I immediately speak up. “Don’t worry. They’re going to love it. I smell debut single material.”

      Ian’s lips curve up on one side. His face, though tinged in worry about Archer, is a lot less hard than I’ve seen it over the last few weeks.

      “I agree with Aisley,” Finnick says. I tear my gaze off Ian to stare at his cousin. It’s hard not having a reaction to these guys anymore. I feel their holds on my heart tightening with each passing day. “That song’s the shit.” His brows pinch. “So, how many do we have right now then? I know some still need some cleaning up, but where do we stand?”

      “Nine,” Ian says.

      A sense of relief flows through me. That’s actually more than I thought they had. It turns out they had some songs from before this whole ordeal that they play at their concerts that they’ve decided to put on the album.

      “We only need a couple more then,” Finnick says. “And…I don’t want to piss anyone off like last time, but I’m going to suggest the song Aisley wrote. It’s so good. You guys have to hear it.”

      I glance at Ian, expecting his mood to do a one-eighty at the suggestion, but to my surprise, he’s worrying over his lip. “I actually liked it too. Still not crazy on us not writing our own songs, but…we can look at it again. As long as Aisley doesn’t mind.”

      Electric shocks spark up my skin. Finnick chuckles. “That’s not even the one I’m talking about. I’m talking about the one I heard her sing, not the one Marco found in her notebook.” Finnick gives me a knowing grin when Ian stands and hands me a guitar. I tentatively take it.

      “Go on,” Sean says, squeezing my thigh again. “I haven’t heard any of your songs, and you still haven’t shown me your notebook like you promised.”

      My face heats with the reason for that promise, but all Sean does is wink at me.

      My stomach dips as I stand. All three of them look at me full-on. The force of their gazes makes me want to sway on my feet, but I throw my shoulders back instead. If I want to do this for a living, I’ll probably have to sing in front of people a lot. I’ll have to play my version in front of artists, big-wigs, and producers. I might as well start now where I feel a little more comfortable.

      I put the guitar around me and adjust the strap. I pluck at the strings, making sure they’re in tune while the guys just sit and wait patiently. Before I start, I look toward where the stars would be if we were outside and pray I don’t sound like a fucking idiot. I feel like this is a shot gifted to me, and if I don’t get it in front of two people who clearly care about me and another who seems to be coming around, when will I get it? This is the perfect opportunity.

      With that thought in mind, I start. I close my eyes, singing the song I imagined when I first wrote the words. For those few minutes, I’m caught in a vacuum of time. The world hasn’t progressed or fallen behind, it just is. Finally, when I strum my last chord, I wait a beat before I open my eyes. When I do open them, Ian is the first I see. He’s sitting forward in his seat, his elbows on his knees. Time goes by slowly then, inching like a snail across the beating of my heart. Then, he smiles. “It’s really good. I kind of hate you right now.”

      I’m shocked into silence, but then I burst out laughing. “What’s new?”

      Sean and Finnick laugh at that, too, before Sean stands, placing his hands on the back of my neck and pulling me in for a kiss with the guitar wedged between us. “Hey, now,” Finnick says. “Just not the guitar.”

      Sean pulls away, not looking the least bit sorry, but I carefully take the strap off and hand it to Finnick where it belongs. “I’m sure you can play it much better.” Then I turn to Ian. “And you can sing it much better.”

      Ian shakes his head, his eyes are turning hard. I think I’ve pissed him off again before I hear what he has to say. “Don’t do that. Don’t discount yourself. It was really good.” He shakes his head like he can’t believe it, and then he withdraws inside himself while Sean throws out ideas for drumbeats, and I help Finnick play the chords I just played. He does things a little differently, rocking it up a bit in a way I know Ian would probably feel more comfortable singing to and Sean falls right into sync.

      I run downstairs to get my notebook with the lyrics written down while the guys go into the booth to lay it down. Finnick will play it once with the guitar and once with a very hesitant bass just to get an idea, and then when Archer gets back, he’ll make it what it needs to be.

      Hours go by as I sit fascinated, watching them work my song into what they want it to be. When they replay the track from start to finish with the bass in there, a huge smile takes over my face. It’s really, really good. Still rough, obviously, but that’s what their producer is for, and when Archer gets back, he’ll do his thing with it too.

      “It’s good,” Ian says, looking over at me as soon as the sound fades. I can tell he likes it. I could already tell from the way he looked when he sang it.

      My face heats. Instead of telling them it sounds better when they do it, I take his compliment as what it was meant for. “Thanks,” I tell him. “It sounds amazing.”

      “So, that’s ten,” Sean says, clearly relieved to be solidifying another track for their new album.

      “As long as Archer agrees on this song,” I say, pulling my phone out to see if he’s texted me more updates. What I see is a barrage of texts from him. My heart immediately skips a beat as my mind goes to his sister, but I relax as soon as I read the first text.

      Holy shit. That’s your song??

      You wrote that?

      Why is no one answering me? Fuck you guys.

      When I give my phone a weird look, Finnick speaks up. “I videoed you singing and sent it to him.”

      I look at him over my phone. “Why’d you do that?”

      His smile spreads. “Because I knew he would love it.”

      “So, I’m guessing he’s on board then,” Ian says with a short nod, and I feel like he just mentally slid this song into a slot on the album. His phone starts ringing in his pocket. He pulls it out and after he reads the screen, he turns it toward us. I read it and realize it’s Nolan calling him. His body goes rigid, something that comes hand-in-hand when Ian has to deal with their manager. He answers it and then puts it on speaker. “We’re all here, Nolan.”

      I bite my lip when I realize Archer’s not here, and Nolan would be super pissed if he knew he left. Whatever. It doesn’t matter. They should be allowed to go handle something if they need to. It’s unfortunate that the label doesn’t see it that way.

      Nolan gets right down to business. “Marco played me the song you guys sent him last night. Loving it. We need more like that.”

      Ian’s jaw feathers. “We’re up to ten. We just need a couple more.”

      “Better late than never, I guess,” Nolan sighs.

      I sneer at the phone. I’m so over his haughty fucking attitude, and the guys all have similar expressions for him too.

      “When can you send me the rest?”

      “We can send you what we have right now,” Finnick suggests. Though most of his body seems relaxed, I realize he’s white knuckling it, his hands in tight fists at his side.

      “Do that. I’ll get together with Marco and make sure everything sounds good and we’ll go from there.”

      “I’ll send everything in a bit,” Finnick says.

      Ian doesn’t waste any time after those last words. He ends the call. “Fucking asshole.”

      I’m beginning to agree with him. He doesn’t know how to read a room at all. I can still understand that the label needs their album, but they don’t need to be dicks about it. Right? Or is that just my naivety talking? Or maybe my feelings for the guys coming out? I know I have a protective streak.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” Sean says. He checks his watch. “Christ, it’s seven o’clock. Let’s just go down to that place at the end of the street.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Ian says. “Meet everyone downstairs in ten?”

      They all disperse, and I walk down after them, Ian’s voice still in my ears as he sings my song and the others as they play my notes. When I get to my room, I freshen up a little and then pull my cell out to text Archer. Sorry. We got busy recording. How are things there? Then, after I send that, I send, I’m glad you liked the song.

      Rough, Archer responds. No sign of her yet, and my parents are sending me jabs about giving her money to feed her addiction. They’re also failing to give me any credit for paying for her rehab either. We’re meeting the people at the rehab in a little while to see if they can give us any clues as to where she might be.

      I frown at the screen. His parents are acting like it’s his fault? She has a problem. He didn’t put the drugs in her hand, he was only trying to help. I say as much in my next text along with the words, That’s fucked up.

      He writes back, That’s my life.

      I send him back a sad emoji and am about to leave my room to meet the rest of the guys when a knock sounds on my door. I open it, still preoccupied with the texting conversation with Archer, but Ian’s on the other side, leaning his forearm against the doorjamb. “Hey,” I say, stepping back. There’s something about his presence that always does that to me. It’s like he’s bigger than life whether he’s singing or doing normal activities. Or maybe it’s because he always looks more the predator than the prey.

      He comes in and shuts the door behind him. He spends some time looking around my room, eyes stopping on things and then moving on. I’m not sure why since he’s already been in this room before the night that asshole touched me. Abruptly, he says, “I feel like I owe you an apology.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. The need to shield myself becomes stronger the more agitated he looks. “Really? You think you do? Or you know you do?”

      His face hardens. “I know I do, but you have no idea what it’s like to be us. Or maybe you do a little now, so hopefully you’ll get it, but we’re suspicious of new people.” He shrugs unapologetically, and I want to laugh at him for even saying that he thought I was owed one. He clearly doesn’t seem like the type to give them out freely. “I’m not apologizing for that. What I am apologizing for is saying your song was shit when I knew it wasn’t. I really liked the one I read in your notebook. And this one? The one we just recorded? It’s more than good. It’s…awesome.”

      I arch a brow at him. This is a lame ass apology, but a pretty big stroke of my ego. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say, Ian? I’d rather you apologize for being a dick. I get that you have a lot of pressure on you guys and you don’t know who to trust, but…” I just shake my head. “It must be pretty sad to be you, I guess.”

      His light blue eyes were hard as I talked until I said the last sentence. Then, his face falls. “It is, actually.”

      “That still doesn’t give you the right to act that way. I didn’t deserve it.”

      He challenges me with a look, but I’m not backing down. I don’t care that he’s been nicer to me today. Or that something weird and amazing happened between us the other day. He’s not getting the green light to walk all over me ever again. He tried to get me fired. He tore me down any chance he got. I know I said last night that I was sorry for any bad thing I said about them, but I guess I’m not. I guess I want them to be sorry for what they did to me too. I’d like to think I’m a very forgiving person, but I can’t forgive unless I’m actually being apologized to.

      Ian moves into my space. My breath catches in my chest like it did the night he was in here. “Archer was right, you know. You aren’t cut out for this type of life. Sometimes you don’t get apologies. Sometimes you don’t even get any recognition or acknowledgment or pats on the back.”

      “That doesn’t mean it should change you guys,” I counter.

      “You’re too…innocent,” he says eventually.

      “Have I broken yet?”

      His head tilts, like he’s truly thinking about what I just asked. “No, I guess not,” he answers finally. His hot breath passes over my lips. He’s like an intoxication. My tongue darts out to run over the seam of my mouth, and Ian groans. “I bet you don’t even understand what you do to guys like us. You probably have no idea why we like you, do you?”

      My heart thumps wildly. “We?”

      His lips thin. “I feel like I’ve made that pretty obvious.”

      “Think again.” He truly looks lost. Normally I would laugh, but this isn’t the time for laughing. “What? Are you like the bully in school who pulls the girls’ hair he likes? You tease her and that’s somehow supposed to mean you like her? Sometimes a bully is just a bully.”

      His jaw clenches and a shadow passes over his face. “Sometimes a bully thinks he’s too angry to like someone. Did you ever think of that? They think they’re too dark. Too fucked up. They think they don’t deserve things like that.” He arches a brow challengingly. “Did you know my parents fucking hate me? They think I corrupt people. That piece of mail I got? It was my parents sending me their monthly letter telling me I’m going to hell. They don’t like my music, my tattoos, my attitude. They never have. They’ve basically disowned me. I bet you don’t know anything about that, do you, Aisley? You probably have the perfect family. Your parents love you. They support your songwriting career. They’re paying for your college even though you don’t even need it to do what you want to do, yet you’re going to tell me that maybe I’m just a bully. Maybe you haven’t gotten to know us as well as I thought.”

      He goes to turn away, but I grab his arm. I don’t know what I want to do, but the pain that seeped into his face when he talked about his parents was too much. Maybe I don’t have that kind of pain. Maybe I’ve never felt it or never will feel it, but I can understand it. I can feel it right alongside him. “That’s horrible,” I say.

      His lips curl up in disgust. “Empty words. I’m not into surface things, Aisley. I want real shit. I want raw emotion. For the first time, in your song, I thought I saw that. I saw it when that guy tried to touch you too. If you want to be a songwriter, you need all of that.”

      He’s making it almost impossible to feel sorry for him. My anger spikes again until I just want to push him against the wall. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “And that’ll never change.”

      “Fine.” I say, “But your parents are fucked up. That’s not how it’s supposed to work, and no, I’m not going to apologize for having two parents who love me regardless of what I do, but you were wrong on one thing. They don’t really support me on my songwriting. They want me to go to school to be a teacher. They’ve even suggested since I like music so much, I should be a band teacher. I’d rather live on the streets, eating shit out of garbage cans. Is that real enough for you?”

      Ian’s nostrils flare. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “We’ll just have to see,” I say, my gut twisting. A life without fulfilling my dream would truly be empty. “No one can predict the future.”

      “It’s not going to happen,” he repeats, this time with a hint more growl underlying his words. He’s in my space again, his eyes wild. “When people like me crave people like you, we don’t let shit happen to them. We don’t want their innocence lost or their bright eyes to fade. We’d do anything to stop it.”

      And then he kisses me.
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      His kiss takes me so much by surprise that I stumble back until my thighs hit the side of the bed. His tongue pushes past my lips, slipping inside me, an invasion that makes my toes curl. I’m infatuated with Ian. I love his voice, his music. He’s one of those guys your mom was supposed to warn you about when you were a little girl, but now that you’re grown up, you feel the tantalizing call of the dangerous side.

      Ian was wrong on one thing. He may want me because he thinks I’m too perfect, too sweet, but that’s not true. He said he wanted something raw, something emotional, and that’s all I crave too. How can you have something like that when your life has been too perfect? How can I write songs like him when I haven’t gone through anything? Maybe that’s what’s going on with us. We’re both searching for some semblance of normalcy. He thinks he’s too angry, and I’m too perfect, but maybe what we both want is to feel something real and good.

      I kiss him back. I wrap my hands around his neck and hold him there, giving as much as I’m getting. He growls in the back of his throat and pulls up on my thighs. I wrap my legs around him, squeezing him to my core as he rubs against me. “Oh fuck,” I say, breaking the kiss. He’s rock hard, jutting out of his jeans, filling me with a need I don’t think I can come back from.

      When he looks down, seeing me wrapped around him, his eyes widen in surprise. Like he wasn’t the one who put me there, and I’m not the one who went willingly. “Not quite as innocent as you thought,” I say, breathless, staring up into his icy blue eyes.

      He doesn’t answer. He only leans me over the bed until my back hits the mattress. He comes with me, grinding his pelvis against me until the room fills with my breathy moans and his answering curses. By the sounds in the room, you’d think I’d fallen right into his Beauty and the Beast observation. I’m the innocent princess, too sweet for the beast who’s threatening to corrupt me, body and soul.

      A knock comes on the door as he moves my shirt up, exposing my stomach. He trails a scorching kiss up my skin as my heart beats in my ears. I move up onto my forearms, looking frantically at the door, but he yanks on my hands, making me fall back to the bed again. “Ten minutes,” he calls out.

      “Ten minutes?” I ask, breathlessly, glancing up at him.

      “I’d give it less, but you’re going to need time to clean up.”

      His smirk makes me narrow my eyes at him, but in the next moment, I don’t remember what I was even mad about because he unclasps the button on my jeans and pulls them down.

      “Lace panties. I fucking knew it,” he says, trailing his tongue along the top band, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. I squeeze my legs together to lessen the ache, but he pries me open, forcing my knees to the bed until I’m wipe open for him. “What we said the other night still goes,” he says, locking eyes with me suddenly. “If either one of us says stop…”

      My back arches off the bed. There’s no fucking way in hell I’m saying stop. Right now, all I can think about is Ian’s tongue on me.

      When I don’t say anything, he gives me a smile. “Take your shirt off.”

      I do as he says, sitting up and peeling it off me, throwing it off to the side where I don’t care where the hell it lands as long as it doesn’t impede my view of Ian.

      “Now your bra,” he says, his thumbs swirling on the insides of my knee.

      He waits until I sit back up, unclasping the back before he starts kissing me again, pulling my panties down inch by inch until he’s kissing a trail down the curve of where my leg meets my torso. When I lie back down, my bra cast aside, he looks up once more. The pure need there makes me arch into him. “Fuck, Aisley,” he says, reaching his fingertips up over my stomach to my breasts. He palms me, then trails his fingers over the lower curve until he brushes his hands over my nipples.

      “Ian, please,” I say. I feel like my body is hanging over the edge, just waiting for the moment Ian decides to give me what I need, but the suspension is killing me.

      “Sweet Aisley,” he murmurs, pulling my panties all the way down and off. His hands slide under my ass, propping me up like a feast that’s only for him.

      We both groan, mine so much louder than his. It fills the air, and if I was in my right mind, I’d probably be self-conscious about what the person on the other side of the door can hear, but Ian doesn’t give me time to think. His tongue passes over my clit in pulses that drive my hips higher and higher. My hands dive into his hair, tugging him toward me until I realize I must look like a crazed person, so I let up a little, curling my fingers into his hair, trying not to force him against me.

      “You are sweet,” he murmurs. “Addicting.”

      I throw my head back when his tongue flicks back and forth over my clit. “Ian, yes.”

      He stays there while I lose it. He tortures me until the world splinters in front of me, and I come for him, my insides clenching rapidly. I have to pull his mouth away from me as I come down because he’s just too much. He rests his head against my belly as my hands let up slightly on his hair, then curl into his strands again, stroking him.

      When he sits up, finally, I still see the dick that I met the first day, but I understand him more. I understand what makes him tick. I don’t excuse his behavior, but I see it from his point of view. His face softens the more he looks at me. Then, he gets up, coming to his feet before going into the bathroom. I take a deep breath and run my hands through my hair while I sit up. He comes out with a damp washcloth, which I take from him before he can get any closer. He looks at me, sitting there, and adjusts himself. “I’m using your shower. Be right back.” Then, louder, he says, “A few more minutes.” I know that last part wasn’t for me. It was for whoever is still outside the door, if anyone.

      “Yeah,” Finnick says on the other side, answering that question.

      Once Ian is in the other room, I hurry and clean myself off and then get dressed. Part of me wants to text Heather right away to tell her I just had the most amazing almost sex of my life, but instead, I tiptoe to the door and pull it open.

      Finnick and Sean, who were waiting with their backs pressed against the other wall, look up. “That sounded like fun,” Sean says, grinning at me like he can’t wait to try the same thing.

      My face flames in embarrassment, but it’s Finnick who comes forward, kissing me solidly on the lips. He wraps his arms around me, his tongue searching for more, which I gladly give to him. When he pulls away, he rests his forehead against mine. “You are…” He cuts himself off and gives a quick shake of the head. “He needs someone like you.”

      “You don’t care?” I ask, looking first up at Finnick and then at Sean.

      Sean shrugs. “It was inevitable. I’m just surprised Ian didn’t get you first. Ian always gets what he wants first.”

      Inside the bathroom, there’s a loud grunt that even the running shower can’t mute. All three of us look over. The back of my neck is suddenly itchy, but the other guys don’t seem to pay it any notice other than just casual observation. When Finnick looks back, he kisses my forehead. “Yeah, things are different with you.”

      I don’t ask him what he means, but I thread my fingers through his and we all wait until Ian comes out of the bathroom fully clothed. “Ready to eat?” he asks like it’s just any other day.

      His gaze finds mine, so I nod.

      “That wasn’t ten minutes,” Sean says.

      “I didn’t account for me,” Ian deadpans, and a slight flush inches up his neck.

      Sean claps him on the back. “I get it. The one night I had on the beach with Aisley, I went back to my room and—”

      “Oh my God,” I say, cutting him off even though we all know what he was going to say. I swear I’m not a prude, but I’m not used to openly talking about this stuff. Having a relationship with three guys? That’s brand new territory.

      “That right there,” Finnick says, pointing at my red cheeks. “That’s why.”

      “I told her,” Ian says, glancing back at me as we walk down the hall. “The darkness needs light. I don’t think she gets it yet, but she will.”

      I replay those words in my head, looking around me as we walk out the front door of the house, down the curved steps, and out the driveway. The guys talk about the album while my hands are still clasped in Finnick’s. His thumb runs over my skin, sending warm thoughts through me, almost the exact opposite of the feelings I had with Ian. One isn’t better than the other. Finnick is like a slow burn. He gives me jittery feelings, reminding me of when I was in middle school and had my first kiss. Ian gives me the “I need it now” feelings. The all-consuming burn I just want to take, take, take. Sean? He’s somewhere in the middle. A mix of both that makes me want to explore the connection more.

      The three of them, together, they fill me. My cell phone in my pocket is a reminder that not all of us are here though. I got used to having Archer around, and now that he’s not, it doesn’t feel the same. I know I have three others here to keep me occupied, plus the whole album thing, but it’s different. It’s him. The differences in him compared to the others that make him up. I can tell he’s missing, and that’s saying something. “Do you guys spend a lot of time apart?”

      The guys look over as the breeze trickles through my hair. The sun is setting, so it’s not quite as hot as it would be, but the walk to the restaurant isn’t exactly a walk in the park either.

      “Not really,” Sean says.

      “It must be hard for Archer to not be here. What are we going to do if Nolan finds out he left?”

      Ian shakes his head. “He shouldn’t find out, but if he does, fuck him. It’s not like we’ve lost any steam because of it. Archer knows that when he gets back, he has to catch up, and he’ll do it.”

      “Are you worried about your job?” Finnick asks.

      My forehead wrinkles as I look over at him. Then it dawns on me that the last time I kept something from Nolan he told me there wouldn’t be any more chances with Big City. Oddly, I haven’t considered this a job in a while. Especially the last couple of days. “No,” I say quickly. “I was just trying to game plan.”

      “I don’t like plans,” Ian says.

      “Shocking,” I deadpan.

      The old Ian would’ve looked at me with dangerous eyes, and even though he does still a little, there’s a hint of sexy undertones that threaten to turn me inside out right here in front of all of them.

      Sean chuckles, watching the two of us. “This’ll be fun.”

      Despite that, when we get to the restaurant, we actually have an enjoyable evening with laughter and stories and learning more about one another. The guys ask me a lot of questions because they already know a lot about each other. I’m the outsider. But that doesn’t stop me from asking about them too. I want to know everything I haven’t figured out yet. I want to know what makes them tick. What keeps them breathing beyond music, and the more I get out of them, the more I find I love what I hear.
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      My phone rings in the middle of the night, and I jolt awake. I blink, my eyes heavy until I look over to see my screen. Archer? Shit.

      I fumble with my phone until I swipe the screen to answer it. “Hello?”

      There’s a beat of silence. My mind races until a soft voice finally says, “We found her.”

      I let out a deep breath. “That’s great, Archer.”

      He’s silent again for a few beats. “She was passed out in an alley. She’d been there for days.”

      My heart thunders in my ears. His voice sounds broken, tired, and defeated. Like he’s all of these things mixed together right now. “I’m sorry,” I say because it’s the only stupid thing I can think of. “What’s going on now?” I ask, pulling the covers up over me. It’s not cold at all in my room, but there’s a sudden chill going through me. Outside, the moon is reflecting on the ocean below, making me feel like Archer and I might be the only people up at this hour.

      “We took her to get checked out. She’s coming down now.” He sighs. “I guess tomorrow starts when we try to convince her to go back to rehab again.”

      My tongue feels thick. I don’t know what to say. I’m lost in this type of conversation. I feel like I have no words or experience enough to make this kind of thing go away or to try to make it better to him. I bite the inside of my cheek. “You did it once. You can do it again.”

      “I just don’t know how many times I want to try,” he admits. “Does that sound bad?”

      “No,” I say automatically.

      He breathes out, the heavy sound pulling my shoulders down. “I’m just sick of it being my fault, you know? I want to help her, but only if she wants help. Ultimately, it’s her life. I can’t keep dropping everything to do this time and time again.”

      His voice takes on a desperate tone, and I can feel the sadness in his voice. I wonder how many times this has happened before. It makes my heart sick to think about it. He must love his sister so much, but what he said is right. You can only help someone if they want it.

      “I just kind of really want to get back to the guys right now,” he says. “No matter what shit we have going on, we’re in it together. I can’t even say that for my own fucking parents. They keep looking at me like I made Rachel this way. Like I physically took the drugs and pressed the needle down to inject the poison into her veins myself. It’s bullshit.”

      “It is,” I agree. “You should tell them what you’re feeling,” I suggest, knowing I should probably take my own advice. Then I wouldn’t have to hide so much of myself away when I talk to my parents about my future, but that’s something to think about another time. Archer needs me right now. He’s calling me. Not one of the guys. “Your sister, too. Let everything out.”

      He’s quiet for a long time, and I nibble my lip, thinking I must’ve given him the worst advice in the history of people who give out advice, but he says, “Yeah. Tomorrow. I’m sorry I called you. I just…I didn’t know who else to call.” He sighs. “Fuck it. That’s not it. I wanted to call you, Aisley. I don’t know why, but when we found her, I wanted to call you.”

      I sink back into the bed. “I’m glad you did,” I say.

      “Talk to me about other stuff,” he says. “What did you guys do today?”

      I tell Archer about the songs, and about how Nolan heard the one. I skipped over the part about Ian, but then told him we all went to eat together. He was quiet when I said that, like he was depressed he couldn’t go.

      “I’m going to try to get back there soon,” he says. “It’s time I start doing things for myself. If we can convince her to go back, we will, but I’m not going to be waiting here for weeks on end while she gets high a few last times before she goes.”

      I can’t imagine being in Archer’s position. Wanting so badly to help your family, but at the same time, his hand being tied. He can only do so much. “Have you guys seen a therapist that specializes in this kind of thing? Not just someone to help her get off the drugs, but someone to talk to about what’s going on? They might be a good, neutral place to get your feelings out.”

      “You think that might work?”

      “It couldn’t hurt,” I say.

      He’s quiet for a little while longer before saying he’s going to check it out in the morning. “I can barely keep my eyes open,” he says on a long yawn. “Good night, Aisley. Thanks for…being there.”

      I lick my lips before saying, “Good night.” I don’t even know if Archer heard me before he hung up. All I hear is dead air before I pull the phone away from my ear. I wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. He’s got a lot of things on his mind.

      I put my phone aside and lie in bed for fifteen minutes trying to fall back asleep, but I can’t. I end up looking up drug therapists in Key West and then sending Archer a few links before getting up. I think I’m just going to clear my head for a second, try to wind down before falling asleep again, but instead, I find myself outside Finnick’s door. I knock quietly. Too quietly. There’s no way he would hear me if he’s sound asleep, so instead, I nudge the bedroom door open and walk in.

      He’s asleep on his side, but when I close the door quietly and start toward him, something about my presence must pull him from sleep because he blinks and then turns over before raising his eyes to meet mine. He squints. “Aisley?”

      “Sorry,” I whisper. “Archer just called me. They found his sister.”

      He closes his eyes and breathes out. “That’s a relief.” He holds his hand out, and I go to him. He interconnects our fingers and pulls me toward the bed. I go willingly, and I think I surprise even him when I lie next to him. He recovers quickly though, pulling me into his side. His bed is warm from his body heat, and it acts like a furnace for the rest of me. I edge even closer to him, wrapping my legs in his and splaying my fingers over his chest. His heart beats underneath my fingers, a slow, steady pace that grounds me in the moment.

      “How many times have they tried to do this for his sister?” I ask.

      “A handful,” Finnick says. “It always takes its toll on Archer. He thinks it’s his fault. Money and the rock scene, sometimes drugs just go along with it.”

      “Do you guys do that?” I ask.

      Finnick shakes his head. “Not me. The others have done a few things, but we realized pretty quickly that we have to be on top of things in this business, and you can’t do that when you’re tripping out of your mind.” When I don’t say anything, he leans over. “You don’t have to worry, Aisley.”

      Relief floods me. I didn’t know what I was coming in here for, but maybe that was it. I wanted to see if they were into that sort of thing because I don’t think I could do what Archer’s doing right now. Worried about his sister all the time, wondering if she’s actually going to do what she says she’s going to do, or if she’s going to fall back on old patterns. Worried for her life ultimately.

      I tip my face up, inadvertently brushing my lips against Finnick’s, but when we connect, I gasp. Little by little, I move forward, deepening the connection until it’s not one-sided, until we’re kissing each other. His tongue slides into my mouth, and I revel in the growing need I feel in the pit of my stomach. My hand slips down his arm, then to his torso and hips where I feel nothing but bare flesh. He pulls away, and I swear if I could see better in here, I would see bright blushing cheeks. “I sleep naked,” he says. “I should’ve told you.”

      I smile and kiss him again, my fingers teasing down the curve of his hips, then back up and around until my fingertips graze the silky skin of his dick. He gasps, his body going rigid beneath me. He breathes out slowly through his nose and something settles deep within me. A need. An overpowering urge to make Finnick feel good. My thumb rubs the tip of his cock, and his body jerks. He grows with my attention, lengthening and hardening until he’s like a rock in my hands when I grab him in my fist.

      “Oh God,” he says, his voice almost pained.

      I watch his face, seeing the different emotions pass over him. First, there’s pleasure, then fear, and relief. His body is stiff underneath me, and I can just tell there’s something going on here. Something different. I don’t have a ton of experience with guys, but I’ve never had one react like this. A jumble of emotions warring within himself. “Finnick,” I say softly, keeping my hand where it is. “Are you okay?”

      He closes his eyes and breathes in deep. He looks over at me, his eyes sad. “I have so much to tell you.” He puts his hand over mine, working it up and then down. Emotions warring over his face. “But can you do this one thing for me, please? I haven’t felt like this in a long time.”

      I move up on the bed, claiming his lips as mine, kissing him as my hand strokes him harder. He shakes underneath me, his body rocking into mine ever so slightly. We keep going until he tears his mouth from mine, moaning into the air like a plea for help. I reach up with my free hand to touch his cheek and notice a wetness there. There’s so little light in the room that I can’t tell for sure, but it has to be tears.

      His hips jerk into mine, and I increase the pace, sliding my fist up and down his silky hardness until his hips move just as fervently into my hand. He cries out as I stare down at him, his eyes closing until his dick jerks in my hand. My stomach fills with butterflies as I watch him come. His chest heaves, his body seems to melt, relaxing into a state of bliss. And then he’s pulling me toward him, wrapping me up in his arms, keeping the blanket between us as he rains kisses onto my face. Though his body collapses onto the mattress, he never lets me go, holding onto me with strong, vise-like arms. I hold onto him just as tightly, alarms going off in my head. Not ones that tell me I need to get away, but ones that tell me something amazing just happened. Something deep. Something beautiful that I got to be a part of.

      When his breath calms, his grip slips little by little. Lying on my side, I watch Finnick fall back into a peaceful sleep. I watch him for a little while until I, too, fall asleep, wrapped up in the comfort of Finnick’s embrace.
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      Hours later, I’m awakened by a kiss to my temple. My eyelids peel themselves apart, and Finnick’s hazel eyes are the first things I see. I smile, then remember what happened last night and settle back so I can check him over. Make sure he’s okay.

      He bites his lip, and it’s one of the first times I’ve seen one of the guys look even remotely overly vulnerable. “You probably have a lot of questions about last night.”

      “Only if you want to share with me.”

      A small smile pulls his lips apart. “At this point, I want to share everything with you. I want to tell you why I think you’re so special, and why I reacted that way, and so many things that my brain can’t even come up with yet. But I’m afraid of one thing. I’m afraid you won’t…want me afterward.”

      I grab Finnick’s hand. “That’s not going to happen,” I tell him. “You were the first one I fell for in this house.” I gaze into his eyes, trying to compare the Finnick I thought I knew to the one in front of me right now. The other Finnick was the peacekeeper. He was carefree and go with the flow, but this one, there are secrets behind his hazel eyes. Secrets that he looks like he’s willing to part with. I thought I had Finnick figured out, but I obviously hadn’t. “You always tell me everything I feel is right on my face,” I say softly. “It feels like I’m just seeing the real you now.”

      “It was always me, Aisley,” he says, his eyes hardening. His hand comes up to caress my cheek. “It’s just that I got really good at putting a mask on.”

      He’s silent for a few beats, so I say, “Okay,” to urge him forward.

      He holds my hand to his chest. I can feel his heart beat furiously under my touch.

      Behind us, the door opens. “Dude,” a voice says, “it’s—”

      Finnick’s gaze moves up. I don’t need to look behind me to know Ian’s just walked in.

      “Shit, sorry,” he says. The door starts to close, but then it bursts back open. “Fuck. Finnick.”

      “I know,” Finnick grinds out.

      The door closes and Ian moves toward us. I look over my shoulder, but Ian isn’t looking at me, he’s looking at his cousin. I can’t really gauge his reaction. It’s as much of a mystery to me as Finnick crying last night. Is he mad we did something? Jealous?

      “Did something happen?” Ian asks. His gaze flicks to me then back to his cousin. “Do you need me? I can…” He trails off.

      Finnick sits up in the bed. His knees come up, too, and he places his elbows on them as he holds his head in his hands. His back muscles bunch, and I move over to press a kiss to his shoulder. “Hey,” I say, “It’s okay.” I honestly don’t know if it is though. I’m still in the dark, wading through the shadows. Finnick, I thought, was the most unaffected one. He always had a smile and seemed to be on top of things, but this was hiding inside him all this time.

      “Do you want her to leave?” Ian asks.

      My back bristles, and I glance over at Ian who gives me a pained look in response.

      “No,” Finnick says right away, reaching for me. “I’m telling her.”

      Ian sits on the bed. He ruffles his cousin’s hair and then puts a hand on my leg, squeezing me gently. “Head up, man. It’s not your fault.”

      Finnick does what Ian says. He lifts his head and stares into his cousin’s face. When Ian nods, Finnick slowly moves his gaze to me. I immediately kiss him, sealing my lips to his with reassurance. I’m not leaving. I’m not going anywhere. They can’t even make me now if they tried. There’s real fear in Finnick’s eyes, and my stomach hurts for him. Waiting for what Finnick has to tell me twists my insides out, but at the same time, he needs to do this at his own pace.

      When I pull away, he bites his lower lip. “This is something you’re probably only used to hearing from girls.”

      Ian sighs, and Finnick shoots him a look.

      When he returns his warm gaze to mine, I just wait. “About nine months ago, I was molested, I guess you would say. I was touched…sexually.” His eyes burn into mine. I make myself stay completely still, trying not to show all the shock and anger that fills me when he tells me his story. “Um, I didn’t stop it. And it’s so stupid because I’m a grown ass man and I should be able to stick up for myself, fight someone off, but this person manipulated me.”

      “Stop saying that shit,” Ian barks.

      “It’s true,” Finnick says, his voice hardening. “I should’ve stopped him. I should’ve—” He breaks off in a growl and stands, whipping the covers off him. At that moment, I don’t even register the fact that he’s naked anymore. I’m just staring at a lost boy. “I didn’t know I could feel that way again,” Finnick says, eyes crashing into mine now. “I haven’t been able to do anything since that night, Aisley, until last night.” Tears gather in his eyes. “I thought I was broken.”

      “Dude,” Ian says, getting to his feet, but I’m right there with him.

      I crawl over the bed, and Ian and I both stand in front of Finnick. I take his hand and Ian takes the other. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “I’m sorry you went through that, and even though I don’t agree with how Ian’s saying it,” I say, tossing him a glare, “I agree with him. It’s not your fault. None of your reactions are your fault. It shouldn’t have happened to you. Period.”

      He looks away, but he gives my fingers a slight squeeze. “I felt shame,” he says, voice finally breaking. “So much shame.” He swallows.

      “It’s not your fault,” Ian says. I’ve never heard him sound more tender. Underneath that hard exterior, I guess there is a good person.

      “I came, Ian,” Finnick growls. Then his lips part and he looks at me, sadness pouring over him with a shock. He probably hadn’t actually wanted to tell me that part.

      Before I can even think to say anything, Ian says, “That’s called Science or some shit. Our bodies are made to react that way, whether we want them to or not.” When Finnick doesn’t answer, Ian closes his eyes. “What did I tell you, bro? I told you you only needed the right girl. I told you you weren’t broken.” Ian smiles down at me, and I can see the softer guy underneath. The one who cares about Finnick maybe more than anything. “Thank you,” he mouths to me inaudibly.

      My jaw tightens. I clamp down to quit from crying because I’m sure that’s not what Finnick needs right now. He needs us to be strong. Isn’t that what people who feel weak need? Someone to be their rock? Someone they know who won’t crumble under the weight of their own misery?

      Finnick takes in a deep breath, then he looks over at Ian. “Do you mind if I have some time alone with Aisley? I’ll make breakfast in a few minutes.”

      “I’ll make fucking breakfast,” Ian says with a growl, then gives Finnick a short hug before walking out the door.

      I immediately turn into Finnick’s embrace, wrapping my arms around him. I lay my head on his shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here. I don’t care what you’ve been through, only that it hurt you and that it shouldn’t have happened. I’m here,” I tell him, holding him as tightly as I can.

      His arms come around me, and he kisses the top of my head. “I’m sorry to lay all this on you. It’s…a lot. With Archer…and Ian telling you about his parents. You must think we’re so fucked up.”

      “It is a lot, but that’s okay. We all have shit, Finnick. Every one of us. Some of ours is just well hidden.”

      “You’re so fucking perfect,” he breathes. For the first time, Finnick initiates a kiss. He delves his tongue into my mouth, sweeping me away with him. After a few seconds, he pulls away, already breathing heavy. “Fuck yes,” he says. He grabs my hand and pulls it to his stomach until I feel his hard cock. “You have no idea,” he says again through fierce kisses. I grip him in my hand again, and he moans into my mouth when he captures my lips again.

      This morning, there’s more urgency. He shifts his hips into my fist, and I stroke him right back, keeping up with his pace. “Fuck,” he growls. He drops his head back, and I kiss his neck, dragging my teeth along his pulse. He shudders, his body going rigid until he cries out, his dick jerking in my hand again. He takes my face in his hands and kisses me, his hips shifting ever so slightly forward while he rides his orgasm out. He continues to thrust himself into my hand in little strokes until he moves forward, making me step back.

      The backs of my legs hit his bed and I topple over, Finnick moving right after me. He tugs on my sleep shorts, pulling both them and my panties down in one move. I suck in a breath as he stares down at me. “I’m sorry I was selfish last night.”

      “It’s fi—”

      Finnick dips his head, silencing me with his tongue on my clit. My hips jerk up, and he moans, sending vibrations through me. Heat pools in my core. He moves my knees to the bed and trails his fingers up my thigh before finally teasing my entrance.

      “Oh, shit.”

      He pushes a finger inside me, and a sound catches in the back of my throat before coming out in a short cry. He pumps his finger in and out, his tongue swirling over my sensitized skin. There’s a sense of urgency coming over him now too, like he wants this to happen. Like he’s been dying to make this happen. I don’t know what it’s like to be him. I have no idea the extent of what he’s gone through and what it’s done to him, but I can almost feel it coming off him in waves.

      My body builds and builds. He never relents. He keeps going, twisting my body inside out until it can’t take anymore. I cry out, my body clenching around his finger.

      In the aftermath, he lays his head on my stomach. He kisses my skin, and a burst of electricity spreads through me. “Thank you,” he says. He kisses his way up my stomach, over top of my shirt, my neck, my chin, and finally my lips until he pulls his finger out. Then, he lies on his side, staring at me. “I don’t know what brought you into my life, Aisley. But I hope you never leave.”
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      After Finnick and I take a shower, he gives me clothes to put on and we finally emerge from his room in the early afternoon. When I pull the curtains aside, I’m surprised to see that the sun has been out for a while. It’s another beautiful day of sunshine in the Outer Banks. The sand seems to glow, reflecting the heat of the air.

      Ian watches us as we emerge. He’s sitting at the bar, surrounded in McDonald’s bags. Finnick chuckles. “You made breakfast alright.”

      “I know my limitations,” Ian says. His gaze passes between me and Finnick before settling on me. “I hope you guys are hungry. I basically got one of everything because I didn’t know what everyone wanted.”

      Finnick saunters up to his cousin. He leans over, giving him a hug. When he pulls away, he asks, “Where’s Sean?”

      “Outside.”

      We all turn to look and see Sean sitting at the deck table by himself. The movement must catch his eye because he looks up and waves. The sun hits his red hair, making it even brighter than usual.

      “How come you’re not eating outside with him?”

      Ian rubs the back of his neck. “I wanted to make sure Finnick didn’t need me.”

      I smile at that, and twin red splotches appear on Finnick’s cheeks in response. “Well, we should probably head outside too,” I say. “I heard from Archer last night.”

      “Shit,” Ian says. “Yeah.” He picks up all the bags and heads out into the hot sun.

      “Good morning,” Sean says, waggling his eyebrows at Finnick and me. He doesn’t seem to have the same reaction as Ian, so it’s pretty clear Sean has no idea what Finnick’s been going through. When I make eye contact with Finnick, he shakes his head a little, affirming what I’ve already guessed. Sean has no idea. Finnick must not want him to know, and Archer probably doesn’t know either. He probably only shared it with Ian.

      That same anger that I recognized earlier starts to rear its ugly head. It’s disgusting what Finnick has had to go through. Who would do that to someone else? Finnick was right, too. You really only hear of that sort of thing happening to women, and if you do hear about it happening to a guy, there’s a stigma attached to it. Everything about that is so wrong. No wonder why Finnick was filled with so much shame.

      Finnick sits down close to me as he peers through the bags. “What do you want, babe?” he asks. “What do you want for breakfast?”

      My body warms. I love the sound of that pet name on his lips when he’s talking to me. “What is there?”

      He chuckles. “It looks like Ian bought out the store. Probably everything.”

      “What else are we going to do with our money?” Ian asks, chuckling.

      The guys fall right in, humor masking their faces. I pick both a sandwich and a platter of pancakes before settling in. I’m so hungry right now, I could probably finish both. After a couple of minutes, Ian just stares at me. “So? Archer?”

      “Right,” I say, taking a breath to finish swallowing the food I have in my mouth. Afterward, I turn toward all of them. “Archer called me last night. They found his sister.”

      “Thank fuck,” Sean says. “The shit he’s had to go through.”

      Ian eyes me, taking stock of me almost. It makes my skin buzz, but I push on.

      Finnick places his hand on my thigh, squeezing me a little while he eats his breakfast.

      “He says today is probably going to be all about him and his parents trying to convince her to go back into rehab.”

      Sean shakes his head.

      “He seems...okay, but pretty upset. He’s relieved they found her, but it sounded like this part is always a fight, and he’s not looking forward to it.”

      “Not to mention that his parents always blame him,” Ian grumbles, tearing into his sandwich like he was ripping Archer’s parents a new one.

      “I sent him the names of some counselors that deal with that kind of thing. I thought maybe if they all go in together, it would be a freer space to open up and talk about whatever they want, even if it would hurt someone else’s feelings.”

      “I hope they go,” Finnick says. “There’s a lot he needs to get off his chest in relation to all that. He can’t keep thinking he’s the reason everything has happened to his sister. It’s just not right.”

      “Have you heard from him yet this morning?” Ian asks.

      My face drops. “I, um, didn’t have my phone on me last night.”

      Finnick runs his thumb over my leg, almost like he’s trying to assure me that everything’s okay.

      Ian pulls his out. “Let me just text him to get an update. I’ll tell him you told us they found her.”

      Ian sends off a quick text, and like before, Archer responds right away. Ian frowns at the screen though. “He says they’re all talking right now. He’ll let us know afterward.”

      I look around the table. I used to think people like these guys, who had celebrity and fame and money...well, I thought they had it all. I thought they had cushiony lives where money made everything okay. I would never have thought they had to deal with as much as regular people do. Not only that, but that maybe they have to deal with more than regular people do too. Or at least different things.

      I hate that they’ve all been through tough shit.

      Ian with his parents.

      Sean and his gold-digging ex.

      Finnick and this god-awful monster.

      Archer and his sister’s issues.

      I count myself lucky in that moment. Maybe darkness is what attracts me to these guys. It’s different. And in the same token, maybe Ian was right when he said what attracts them to me. My light. He said everyone in the dark needs someone in the light. Maybe I could be that for them. A way for them to see out of the darkness.

      We sit and eat the rest of our breakfast in relative silence until I excuse myself to my room. Not that I don’t mind wearing Finnick’s clothes, they’re actually quite comfortable, but I really want to get into my own clothes and maybe put on some makeup, so I feel a little more human for the rest of the day.

      When I get into my room, I find my phone and respond to a few texts from Archer. Nothing major, just him saying they’re going to be talking as a family soon and thanking me for the names and numbers I gave him last night.

      After I text him, I text Heather. I tell her everything. Well, everything except the secrets the guys hold tightly to. I tell her this has been the most life-changing experience. I tell her I’m falling for all of the guys and I have no idea what to do about it.

      I’m used to not being happy in relationships. Sure, it’s all warm and new in the beginning, but then that wears off, and lots of times, there’s nothing left. There isn’t anything that leaves me attracted to them.

      But with these guys, I feel like we got into the hard shit first. There was no warm and fuzzy period. Hell, I downright didn’t like a few of these guys. Most of these guys, actually. Now, I don’t even want to think about what will happen when I have to go back to school when they finish their album. How can I make a relationship work with four rockstars?

      It seems impossible.
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      A couple of days pass in the little bubble I’ve made for myself. Heather doesn’t respond to my text right away, and I know it’s because she’s on vacation in Europe. If I was at home with her gone, I would be miserable and lonely. Instead, I feel like I’m finally living my life. I feel like I’m right where I need to be. I’ve never had that feeling before. Not even when I decided to go to college. I went to school because I thought that’s what I was supposed to do. No other reason.

      When I see the guys now, my head bursts with things to say to them. I want to tell them how much being here means to me. It shouldn’t be that hard. Finnick opened up about what happened to him and that was so much more than this, but I can’t find the words. It’s the fear of rejection. It’s pushing back on me like a medieval torture device, keeping me in place.

      Every day, we work in the studio. We want to get everything ready, so that when Archer returns, he just has to head in, do his thing, and then they can send everything to Nolan.

      But the more we get done, the more I start to panic inside. The more I see this summer coming to an end soon. The guys are already talking about the future. They’re looking forward to their fans hearing their new songs. Their looking forward to a headlining tour. And hell, even the media blitz that happens with their new releases. With each song we finalize, I can see the anticipation grow and grow, and trust me, I feel it too. This album is amazing. It’s everything it should sound like and more. I can’t imagine Nolan and Marco not being happy. They’re going to be thrilled because this is about to make a shitton of money for Big City. It’s even better than their first album. And that’s saying a lot coming from me. I loved their first album with a capital L.

      One evening, the guys get a call from Nolan. I’m asked to leave the room, so they can talk business. Finnick gives me a quick squeeze before I leave while Sean throws me an apologetic smile. I head downstairs, put my bathing suit on and then leave through the sliding glass doors. I haven’t been to the beach in a few nights, choosing to spend my time with the guys instead, and now that I see the end in sight, I want to make sure I get as much out of this experience as I can. Soon, it’ll be over, and I won’t have the beach right out my back door anymore.

      I lie out there until dusk turns to dark. A while after that, footsteps making their way toward me in the sand. I look up, and the first thing I see is a shock of blond hair against the dark night. I sit straight up. “Archer.”

      “Hey,” he says. He looks unsure of himself, but sits down, holding his knees to his chest.

      “You’re back.” A smile pulls my lips apart. Archer and I didn’t leave the best of friends. We had one moment, a moment I thought might have pulled us out of the funk we’d been stuck in, but now that he’s right here in front of me, I don’t know how to act. It was easier when it was through text. I don’t get the full-on powerful look of his deep blue eyes when we’re communicating through a cell phone screen.

      His eyes never leave mine though. “I’m back.”

      “Well?”

      Since the day he said they were all talking, he really hadn’t responded much. I just assumed he was busy but seeing the lines on his face makes me worry if something else happened while he was home.

      He runs a hand through his hair until it falls back in much the same position it was in. “She’s back in,” he says.

      I expected a smile, some sort of sign of victory, but nothing like that comes out of Archer. I reach over to touch his foot, but I pull back at the last second. I forgot I don’t have a right to touch Archer like I do the others. That feeling is just inside my head.

      He moves closer to me, dropping his hand in the sand to tangle with mine. Relief floods me as he says, “She’s in the same facility as last time.” A tentative smile pulls at the corners of his mouth. “I told all of them this is the last time. I told them I won’t be paying for shit or dealing with shit again.” He squeezes my hand, and I squeeze it right back. “I told my family that what happened isn’t my responsibility. I told her I was in the scene longer, and I never went down that path, so I can’t be the reason she got hooked or the reason why she gets off it. The only thing I can do is help her.”

      My eyebrows rise. “Wow, Archer.”

      He shakes his head. “Yeah. There was a lot of yelling.”

      “What did they say?”

      “She’s good with it,” he says, a full smile coming out now. “I think that’s what she needed to hear. Who knows, tomorrow she could be checking herself out of the place, but for right now, she knows she’s right where she should be. My parents, though...”

      He hesitates, and I can already tell by the way his face is morphing that this didn’t go as well as the other.

      “I guess Ian’s parents and mine need to become best friends because they know how to let their fucking sons down.” He shrugs. “It’s okay. Despite their reaction, I feel better than I have in a long time.”

      I take a deep breath. “You did what you needed to do,” I tell him, trying to reassure him. “You can’t carry the weight of all that around when it wasn’t yours to carry in the first place.”

      His deep blue eyes lift to mine. “I don’t know how you got so fucking smart for someone who’s still so fucking young, but...I appreciate everything you did for me while I was gone. I’m sorry I was so hesitant with you before. I wasn’t sure of your intentions, and I’m overly protective of what the guys and I have. It’s pretty much the only place we can be ourselves and not feel the weight of other shit.”

      How right he is. He just put it so perfectly. They have a bond that’s had to harden over the years, so they can keep what they have. “I know.”

      His gaze drops to my lips, and my heart beats faster in my chest. “I don’t know how this is going to work. I know you have a thing with Sean and Finnick, but I...I like you too, Aisley. It pissed me off that I did, and that was another reason for me to rebel against those feelings.”

      I’m shocked at first when he doesn’t mention Ian, too, but then I remember that he was gone when Ian and I succumbed to our feelings for each other. “Ian, too,” I say, biting the inside of my cheek. “I guess I just have a thing for the guys who make up The Rowdy Rogues.”

      “I should’ve guessed,” he says, chuckling to himself. “Fucking Ian gets whatever he wants. I knew that fucker was protesting too loudly.”

      I don’t know why, but that makes me smile. I like the idea of Ian trying not to like me. It seems exactly like something he would do, but he also gave into it. I made him do that. A sense of satisfaction rolls through me. I just might have the upper hand over Ian. Who would’ve thought that would happen?

      “Have you seen the guys yet?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder toward the house.

      He shakes his head. “I came right in. When I looked out, I saw you, so I came out here first. I wanted to see if there was anything here. To see if you felt something for me too.”

      I nod, excitement rolling through me. Archer looks almost shy when he says it. “There’s definitely something,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head. “You must be some kind of super woman to attract all four of us. We’ve never liked the same girl before. This is just...crazy.”

      It is crazy, but I’m fine with that. Hell, maybe that’ll become my new motto.

      Bring on the crazy. I’m ready.

      I start putting my bag together and Archer helps me up before sliding his hand around my waist. “I’m glad you’re back,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t say anything for a bit and when I look over, I notice he looks tired. “Me too.”

      “The guys were on the phone with Nolan when I came down here. I don’t know what it was about. I got ushered out of the room pretty quickly.”

      Archer sighs.

      “But the good news is, we’re almost done. I mean, you guys are almost done. I think you’re going to be really surprised by how the songs are turning out.”

      He bumps me with his hip. “Hey, I know you helped. You can say we. If the guys have a problem with that, I’ll kick their asses.”

      I raise my eyebrows at him, but he just laughs. It’s a hollow sound, probably brought on by the fact that he’s exhausted. We head up the stairs to the deck and then slip inside. I drop my bag just inside the door and then we head up to the third floor where the guys are still sitting around, worried looks on their faces.

      Ian gets to his feet as soon as he sees Archer. “Oh, thank fuck.” He drops his head back, sending a glance toward the ceiling.

      Each of the other guys take a collective breath of relief as well.

      “What’s up?” Archer asks.

      Sean gets up, comes over, and gives Archer a bro hug. “Nolan and Marco are on their way here tomorrow. We didn’t know what the fuck we were going to do.”

      “Problem solved,” Archer says, opening his hands wide in a display of “I’m here.”

      Finnick and Ian also greet him, and then Sean runs downstairs to grab everyone a beer.

      “What did I miss?” Archer asks.

      Ian gives him a look. “You first, jackass. Is everything okay?”

      Archer pinches the bridge of his nose as he takes a beer from Sean. “Rachel’s back in rehab,” he says, his voice taking on a more defeated tone than he had with me outside. “We’ll just have to see how long it lasts.”

      “Hopefully it’ll stick this time,” Finnick says. “You guys deserve a little peace.”

      “You ain’t kiddin’,” Archer says. He runs a hand down his face. “But distract me. Aisley says we’re almost done. I want to hear it.”

      Ian plays the tracks we have ready. Archer makes comments here and there, and I can feel his body twitch like he wants to stand up and play his instrument right now. At the end, he beams. “It sounds fucking amazing. I’d switch track four and five for the final album, but we got it. Finally.”

      “All you need to do is put your spin on the new songs,” Ian says. “I tried to hold Nolan off, but he was adamant he was coming. He wants us to finish everything in the next couple of days.”

      “Shit,” Archer says. He downs the rest of his beer. “Let’s just do this. I’ll stay up until we get it and then sleep until they get here tomorrow.”

      I look over at Archer worriedly. He looks like he’s going to fall over at any moment from pure exhaustion, but he gets up and grabs his bass anyway. Ian and Sean follow him, heading into the booth. Finnick kisses me on the temple on the way through. “Don’t worry,” he whispers. “We’ve had to do shit like this before. We’ll be fine. Why don’t you get some sleep?”

      I bite my bottom lip, watching him make the trek into the booth too. The truth is, I’m not really needed right now. I can’t do anything to help them. They have the album. The songs are locked down. All they need is Archer’s parts.

      And after tomorrow, they won’t need me either. Not for song stuff anyway. Sure, I can get them water and make sure they have food to eat and whatever else they might need, but I hope the rest of what we have going doesn’t get taken away.

      Even though Finnick told me to head to bed, I stay up, watching the guys, reveling in the moments I do have with them just in case they disappear soon. I don’t know what will happen tomorrow, a week from now, or more. But right now, I can keep doing this, so I’m going to hold onto it as tight as I can.
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      The next morning, I pad into the kitchen with a yawn. The last few days were the big push to the end. It’s been draining. And that’s not even mentioning that the guys stayed up late last night making sure Archer was on top of everything so that when Nolan comes today, they’ll be all set. To see them all together again warmed my heart. More so than usual, they fell into an easy sync that only comes from years of knowing each other. The only person I have in the world like that is Heather.

      The smell of bacon filters through my sleep-addled brain, and I see Finnick standing in the kitchen again as I have so many times before. I walk up behind him, sliding my arms around his waist. He relaxes into my touch. “I was hoping you’d get up soon. I almost went down to get you.”

      I smile into his neck. “Feel free to do that whenever you want.”

      He turns in my embrace, putting a finger underneath my chin to make me look at him. “I’ll have to take you up on that.” When I don’t answer, he turns his head to the side. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      He waves my dismissal away. “That’s a lie,” he says. “It’s written all over your face, so tell me the truth.”

      I smile, then lift up on my toes to kiss him. He lets us sway there, wrapped up in each other’s arms for a little while before pulling back.

      “You’re not going to distract me. What’s up?”

      Dread opens a pit in my stomach. I take a deep breath, gathering the courage I have. If Finnick could tell me what happened to him, I can do this. “It’s just that we’re almost done here.” I worry over my lip. “I don’t want to be almost done here,” I say, letting my soft words reach him.

      When he understands what I mean, he gathers me up in his arms and spins me until he places me on the counter. “This isn’t a fling,” he tells me, his voice sure, unwavering. “This isn’t some summer thing where we’re going to go our separate ways at the end. I’m speaking for the rest of the guys too. You’re not going anywhere. And we’re not going anywhere. No, I don’t know what this will look like, but you’re there. One hundred percent you’re there. Don’t worry about that.”

      I let his words settle over me like a calming rain fall. I believe him.

      He bends until his eyes are the only thing I can see. “You’re one of us now.”

      He threads his fingers through mine, and I look at where we connect. He has his rings on today, looking every bit the rockstar part. It’s not an act though. What happened to him doesn’t make him less of a rockstar, it makes him more of one.

      He takes my face and brings us closer together until we’re kissing. He leans into me, pulling me out from the countertop, so he can settle in the apex of my thighs. We both moan at the contact. Finnick’s already hard. It may have taken him some time to get to the point where he felt comfortable enough to feel this way again, but he’s moving ahead full steam with me. “I dreamt about you last night,” he whispers. “Your legs wrapped around me while I was buried inside you.” His hips pitch forward, and I delight in the friction he’s giving me. With this new Finnick, I feel like we might spontaneously combust at some point. I thought it was just that way with Ian, but I was wrong.

      I reach around to grab his ass, sinking my fingertips into his tight flesh, urging him on. My nipples harden, peaking under my shirt.

      He trembles. “For as nice as that was, the real thing is going to be so much better. God, I fucking want you, Aisley. More than anything I’ve ever wanted. I—”

      “Well, what do we have here?” a hard voice asks.

      For a moment, I’m thrown off. Instead of rushing into Finnick’s words headfirst, I come crashing down. Finnick spins. He moves in front of me like he’s guarding me. When I look up to see who’s just come up the steps, I’m mortified. Mr. Nolan is standing right there, lips thin with judging eyes.

      “I see our assistant’s been treating you well, Finnick.”

      Nolan’s gaze drops, then flicks back up to his face.

      Finnick twists toward me again, getting me down from the countertop, but also hiding himself at the same time. He’s pale, and his movements are hurried and stilted. He also seems to have lost his voice. He stands off to the side, immobile, quiet. I brush my hair back. Face flaming, I say, “I apologize, Mr. Nolan.” I’m sorry he walked in on us and that it paints me in a bad picture, but what the hell is he doing here? He barged into our house.

      Then again, this is technically Big City’s house. We’re just living in it for the time being.

      “Finnick and I are…” I look toward Finnick. His face is completely drained of color. He seems almost comatose. I don’t know how to explain what we are because it’s not just Finnick and me. It’s Finnick and the rest of the guys and me.

      Nolan holds a hand up. “No need to explain. Could you please tell the others I’m here?”

      “Of course,” I say. “I’ll be right back.” I look toward Finnick again, worried for him. Something about Nolan finding us together has thrown him off. “Do you want to get Sean?” I ask, thinking maybe that will wake him up.

      “Could you get all of them?” Nolan asks. “I need to speak to Finnick alone.”

      “Okay.” I take one last look at Finnick and then hurry to the other room to wake Ian up. The sooner I get back to the kitchen, the sooner I can figure out what’s wrong with Finnick. I barge right into Ian’s room. “Get up,” I whisper. “Nolan’s here.”

      He groans. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “No, he’s here, and he wants you.”

      After I slip into Sean’s room, I do the same to Archer who’s a little more difficult to get out of bed than the other two. He’s the most tired, but I don’t have time to coddle him, so I tell him to get up and then leave the door wide open after opening his shades and letting the sun in.

      After I’ve done the best I can to get them all up, I walk back into the kitchen. Something isn’t right though. I don’t see Finnick at first. All I see is Nolan’s big body. I see him lean, whispering. Something about this whole scene is off. Where the hell is Finnick? My stomach curdles. When I make it around to the side of them, I finally find Finnick. Nolan’s standing over him, shoulders hunched around Finnick’s smaller framed body. Then, I see Nolan’s hand slipping down Finnick’s chest. Lower and lower. “The fuck?” I burst out.

      Nolan steps back. He puts space between him and Finnick, but he has the audacity to stare at me like I’m an intruder. “Didn’t I tell you to get the others?”

      “Calm down. We’re right fucking here,” Ian says. He saunters out of the hallway with a pair of sweats and nothing else on.

      “Finnick,” I say. He’s pale like he’s lost all color. I didn’t think someone’s skin could get that pale. I look back and forth between the two as realization sets in. Finnick stands there, stunned, and horror washes over me. “It’s him, isn’t it?” I ask. I move ahead, pushing in between Finnick and Nolan. I don’t know how I know, but in that moment, I just do. “Get the fuck away from him, you disgusting piece of shit.”

      Nolan’s face hardens, twisting out of his normally perfectly groomed exterior.

      I slam two hands into his chest when he doesn’t budge. “I said get the fuck away from him.”

      Nolan stumbles away, but comes right back at me, face a mask of fury.

      “Aisley, Aisley, what the hell?” Ian says. He runs over to us. Archer’s out of his room now, coming down the hallway.

      “He did it,” Finnick says behind me. His voice is low, barely audible, but it’s all I need. I launch myself at Nolan, hands extended. My fingernails sink into his skin and when I pull back, three scratches mar his cheek.

      He raises his hand to his face. “You little bitch.”

      He lifts a hand like he’s going to come back at me with a punch, but Finnick finally moves. He shoves me toward Ian. I fall into his grip, but spin in time to see Finnick’s fist connect with Nolan’s jaw. “Stay the fuck away from me!”

      Ian gasps. He moves me away gently, but then springs forward, grabbing Nolan roughly by the shoulders. “You motherfucker. You did that?”

      “What the fuck?” Archer snaps, finally waking up and realizing what’s going on in front of him.

      Sean comes out of his room behind me. He winds an arm around my body protectively as he takes in the scene.

      Nolan looks around, glaring at each one of us in turn. He peels Ian’s grip away from his shoulders and tries to straighten his clothes. Then, he finds me. “You’re fired, Aisley.”

      “Good,” I sneer. “I don’t want to work for a fucking pathetic excuse for a human being like you. I hope you rot in hell, you fucking piece of shit.”

      “Now,” Nolan says. “You’re fired now. Get your shit and leave.”

      “Fuck that,” Ian growls. “Aisley, you’re hired.”

      Nolan makes a derisive noise in the back of his throat. “For what? Finnick’s personal little slut?”

      “None of your fucking business, and I’d watch your fucking mouth because the only one who’s losing anything right now is you. You get the fuck out.”

      Nolan laughs. “We have an album to finish. That’s why I’m here. You need me.”

      Seeing as Ian’s handling the asshole, I move over to Finnick. He’s trembling, standing there, facing the person that’s probably haunted his dreams ever since. I’m surprised I never saw any reaction before when they were around each other.

      “We’ll finish the album without you.”

      I wrap my hand around Finnick’s. In the background, Nolan starts to laugh even harder. Finnick squeezes my hand and then looks up. “Fucking leave or I’m calling the label.” He gives Nolan a hard look, chin raised in the air just like Ian told him to do before. It’s not his fault. He shouldn’t be ashamed. He deserves a fucking voice.

      Nolan’s jaw tenses. “All I saw was two people having a good time.”

      “You’re fucking wrong,” Finnick bites out. “I’ll tell everyone what you did. Just get the fuck out.”

      Nolan smooths his hands down his suit jacket. He walks out, but he puts on an air that he’s above all of us as he does. “Take a breather,” he says, his right leg on the steps that lead down to the first floor. “We’ll straighten this out later.”

      Ian practically growls and Nolan heads down the stairs. No one talks until we hear the front door open and close and then everyone talks at once. Finnick practically collapses, and if it weren’t for Ian and I being right there, he would’ve hit the floor.

      “What the fuck was that about? Did you punch him?” Archer yells, panicking. He slides his hands through his hair.

      Sean is quiet, but he’s watching over everyone, still assessing the situation.

      In the next few minutes, everything comes out. We’re all sitting on the kitchen floor. Finnick’s head is in his hands as Sean and Archer take the information in. Eventually, they look like they want to drag Nolan back here and kick his ass too.

      At least I scratched his fucking face. He deserved so much more. So much fucking more, but satisfaction thrums through me anyway.

      “You’ve got to tell the label, dude,” Sean says. “I’m not fucking working with him again. I don’t give a fuck.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Ian says. He looks worried as he glances over at Finnick. “Finnick doesn’t really want this to be everyone’s business, you know?”

      Archer lays his head back, hitting the cupboard behind him with a solid thunk. “This is fucked up. I’m so sorry, man.”

      I move toward Finnick. He lets me squeeze past his legs, and I turn in his embrace. He encloses around me, his legs around my legs, his arms around my arms, and he settles his head on my shoulder. “I’m so glad you came in when you did,” he whispers. The guys are talking about what to do with Nolan, so this conversation is private, just for me and him. “I froze. I was paralyzed. Every. Fucking. Time,” he growls out.

      I pull his arms around me tighter. I have no words. No words to help him get past this or to make him feel better. This is one of those times he’s just going to have to feel his way through this.

      “Hey,” Ian says. Finnick and I both look up. I don’t know how long they’d been trying to get our attention, but they have it now. He looks over at Sean and Archer. “The guys and I were thinking we should make a call to the top dog. We tell him we’re not working with Nolan again. If he doesn’t give in right away, we can tell him we’ve got something to bring him down, and if he doesn’t want Big City brought into this, he better do what we want. That’s if you don’t want to tell anyone, man. If you want to scream it from the rooftops, we’ll all be right there with you.”

      “Things were just getting better,” Finnick says, kissing my neck briefly. A swarm of feelings condense there and then buzz away, spreading to other areas of my body. He lifts his head. “I don’t think I can just yet.”

      Archer stands. “That’s fine, but I think we should call Ace right now. We don’t want to give Nolan a chance to beat us to it. Who knows what he’s thinking? He’ll probably do anything to save his job if he thinks it’s in jeopardy.”

      He walks over and helps me up first, then Finnick. He gives him a solid hug, not the usual short embrace with a pat on the back, a real fucking hug.

      The guys all head upstairs to the recording studio, and I stay behind. I look around and notice the bacon Finnick had going is pretty much burnt to shit. I throw it away and then start some more. By the time the guys come back down, I have bacon and scrambled eggs ready for them all. I can immediately tell by their faces that something worked in their favor. I lift my eyebrows as if to ask, “Well?”

      Finnick looks tired. He runs a hand through his hair, the rings on his fingers glinting in the plethora of sunlight that shines through the glass door. “It worked,” he says. “We didn’t even have to argue that much, which makes me think something like this has definitely happened to others.”

      “If they don’t fire him for this…” Ian grinds out, a thinly veiled threat hanging there. I’m right there with him.

      Finnick looks away, gripping the edge of the countertop. “I’ll figure something out.”

      The guys all watch him, but we don’t say anything. He’s going to have to wrestle with his own demons in his head. All we can do is be there when he needs us.
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      Over the next several days, the guys finish the album with Marco who came in later that afternoon as planned. He didn’t say anything about Nolan, but came in, did his job, and left. I got to stay in the studio the whole time, watching the way things work. It was heaven. Pure heaven.

      All four of the guys throw themselves into the last stages of album making. They don’t have time to worry about any of the extra things going on. There’s no news from Archer’s family either, which he takes to mean that his sister is still in rehab. Ian’s parents haven’t sent another letter telling him he’s evil incarnate, and there are no returns of Sean’s ex.

      Finnick’s back to his normal self. Well, his new, normal self. When Ace, the president of Big City calls the guys two days later, we learn Nolan has been fired for gross misconduct. I watch Finnick as the news is delivered and see a flicker of relief pass over his face. There’s still a tightness to his features though. This isn’t something he can get over just because he’s gotten some sort of retribution. There would be no justice. Justice would only happen if people didn’t act like that at all.

      “Well,” Ian says. He grabs his beer and hauls it into the air in the center of the small circle the five of us make. Marco’s just left after sending the last song to Big City, and they just got off the phone with Ace, who’s been enthusiastic about the songs coming in from moment one. “We fucking did it,” he says.

      The rest of the guys raise their beers. When I don’t raise mine right away, they all glance toward me. Sean physically takes my elbow and moves mine into the air to clink with the rest of theirs. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      Ian groans. When he locks gazes with me, though, he sighs. “He’s fucking right. I hate it, but he’s right.”

      He winks at me then. He doesn’t hate me, not by a long shot. He hates that I had to help him do what they were trying to do, but he’s come to terms with it. If anything, I think he’s a little afraid of me. Or afraid of what I represent to him. He isn’t used to having anyone be close to him, except his three best friends. His family hasn’t been close to him for a very long time, so when I walked into their lives, I threw them all—but mostly Ian—for a loop. I’m new. And to him, that’s a scary thought.

      When the clinking ends, we each take long swigs of our beer and Sean’s the first to make the move to the jacuzzi outside. We’re already dressed in our bathing suits. For the last couple of days, this is all they could talk about—celebrating the finish of their second album. Tomorrow— My stomach sinks and twists and does all kinds of ugly maneuvers. Tomorrow, we’re all heading home. Well, I’m heading home. The guys are going to the record company for meetings and “rockstar shit” as Archer put it.

      Sean lowers himself into the bubbling water, his pale skin glistening in the moonlight. His body seems to melt until he takes a seat. Finnick is next. His lean, cut muscles take a spot staring out over the ocean. Archer splashes right in, and Sean and Finnick both raise their beers, so they don’t get any jacuzzi water into the openings at the top. Ian lets me get in next. I haven’t been in here at all. Not once this summer. It didn’t seem like something an assistant should be doing, but as soon as my toes touch the surface, I chastise myself for not doing this before.

      This is heaven.

      Ian sinks in next with a loud moan that makes electricity shoot through my body. I glance over at him as he lounges in the seat, bubbles rising around him. He closes his eyes like he’s in ecstasy.

      All four of them deserve this.

      It occurs to me that Heather would be so freaking jealous of me right now, sitting in a jacuzzi with four hot guys. She finally wrote me back. She’s home now, which is the only thing that’s making me even remotely excited to start the journey there tomorrow. The emojis she sent me when I finally got it through to her that I’m with four guys—not just any four guys, but four ridiculously talented, handsome, sexy guys—had me in tears from laughing so hard. Let’s just say there were a lot of eggplant emojis among others.

      “So, we got something for you,” Sean says.

      I look up to find all four of them staring at me. Their expressions, though slightly different, have one element in common. I can see the adoration in their eyes. My stomach warms as Sean passes me a small gift-wrapped box. “What is it?” I ask.

      Ian chuckles. “Open it.”

      Even he seems light-hearted. I lift the box, remove some tissue paper, and find an album cover staring at me. There’s a picture of the guys with “Home to Hollywood Hill” scrawled across the lower half with a font designed to look like spray paint. “The album?”

      “Not technically the album,” Finnick says. “Just the art, but we thought you might want to take a look at the byline of the song you wrote.”

      I glance up. They all look like self-satisfied assholes as my fingers tremble. I throw the box over my shoulder and thumb past the cover to get to the list of songs in the booklet. I track down the page until I find my song, and there, right for the world to see, is my name.

      I gasp, throwing my hand over my mouth as the world fractures before me with tears. “Your first writing credit,” Archer says. “You still have to write that other song with me. The one we talked about before.”

      My mouth opens, but I can’t get words to move past my lips. I place the album insert onto the jacuzzi because I can’t read it anymore anyway, but I can see it in my head as clear as day. “I don’t know what to say,” I choke out.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Finnick says. “You deserve it. You wrote it. It’s amazing. It made it onto the album.”

      Ian reaches over and squeezes my leg. “I wish I had written it,” he says.

      My heart flutters. That’s like the greatest compliment.

      Sean leans over, grabs my hands and tugs. Soon, I’m on his lap, straddling him. “Well, fuckers, I think we lucked out. Our assistant is talented, fucking sexy as hell—”

      “Supportive,” Finnick says, and my heart melts a little.

      “Strong,” Ian says. When I look over my shoulder, he winks. “To put up with our asses.”

      “Sweet,” Archer adds. His voice is a little sad, matching the look on his face. I bet he’s thinking about his sister in that moment, but when he realizes I’m looking at him, he gives me a small smile.

      “I think we’ll keep her,” Sean says. He turns me around in his lap and hugs me tight.

      “What a fucking summer, huh?” Archer asks, lifting his beer to his lips again.

      His gaze moves up, so we all follow it, staring at the blinking stars in the sky. He’s right. It’s not the summer I thought it would be. It’s so much more.

      I didn’t get the job accolades I thought I wanted. Hell, I started out not getting the job I wanted, but ended up exactly where I should be. Hopefully I’m on the path to being the songwriter I always dreamed of being

      But, I have so much more than that too. I have four guys. They may have started out being assholes, but there’s a truth behind every mean comment, every dickish move. And truths, raw truths, that’s where life is. That’s where life starts and everything else begins.

      Here’s to my beginnings with The Rowdy Rogues.
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        If you haven’t already, you should check out my Ballers series! It’s complete!
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        You might be wondering if there’s going to be a second book, right? Well, join my reader group on Facebook to tell me if you want to hear more from Aisley and The Rowdy Rogues!

        I also share early teasers and run giveaways!

      

      

      

      
        
        You can also join my newsletter to get updated news on all of my releases!
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      Need more bad boy bullies in your life? Check out this COMPLETE series, The Ballers of Rockport High!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      How about one more bad boy? Check out FREE FALL!
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