
  
  
      
        
          Between the Signal and the Sound

          Book One in The Weight of Light Series

		      
          Jae Silver

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  © 2025 Jae Silver 
All rights reserved.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations used for review or scholarly purposes.
For inquiries or permissions, please visit: www.theweightoflight.net
Published by Refracted Press
An imprint of Aeon Media LLC
eBook Edition
ISBN:  979-8-9934306-0-7 
Cover design by Jae Silver
The Weight of Light™ and its related titles and branding are trademarks of Aeon Media LLC.






  
   For the ones still learning the weight of light. 
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  Prologue


The Quiet Part


I found the box again today. The one with the lyric sheets, old set lists, a few photos that still make us laugh, and a couple of flash drives containing files that could shatter my mood.
I wonder if they still work?
Do I even want to know?
I’d been searching for something else entirely, digging through the back of my bedroom closet. Trying to locate the sweater I’d promised to lend to a friend. But it’s weird how synchronicities work, because I was just talking to him the other night, and now here it is.
Aside from my key, the contents of the box are really the only tangible items I have left from back then. After so many years, so many moves, spring cleaning projects, and emotionally driven purges, it’s amazing that this box has survived. 
Of course, surviving is subjective.
I’ve learned that lesson well.
I’ve learned a lot of lessons over the years.
Some, I’ve had to learn more than once.
It took me years to understand what really happened back then. The strange coincidences. The energy I couldn’t explain. The way time seemed to bend when he looked at me. I didn’t believe in anything beyond what I could prove. Not until everything broke.
But when you’re young, you don’t think about things like that… until they actually do break. 
My real learning started in 2000. We had flip phones, burned CDs, and the World Wide Web. Life was good. 
I was ambitious and fiercely analytical. Qualities I was proud of—for despite fueling my anxiety, they also fueled my success. I had plans. I’d been strategic. My ducks were in a row. My story was written. So I thought.
But now… I’m staring into this damn box. And I’m realizing… I’ve never really talked about It. I’ve never really told our story. Not from the beginning. Not the way it lives inside of me.
Maybe it’s time.
I used to think this story was just about love. About how he walked into my life and flipped every switch. But this isn’t just his story.
It’s mine.
It’s the kind of story that begins with someone else’s heartbeat—and somehow, ends with your own.






  
  Chapter 1



“So you’re coming along to the rest of these shows, right?” Tony asked—for the second time that evening.
I hesitated. Watching the guys perform was always a thrill, but after a while, even the subtle setlist changes couldn’t keep it from feeling… routine.
No wonder Jon complained.
Night after night, it had to be grueling—especially for someone who wasn’t exactly Mr. Spotlight. 
“How many more shows are we talking about?” I asked.
“Tomorrow, then a week’s break. After that, seven more, then they’re done till June,” Tony said, leaning in with that familiar New Yorker intensity. “C’mon, Via. I’ll introduce you to all the big shots who’ll actually pay for your work. These guys are dying to outshine each other with the slickest websites. You’ll make good money.”
He wasn’t wrong. I’d seen the internet boom coming a mile away and dove headfirst into web development—one of the few careers where creativity and logic could hold hands without strangling each other. Finishing my accelerated associate’s degree had been hell, but worth it. Now I could take my time with my bachelor’s while making money doing what I loved.
Jon’s music connections had already brought in some cool gigs. And now Tony dangled even more opportunities in front of me like bait.
I laughed. “Are you seriously bribing me to hang out with my own boyfriend?”
Tony threw up his hands—a classic Italian gesture, as if his New York accent didn’t already give him away. “What can I say, Via? The guy’s crazy about ya. And when you’re not around, he’s a pain in the ass. Moody as hell. And when Jon’s miserable, everyone’s miserable. Save us all, will ya?”
We both laughed. It was flattering, sure. But I knew Jon loved me. And to be fair, calling him miserable was a stretch. Moody? Sometimes. But that had more to do with the fact that he wasn’t a natural performer. Music was in his blood. But being on stage every night? That was a fight he had to win over and over again.

      ***Jon was, in every sense, a prodigy. He’d been blessed with perfect pitch, a mind wired for composition, and fingers that made a guitar sing before he could even spell the word. By eight, he had mastered multiple instruments and was better than every local musician—including the ones who’d been teaching him. By 16, he’d been offered a full ride to the top music conservatory in the country. 
The whole “band” thing? That was an accident. A really successful one, thanks to Tony.
Jon, Mike, Cary, and Shawn had stumbled into a wildfire of success they weren’t fully prepared for. Jon and Mike had been inseparable for years. Mike, the older of the two, ran his own tattoo shop and played drums like he was born behind a kit. Odd time signatures, wild techniques—he and Jon fit together like puzzle pieces and always had.
Cary had wandered into the music store where Jon worked, asking about lessons. They'd been 15 at the time. One session together, and that was it—they clicked. Cary always said that even back then, Jon wasn’t just a good teacher, he was exceptional. Patient, sharp, instinctive. Teaching music came naturally to him, like a second language. Cary switched to bass not long after, and somehow, Jon helped him unlock it. Like it had always been waiting there, just under the surface.
Occasionally, Jon, Cary, and Mike would jam out together, just for fun. I still remember the time they played at Nelson’s house party that first summer break at college. Nelson practically lost his mind over how good they were, swearing they had to enter the city’s battle of the bands. He was their biggest fan, even before they were a band.
Two months before the competition, Nelson’s roommate found him dead from an accidental overdose. He just… went to bed and never woke up.
The guys were devastated. Nelson had been clean for nearly two years. Jon once told me Nelson’s home life was a mess, and he’d started numbing the pain young. Thirteen. Drugs, alcohol—the whole bit. But then, he’d turned things around. Or so we thought. One slip. One night. And he was gone.
In his honor, the guys decided to enter the competition. Nelson had wanted it for them more than anyone. They even named themselves Final Relapse—a bittersweet nod to him.
There was just one problem—they didn’t have a vocalist.
But Mike knew just the guy. A client he had met at a tattoo convention. Shawn. Shawn was a rhythm guitarist who worked as an audio engineer. He wasn’t super outgoing, but he knew a lot about recording, and he wasn’t afraid to unleash some wicked-sounding vocals. It worked. 
It worked so well that Final Relapse made it into the top five. One final round. One song. One crowd vote. The prize? Recording gear and a deal with a small but respected NYC label.
Then, fate stepped in. Or, rather, Tony did. A short, fast-talking Italian guy who stormed up to the band after their set and dropped a bombshell.
“Drop out,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.
The guys stared at him. So did the rest of us.
“Why the hell would we do that?” I remember thinking, probably out loud.
“Because,” Tony said, all confidence and hand gestures. “You’re gonna win. Hands down. But that deal? It’s garbage. I can get you something better. One of the big dogs.”
Shawn, the most experienced, pulled the others into a huddle. Saying that, yeah, talent scouts hit up these competitions all the time.
Jon didn’t care about labels. Or winning. Or fame. Not then. He just wanted to play. At least… at first. They had nothing to lose.
Four months later, they had a pro studio demo and a contract that felt too good to be true. Nelson would’ve been proud. Not surprised, though.
Tony pushed them hard. He always said success took grit. His first radical move? Mid-rehearsal, he made Jon and Shawn swap places.
Yet again, Tony’s natural instincts were correct. “I just want to hear Jon run through the vocals.”
The guys had all exchanged glances, unsure of what to make of it. 
“Just humor me!” Tony had insisted.
And the minute they did—we all knew.
Jon didn’t have the angry, growly voice that Shawn did. Instead, he delivered an edgy, melodic rendition that was sharp and haunting. The song morphed into something unrecognizable. And it was perfect.
“Shit, dude!” Shawn grinned after a stunned silence. “Why didn’t you say you could sing like that?”
Even I hadn't known he could sing like that. We’d been together for a year, and I had no idea.
Jon? He was the hardest to convince. Tony pushed. The band encouraged. Friends rallied.
Jon resisted.
But, eventually, he gave in. He was incredible. Undeniably.
Tony coached him at first—eye contact, crowd engagement, all that. But Jon didn’t play the charming frontman. On stage, he retreated inward, pulling dark, brooding vocals from somewhere deep and unreachable. It became his signature. Authentic. Magnetic.
Tony gave up trying to change him. Jon didn’t need to be anything else.
Maybe that’s why people couldn’t look away. Maybe it was the rawness. Maybe it was that he demanded the audience meet him where he was—distant but captivating.
Probably all of the above.
But it drained him. Every time. Jon was the textbook introvert.
So… was Tony right to call him moody?
Yes. And no.






  
  Chapter 2



That last seven-day stint had proven to be more grueling than most. Mainly because Jon had gotten sick early on. By the second day, he was pale, damp with cold sweat, and unsteady on his feet. The rest of us dosed up on vitamin C and tried to keep our distance.
“I don’t want whatever the fuck you’ve got!” Cary had said. We all laughed, but I still felt bad for Jon. Performing was hard enough without feeling like hell on top of it.
By night four, he looked bad. He’d leave the stage looking like a ghost, shoulders slumped, breath coming too fast. After the set, we’d head straight to the hotel, where he’d shower, down some NyQuil, and crash straight through checkout the next day. Then, on to the next show. Rinse. Repeat.
I thought maybe he needed an antibiotic, but he brushed it off. No big deal, he said. Probably something viral.
On night six, he actually needed to sit down after coming offstage. I’d handed him a water bottle, and his hands shook so badly that I had to take the lid off for him.
“You good?” Mike asked, watching him closely.
Jon nodded, jaw tight. “Yeah,” he muttered. “I’m just tired. One more night—I can make it.”
Tony pulled me aside on the last night. “Via, make him go see a doctor when you get home, will ya? I don’t like how winded he’s been getting. He could have walking pneumonia or something.”
I agreed. I meant it, too.


      ***
We rolled into Jon’s driveway around 12:30 Sunday afternoon. Technically, he still lived at home, but it never really felt that way. Sharron, his mother, traveled for work, sometimes gone for ten or fifteen days at a time. His dad, Jeff, was a detective, always working long hours, sometimes traveling, too.
Jon had planned to get a studio apartment in the city when he first started grad school, but his parents and I had convinced him to commute from home and bank his money instead. 
Plus, there was Maize—Jon’s border collie, smarter than most people and bursting with energy. She was used to a sprawling backyard and would’ve lost her mind in an apartment. That pretty much sealed the deal.
Now the house was empty as we threw our bags inside and greeted a wildly excited Maize. She didn’t like when Jon was gone too long—despite the neighbors taking excellent care of her.
Jon didn’t even make it to the couch. He dropped straight onto the floor, letting Maize climb over him, lick his face, and roll against his chest. He just laughed, rubbing her fur, until she finally stilled—settling directly on top of him, like a weighted blanket.
I smiled, then shifted. “So… about that doctor’s appointment,” I said, raising an eyebrow.
Jon sighed, rolling his eyes. “It’s Sunday, Vee. I’ll call tomorrow. But I feel better already. I think I was just run-down.” He tilted his head toward me, voice dropping, coaxing. “Can’t we just hang out in bed today? The three of us?”
I laughed. The three of us. Me, him, and Maize. It sounded pretty good.
Also, the way he said my name. Vee.
I had plenty of names, starting with Livia Sullivan. My family called me Liv. My friends called me Via. But Jon had taken it upon himself to call me Vee. Short, sweet. And when he said it, I liked it.
Maybe he was just run-down. And if he were contagious, I would’ve been sick by now. Right?


      ***
Despite not feeling tired myself, I ended up crashing with Jon and Maize—and we didn’t wake until dinner.
Way to waste an afternoon, Via. I scolded myself. Except… it hadn’t felt like a waste. It was nice. Relaxing. And even if I hadn’t needed it, I knew Jon did.
And he really did seem better.
We even ordered pizza for dinner, splitting it with Kyle, the neighbor kid, who had been almost as excited to see Jon as Maize had. At seven, Kyle had boundless energy, and Jon had long since taken on the role of his honorary older brother. Watching them together was always kind of cute. When Jon was home, Kyle stuck to him like glue.
I called it pestering.
Jon called it visiting.
Jon had even let Kyle talk him into coaching his soccer team. Coaching. Him. Of all people. Fortunately, he shared the duties with a dad from the team—because between work, school, and touring, Jon did occasionally miss a game.
And when he did, he always felt guilty.
Like he did now. Hence, the extended backyard playdate, practicing soccer drills.
When Kyle finally headed home for a bath and Jon strolled in from the backyard, I tried to glare at him. “I thought you were sick?” I mock-scolded.
He grinned, stepping in close and wrapping his arms around me.
“I feel better now. I swear.”
I rolled my eyes, but he just kept smiling, cocky and smug.
“Do you love me?”
“Obviously.”






  
  Chapter 3



Rewind a few years. It wasn’t love at first sight. It was curiosity. Followed by fascination. And then, maybe, just a little bit of obsession.
But before that—I’d been thinking about dating Drew. He’d dropped enough hints to suggest he was interested. But we hadn’t actually done anything about it yet. Which is why I wasn’t sure how to answer when Nikki brought him up.
I hadn’t known Nikki that long then, but we’d bonded instantly when we met at one of Nelson’s epic parties.  One of those rare, best-friend-level connections that just clicks. Following that night, we actively pursued plans together, and I quickly became part of her local friend group—which, incidentally, is how I met Drew and Jon.
“So, you and Drew hooking up?” She asked, a sly smile creeping across her face.
“No. Why?” I tried not to sound defensive.
“You gonna?” She prodded.
“Maybe. He’s cute. Why?”
She shrugged, feigning innocence. “No reason! It’s just that…” she trailed off, looking like she wasn’t sure whether to say more.
Oh God. She knows something.
Was Drew a player? Did he have a bad rep?
I sighed. “What’s wrong with Drew?”
“Nothing!” she blurted. Too quickly. “He seems cool.” Then—that look again. “But I think Jon is into you, too.”
I blinked.
Who?
“…Jon Stetson?” I said incredulously.
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah—as in my almost-neighbor. How many Jons do we both hang out with?”
Just the one…
But that couldn’t be right.
I snorted. “Doubtful. I’ve never gotten that impression.”
“He literally asked me yesterday if you and Drew were a thing.” She made air quotes and smirked.
“So? Maybe he was just curious.”
“He’s not just curious. And besides, if it were that, he could ask Drew himself.”
I considered this.
Still.
Jon was friendly and polite—but never in a way that suggested I’d even have a chance. In fact, he was one of those guys who was so attractive that I had subconsciously dismissed him from consideration.
Nikki was watching me, waiting for a reaction, and I was trying not to give her the satisfaction.
“Unlikely.”
She let out an impatient sigh. “Trust me. I’ve known Jon since I was eight, and he was ten. Hell, I even had a little crush on him back in the day. But I gave up on that.”
“Why?”
“Because. He wasn’t interested.” Then she snickered. “For a while, I even thought he might be gay because I never saw him with a girlfriend.”
I laughed. “Figures. The hot ones usually are.”
“He’s not,” she said. “And I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”
The fuck?
I shifted uncomfortably, too embarrassed to even entertain the idea.
“Honestly, Via, you should pull your head out of your ass sometime—the view is much better out here,” Nikki said dryly.
We both laughed.
“Seriously,” she added. “Now that he thinks Drew might beat him to the punch, I bet he makes a move on you.”
I rolled my eyes.
Yeah, right.


      ***
Nikki and I stood in her driveway, a trash bag between us, all four doors of her car hanging open. She had offered to drive for the night while we ran around with some friends. Then—mid-offer—admitted she needed to clean the trash out of her car first.
Had I known how bad the situation was, I would’ve politely declined. I held the bag open while she chucked handfuls of granola bar wrappers, straw papers, and crumpled fast-food bags into it. I was debating whether I should start charging for manual labor when I noticed her eyes move past me.
“Well, speak of the damn devil,” she muttered, failing to hide whatever else was in her expression.
I turned to see Jon heading our way, hands in his pockets, moving with that unhurried ease of his.
Nikki immediately turned her back and resumed flinging garbage.
“Hey,” he said casually.
“Heyyy!” Nikki called over her shoulder.
“What are you guys up to?” he asked me.
“Cleaning out the Jetta,” I said with an exaggerated eye roll.
As if to illustrate my point, Nikki tossed another handful into the bag—except this time, a half-eaten burger tumbled loose, landing unceremoniously on the pavement.
Jon’s gaze flicked to it. Then to me.
I allowed myself a moment to appreciate how unusually pretty his eyes were—amber, ridiculously expressive. Right now, they sparkled with humor, matching the grin spreading across his face.
“Seriously?” he said, amused, as Nikki scooped up the burger and tossed it in the trash.
“Hey!” she snapped. “I’m always on the go! I eat in the car a lot.”
Jon arched an eyebrow. “You don’t pass any trash cans during your travels?”
I barely stifled a laugh.
Nikki ignored him.
Jon looked like he was about to really lean in and antagonize her, then changed his mind, shifting his focus to me.
“So, Via.” His voice was easy, casual. “There’s a new pub starting up on Prince Street. Grand opening Tuesday night. Cary’s hosting on behalf of the radio station, and he asked me to stop by. Wanna come with?”
A rush of heat hit my face. I refused to look at Nikki.
“I know it’s weird timing—midweek. No pressure if you’re busy.”
Cary worked for a local radio station with solid reach, and his on-air persona was exactly like him in real life—comedic, slightly ridiculous, and somehow always entertaining. If he was running the event, I knew it would be fun.
“I’ll go.”
Jon smiled. “Cool. I can pick you up?”
“Maybe Via doesn’t want you to know where she lives,” Nikki interjected, tone dripping with mischief. Clearly still paying him back for the garbage comment.
Jon stayed perfectly calm, meeting her gaze. “Maybe…” he said evenly. “Or maybe she doesn’t mind and will text me her address.”
“Maybe she’s afraid you’re some creepy weirdo.”
Jon shrugged, unfazed. “Maybe…” he echoed. “But she’s known me for a while. She knows where I live. She’s been in my house.”
Their odd little standoff continued, as if I weren’t standing right there. I found their banter thoroughly amusing. Deciding to play along, I pulled out my phone. As Nikki kept giving Jon shit, I texted him my address. A moment later, from somewhere in his pocket, his phone made a ka-dunk sound.
“Ooah,” he said, eyes still locked on Nikki. “I wonder if that was her.”
Nikki cracked first, breaking into laughter. I followed.
“I guess you got lucky,” she shot at him.
“Score one for the good guys,” Jon quipped. But instead of checking his phone, he just looked at me, completely confident.
“Pick you up around five?”
“Sure.”
Jon gave us both a half wave before heading back down the driveway. Then—just before crossing the street—he turned back.
“Oh, and Via?”
Our eyes met.
“I promise you won’t have to wade through any trash when you get in my vehicle.”
He grinned, dimples on full display, before continuing on his way.
“Eat a dick!” Nikki called after him.
Jon threw his head back, laughing.
Before I could even wipe the stupid smile off my face, Nikki spun toward me.
”I fucking told you.“ She beamed.


      ***
Murphy’s was nice—a cozy spot downtown with a horseshoe bar, plenty of seating, and a small stage for comics and open-mic nights.
The grand opening had drawn a solid crowd, but we’d lucked out, snagging a corner table early—big enough for our friend group. Nikki, of course, spent most of the night shamelessly flirting with Mike.
The only real one-on-one time Jon and I got was in his vehicle. Which, as promised, was spotless. Talking to him was easy, though. We’d already known each other for—what, six months? We skipped right over the awkward getting-to-know-you phase, diving straight into deeper things. Our families. His sister Jill. My roommates, Kenny, Krissy, and Justin. Goals for the future.
Still, it was a 40-minute drive back to my apartment.
“I should’ve driven myself,” I said apologetically. “Now you have to take me all the way north, then turn around and go all the way back.”
Jon just shrugged. “I don’t mind. I invited you. Would’ve been rude not to pick you up.“ He glanced at me. “Besides, it was so loud at Murphy’s. At least we get to talk on the way.”
He hadn’t made a single pass at me all night—which I appreciated. And even when we pulled up to my apartment building, he didn’t make a move.
Nice. And different.
I had my hand on the door handle when he stopped me.
“Hang on. I have something for you.”
I turned back as he reached into the center console, fishing out—
A keychain?
It was thin and rectangular, silver with an anodized purple sheen.
“Wow,” I said, surprised. “That’s really pretty.”
Jon shook his head. “Not pretty. Functional.”
He flipped open the top—
Wait. Is that a USB?
I blinked.
“It’s a flash drive,” he said. “I remember that weekend you had to leave early because you forgot some files for school.”
Holy shit.
He remembered that?
That was at least a month ago. I’d been crashing at Nikki’s, only to realize I’d left the files I needed back at my apartment—and had to drive all the way home. I was furious.
I hadn’t even realized Jon had been paying attention.
Huh.
I turned the keychain over in my fingers, still a little thrown. “This is really cool,” I said honestly.
Jon just smiled. “You’re welcome.”
Then—without hesitation—he simply said, “Have a good day tomorrow.”
That was it. No pause to see if I’d invite him in. No expectation.
Just that.
I smiled, shutting the door behind me, then gave him a small wave as I headed inside.
Huh.


      ***
I untwisted my damp hair from the towel and threw on an old T-shirt for bed when my eyes landed on the keychain I’d left on my desk.
That’s seriously a cool idea. And it might actually work.
I picked it up, turning it over in my hands.
I wonder how much space is on this?
For a second, I considered plugging it into my laptop. Then I hesitated.
What if it’s compromised? What if it puts a virus on my computer?
…But why the hell would he do that?
Jon was a musician, not some cybercriminal. What possible motive could he have for sabotaging my laptop?
Still.
I stared at the drive, full-on overthinking it.
For fuck’s sake, Via. Just plug it in.
I finally gave in, holding my breath as I inserted the end of the flash drive into my computer.
Waiting for…
What, Via? A full system meltdown? FBI agents busting down your door?
The drive popped up in the file explorer. 64MB. Not bad. More than enough to store files for a few website projects. I double-clicked to open it.
There was nothing on it. Except for a single text file. I frowned, hovering over it.
What if it’s some kind of auto-executable malware?
Oh my God. He’s a musician. Not a hacker. YOU are the one being the weirdo right now.
I double-clicked.
The file opened.
Thanks for hanging out with me tonight, Livia. Maybe we can do it again sometime. Are you free for dinner tomorrow?
-Jonathan
I exhaled a laugh.
Huh.
He’d used both of our full names. Interesting.
And he’d clearly had this ready before we even went to Murphy’s. What if the night had gone horribly? Would he have just not given me the keychain? I sat back in my chair, twirling the USB between my fingers.
I had dinner plans for my roommate Kenny’s birthday. But damn it, Jon had me intrigued. I glanced at the clock. 11:43. He’d be home by now. I wonder if he’s still awake? My heart did this weird little thing—a flutter, a shift—right before I took a deep breath and texted.
Via: I have dinner plans for tomorrow. But I’d love to hang out again. Maybe after? Like around 7 PM?
I held my breath.
A minute later, my phone chimed.
Jon: Perfect. I know just the thing. Pick you up at 7.
Oh God. This was happening.
And I couldn’t stop smiling.


      ***
Jon sent me a text saying that he was parked out front.
“Bye, birthday boy.” I threw my arms around Kenny before heading for the door.
“Bye, luv! Behave yourself! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” he called, then cackled.
“Bring him up here so we can interrogate him!” Krissy chimed in.
“Hard pass! Byeee!“ I shot back, slipping out the door before anyone else could pile on.
Jon smiled as I slid into the passenger seat, the door sealing shut with a quiet thunk.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
I felt… not nervous. Excited, maybe?
“Where are we going?” I asked as we merged onto the main road.
Instead of taking the highway toward town, he took the ramp heading north.
“It’s a surprise. That okay?”
“Uh… sure!”
Silence settled between us for a beat, comfortable and unhurried. Then, a thought popped into my head.
“What made you so sure I’d even open that text file?”
He smirked. “Because you’re curious. I can tell. You had to check.”
I stared out the passenger window, then muttered, “I thought maybe you were going to crash my computer or something.”
Jon let out a genuine, full laugh.
”I wish I had that skill set,“ he said. “But if you’re that paranoid, it makes me wonder exactly what kind of websites you’re developing. And for whom.”
I laughed, shaking my head. It was so easy with him. Conversation flowed effortlessly, and before I knew it, thirty minutes had passed. And we were still heading away from civilization.
Up into the mountains.
Well. If he planned to butcher me, this would sure be the way to go.
I scolded myself for always being so cynical.
Jon was a nice guy. He’d grown up next to one of my best friends. Nikki had known him forever. She said he was a nice guy.
But he kept me guessing.
And I found that both intriguing and unnerving.
He must have sensed my hesitation, because he laughed.
“Relax,” he said, nodding toward the backseat.
I squinted into the dim light. Something metallic sat there, tangled and folded up. It was dark now, making it hard to tell exactly what I was looking at. Then, he pulled off into a large gravel turnout and cut the ignition.
“We’re here.”
My stomach flipped.
Fuck, Via. This is how every bad movie starts.
Jon didn’t hesitate. He stepped out and popped the back door open. The dome light flickered on—illuminating the shiny object in the backseat.
A telescope.
“There’s an astronomy club that meets up here once a month,” Jon explained, carefully unpacking the equipment. “But it should be pretty quiet on a Wednesday.”
I hesitated, glancing around. Dense trees lined both sides of the deserted road.
“Here?” I asked skeptically.
Jon handed me an enormous flashlight—the kind that comes with a tripod.
“You’ll see.”
Then, without waiting for a response, he started walking toward the trees.
Fight or flight, Via. Which are you?
I exhaled and followed, flicking on the flashlight to illuminate the path. We’d only gone about twenty paces when the trees suddenly thinned out. And I realized—
We weren’t walking into a forest at all. It had just been so dark from the road, I couldn’t tell. We were standing on a lookout. My breath caught.
The world opened up before me—a vast valley stretched out beneath a sky so sharp and clear it almost didn’t look real.
“You can see the entire valley from here,” I whispered.
Jon grinned. “Yep. And you get a good view of the stars from here, too. Full moon tonight. That’s why it’s so bright.”
I turned in a slow circle, taking it all in.
“I had no idea this place was up here.”
Jon’s smile widened. “Surprise.”
Yeah. No shit.
My skepticism flared back up.
“You bring all your dates up here to hook up?” I teased.
Jon, still wrestling with the telescope legs, didn’t even glance up.
“Nope. Never been here before.”
I smirked. “Oh yeah? Then how’d you know about it?”
“My sister’s fiancé.” He straightened up, dusting off his hands. “He’s really into astronomy. Told me about it a while ago, I just never had a good reason to come. Borrowed this from him.”
I observed him. He seemed sincere.
And also—completely lost as he squinted at the telescope knobs.
I folded my arms. “Do you even know how to use that thing?”
Jon finally looked at me, breaking into a shit-eating grin.
“No clue.”
I gawked at him.
“I mean, Ben gave me a crash course,” he admitted. “But…” He gestured vaguely at the telescope. “It seems complicated. You’re smart. I thought we could figure it out together.”
I stared at him.
Then, we both burst out laughing.
After twenty minutes of fumbling with various knobs and settings, we managed to pull a few stars into an impressively close view. Ultimately, though? It was more peaceful, just sitting on the rocks, looking out over the valley. We talked. We laughed.
I had no idea what time it was. I hadn’t been paying attention. Because, for once, I didn’t want to. I totally hadn’t seen this coming. Not any of it.


      ***
“This is nice,” Jon said after a lull in our conversation. “I enjoy spending time with you.”
A small rush of warmth curled through me. Not quite nerves. Not quite excitement. Something quieter.
Me too.
Feeling a little emboldened by the dark, with the vastness of everything stretching out ahead, I pushed.
“Well,” I said, tilting my head, “why’d you take so long to ask, then?”
He let out a short laugh—nervous.
“I wasn’t sure what you’d say.” He glanced over at me. “You’ve never really paid me much attention.”
What?
Was this guy for real?
“Seriously?” I scoffed. “I’ve had to put conscious effort into not staring at you. At your eyes.”
Shit. Instant regret.
Had I just inflated his ego?
I braced for some cocky retort, but instead—Jon looked away, shyly.
And somehow… that made him even more adorable.
“Well,” he said after a beat, voice a little softer. “Why didn’t you make a move, then?”
I sighed. “I don’t know. You’re the guy,” I added quickly. “Guess I was waiting on you.”
Jon smirked. “You don’t strike me as the type to care about the traditional status quo.”
I shrugged, then flashed him a grin. “Maybe I’m very traditional. How would you know?”
His smirk widened. “Guess I screwed this up then, huh? This is about as untraditional as it gets for a date.”
I was starting to enjoy flirting with him.
“Oh, so this is a date?“ I teased. “And you didn’t even bring me roses? Bastard.”
“You’re right.” He said it so seriously, for a split second I thought he actually felt bad. “I didn’t.” He nodded, solemnly. “Sorry.”
A pause.
Then we both cracked up laughing.
The conversation drifted naturally after that. Jon was so easy to be around. I loved that he could make me laugh.


      ***
After a while, the chill in the air finally drove us to our feet.
Jon gathered the telescope, packing it into the backseat while I took one last look at the twinkling valley lights below us. And the bright, round moon.
This has been a beautiful night.
The gravel crunched under my feet as I made my way back to the truck. I opened the passenger door—
And froze.
Lying on my seat was a bouquet of flowers. Not roses. Lilies. They weren’t open yet, but I could tell—white, soft pink and deep reds. The buds were huge.
I stared. My eyes moved from the flowers to Jon.
He grinned. “Sorry. Not roses. I opted for lilies. They felt more fitting.”
I reached out, gently brushing a fingertip over one bud. “They’re going to be beautiful.”
He nodded toward them. “Each color has a different meaning. They’ll open in a day or two.” Then—his voice dropped just slightly, almost teasing, almost not—“So, hopefully, you won’t forget about me before the weekend.”
Forget about him?
I was going to have a damn hard time thinking about anything else.
Wait.
Was this a line? Something he used on every unsuspecting girl?
I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know so much about lilies?”
Jon let out a laugh, completely unbothered by my suspicion. “The lady at the flower shop taught me way more than I needed to know.”
Then—he shrugged. “But I told her the chick I was into was unique, and I wanted something less cliché than roses.”
I stared at him. Did he actually just say that?
“Did I screw up?” he asked, still smirking.
No.
I could barely contain the smile on my face.
“I love them.”


      ***
Jon’s devious plan had worked exactly as intended.
I had not forgotten about him.
In fact, I found it difficult to perform even basic tasks without thinking about him.
This isn’t good, Via.
The lilies had already started to open when I left for class the next morning. By the time I got home from running errands, they were fully open. Giant. Gorgeous.
And Jon?
Hadn’t texted me once.
Should I say something to him?
Thank him again for the flowers?
Or was it too soon? I didn’t want to seem clingy.
Were we in one of those hold-out situations? Seeing who would break the silence first?
Or maybe he was just busy.
I didn’t care much for typical cat-and-mouse games. And Jon didn’t strike me as the type, either.
So why hadn’t I heard from him?
He’s the one who said he hoped I wouldn’t forget about him before the weekend.
Maybe he’s waiting for me to reach out?
Fuck it.
I was at least going to call his floriculturist bluff.
I grabbed my phone and quickly banged out a text, hitting send before I could second-guess myself.
Via: Thanks again for the lilies. They’re beautiful. One of the red ones opened first. What does that mean?
There.
We’d see what special-meaning bullshit he tried to feed me now.
It wasn’t even a full minute before my phone lit up.
Jon: It means you should go on another date with me.
I snorted.
Damn. He answered fast.
And…
I liked his answer.
Which also meant he wasn’t put off that I’d texted him so soon.
God.
I was really starting to like Mr. Stetson.
I was still wrestling with my internal dialogue, debating how to respond, when—
Another text came through.
Shit.
I hadn’t even replied yet.
Jon: What are your plans for this weekend? Will you be coming over?
I smiled.
It was ironic, really.
I typically spent at least one night a week at Nikki’s.
And because of our mutual friend group, we always ended up at Jon’s house eventually. It was the place everyone gathered. This had been routine for so long. And yet, somehow, it had never once crossed my mind that Jon Stetson would ask me on a date.
Via: Yeah. I’ll be there.
Jon: Cool. We’ll figure it out then.
A pause.
Then—
Jon: See you soon, Livia.
I stared at my screen.
Something about the way he used my full name made my chest tighten.
I hadn’t even realized I was smiling.


      ***
When I pulled into Nikki’s driveway, I could already see a few extra cars lined up along the street in front of Jon’s.
“Bonfire in Jon’s backyard tonight,” Nikki announced as I stepped inside and slung my bag into the corner.
Then she smirked.
“Of course, I guess you know that. You’re probably the one who started it.”
I glared at her.
She just laughed. “Just kidding… love yyyouuu.”
I rolled my eyes.
Despite my best efforts to act normal, not make it weird, or pretend nothing was different—
It for sure as hell was. And after a while, I gave up the charade, because everyone else seemed to be aware of it. And Jon? Didn’t seem to mind. He’d been doting on me all night. Bringing me drinks. Offering me food. Not in an over-the-top way. Just enough to be noticed. And by the time the night wound down, it was obvious.
Everyone had eventually filtered down to the basement to check out Jon and Mike’s recent handiwork. The space had always been a sprawling, finished basement—livable, carpeted, but mostly vacant. Until recently.
Now, they were turning it into a recording studio. And they weren’t half-assing it. They were spending money. Doing everything by the book. They’d installed acoustic paneling, two isolation booths, and had already started running wiring for all the mics, amps, and gear. Mike had moved in his full drum kit. Jon had bought a new computer to run his recording software. It was starting to look pretty damn impressive.
“You should hang out for a while after,” Jon had said casually. “I can show you the specs of my workstation.”
I smiled and nodded.
Yes, please.
He’d been discreet when he asked. But Nikki was like a damn bloodhound. Before she headed upstairs, she slinked over to me and whispered—
“I’ll leave the back door unlocked. Come back whenever you want. If you want.”
Then she smirked. “I know you wanna check out the size of Jon’s hard drive.”
I turned five shades of red. We both cracked up laughing.
And then—just like that—everyone left.
Except me. And Jon.
The funny thing? We actually did geek out over his new computer. And it was impressive. No pun. It was seriously cool. But eventually, the inevitable moment arrived. Where it felt more awkward to not kiss than to finally just kiss—
So we did.
And fuck, why did that take so long?
This wasn’t my first rodeo—not in any capacity—but this guy was making me giddy as a horny teenager.
And then—
Right before I expected things to escalate—
He pulled back.
I blinked.
Jon leaned back in his chair, watching me carefully.
“Do you like me, Livia?”
The fuck?
I stared at him. “Uh… yeah?”
His gaze didn’t waver.
“Enough to be my girlfriend?”
I froze.
Jon grinned.
Are you kidding me?
NO, Via—maybe this is just how an emotionally mature individual approaches things, and you’re too dumb to recognize it.
I felt like I was in the Twilight Zone.
But somewhere, my inner brain saved me.
Fucking answer him, Via.
I swallowed, feeling my lips curve into a smile.
“That sounds amazing.”
His grin broadened.
God.
He was going to kill me with those dimples, wasn’t he?
“Good,” Jon said. But then, his expression turned more serious.
“But I mean, like… exclusively. Us—as in, an actual couple. I hate the hook-up scene. Not that I’m going to pressure you into anything.”
His voice was steady, deliberate.
“I’d actually prefer if we took time to really get to know each other first. But only if that’s okay with you.”
Then—slower, “I want to be respectful of what you want.”
I sat there. Dumbfounded. Listening as the words spilled out of his mouth.
Was this guy for real?
I had never had someone be so blunt with me. I’d never even heard stories of such a thing happening out in the wild. I like to think I have a strong moral compass. But I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t have been ready and willing to consummate our relationship status right then and there. Oh, I would have.
But this?
I was not expecting this.
Never had anyone been so direct with me about exactly what they wanted. It was so…
Refreshing.
I pulled myself out of my thought spiral long enough to meet his gaze.
And return his candor.
“I would love that very much, Jon.”


      ***
And no, it wasn’t as bad as it sounds.
It’s not like he was teasing me—we just… literally never did things that would have naturally led to that. Instead, he continued to surprise me with unexpected outings. Trips to museums. Little day trips to places I’d never been. Things that actually required conversation.
One night, he even took me back to the lookout—this time, when the astronomy club was meeting. And this time, we actually learned how to use Ben’s telescope properly. He hadn’t been kidding when he said he wanted to get to know me first. And honestly? I enjoyed it.
By the time a month had passed, I’d become convinced of one thing—
Jon Stetson was, quite literally, the nicest guy I had ever met. I didn’t even realize guys like him existed. Had he not had one of my best friends to vouch for him, I’d have been looking for the catch. But Nikki had known him for most of her life. Her older sister had been friends with Jon’s sister. And as it turns out—
They were just a really nice family.
Go figure.
What Nikki couldn’t believe, though, was that after a full month, we still hadn’t slept together. In fact, that very first night I’d gone back to her place after hanging out at Jon’s, she had cornered me immediately. Demanding details.
“How was the sex?” she had asked, eyes gleaming.
When I told her what he’d said—about wanting to take things slow—
She had burst into giggles. Her eyes sparkled with amusement.
“No way.” She’d kept saying. “No. Fucking. Way.”


      ***
And from that point on? It became a weekly tradition. Nikki’s Interrogation Hour. Every time I saw her:
“Did you two finally do it?”
“What the hell is he waiting for?”
“Is he in a cult?”
I had to admit…
It was starting to get to me.
Why was he holding out so long?
Was there a reason?
Was it me?
Did he secretly suck in bed?
I knew it wasn’t a size issue. There were a few times we’d made out enough that I could feel him pushing up against me—and I was certain that we were working with a sizable package. And that just made me more curious. More eager. 
Nikki and I debated these points frequently. And for once, she had no answers.
“I told you,” she said, shaking her head. “I never saw him with a girlfriend.”
I let that sink in.
Then—
Her eyes suddenly widened.
“Oh my GAWD.”
She grabbed my arm.
“I wonder if he’s a virgin.”
Oh, fuck. That thought hadn’t even occurred to me. Jon was two years older than me, even.
“No way,” I scoffed. “Nobody that hot makes it all the way into their twenties without sex.”
…Right?
Right??
I considered just point-blank asking him. But Jon had never once asked me about my past. And I really appreciated that. It always struck me as a sign of insecurity when guys fixated on that kind of thing. So, I wasn’t about to become the thing I hated. Besides—I didn’t want to ruin the enigma that was so beautifully just… Jon.
Nikki shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “He went to private school. And I know his sister is engaged—but Ben is the only guy she’s ever been with.”
I gaped. “Seriously?”
Nikki nodded. “That’s what Tamara said.”
I considered that.
“That’s actually kinda sweet.”
Nikki smirked. “Welp. I guess you’ll find out.”
Then, with pure evil in her eyes—
“Eventually. If you can hold out long enough.”
She cackled.


      ***
By the sixth weekend, Nikki didn’t even need to ask me. I tried to play it cool. I really did. But I couldn’t hide the triumphant glee on my face.
Nikki’s eyes locked onto me like a heat-seeking missile. She took one look at my face, and practically did her own little happy dance. And the craziest thing? After all the waiting and debating… I didn’t even tell her all the details. 
I had thought I’d had good sex before. But compared to Jon?
Nah. 
Not even close.
With Jon… it felt too personal to share. Nobody had ever so effortlessly taken control. Or looked at me. Or communicated with me… the whole time. 
Not like he had. He had made me feel safe enough to completely let my guard down. My body had won out—over my mind. And that had never happened before. 
He had made that happen.  
And that, alone, was saying something.  Whether or not he realized it, Jon had set a new standard. And God help the next poor asshole who might have to follow that up. Secretly, I was already hoping I’d never need to go looking.


      ***
I’m not sure what had finally changed for him—or what made him decide it had been long enough. One thing had led to another, and we ended up on the bed.
At one point—I didn’t even think about it—I just… gently put my hand on him. 
For a split second, he tensed.
Just long enough to make me panic and wonder if I’d crossed a line.
But then, he kept kissing me, and any reservations that I’d had about the moment melted away.
He knew exactly what to do.
Where to touch.
How to caress, and kiss…
Why the hell had he been holding out for so long??
We went slowly.
He was tantalizingly deliberate.
Guys his age didn’t fuck like this. Did they?
NO.
And also, this wasn’t “fucking.”
I don’t even know why I was so surprised by him anymore. 
He had asked me, “Is this okay?”
And damn, was it…
He made eye contact—more than I was used to. 
It was both intimate and exciting in a way I wasn’t prepared for. 
I was starting to feel self-conscious because the type of smashing orgasm I was headed towards—probably not sexy.
Not a good look, Via. Especially not the first time you finally hook up with the guy.
Keep yourself in check.
And then—
He kissed the side of my neck, right below my earlobe, and murmured, “You’re almost there.”
The fuck?
Did he just—
Was he asking me?
Or TELLING me?
Either way, it didn’t really matter, because he was right.
I was struggling to maintain control of my body, my mind, and my reaction to his intentional, methodical movements. 
My thoughts were fighting against the intense physical pleasure. 
“You’re okay,” he murmured.
His voice was low.
Soothing.
Was it possible to be both reassuring and sexy at the same time? 
Apparently, it was. 
And then—“Let go.”
Oh hell. 
His words…
You’re okay.
I believed him. 
God help me—I believed him. 
I finally exploded—the sensation swallowing me whole—starting down deep and vibrating through my body in waves. I was helpless to control it.  It rolled through me. Repeatedly.
Nobody had ever made me feel like that before.
Not ever.
He was so gentle.
So controlled.
It felt like he had handed himself over to me. 
I was tingling.
When we’d finished, he brushed my nose with his and grinned.
And then—he kissed my forehead.
It was so sweet.
Slow—just like everything else had been.
And dammit, I was going to fall for this guy. 
Is that why he’d waited?
I was reeling from the entire experience. 
My first sexual encounter with him had evolved in such a beautiful, natural way that it felt like there was nobody else in the world I was meant to be with. 
And that was dangerous.
I knew it.
I already had feelings for him.
That scared me more than anything.
Fuck.






  
  Chapter 4


Over two years later… He was still every bit as charming. Every bit as irresistible as he had been in those first weeks together. I never forgot it. I felt safe with him. Always. 
“You’re still going to the doctor tomorrow,” I said with resolve. “I promised Tony.”
Jon grumbled. “Fine.”
Then, flashing me that grin—
“But right now… let’s eat more pizza and watch a movie.”
I laughed.
And this.
This is why I would never be free.
He had me.
Hook. Line. Dimples.

      ***June and July flew by. It hadn’t been a lazy summer—far from it. Between school, work, and everything else, we’d all stayed busy. Productive. A little scattered.
FR had officially wrapped their second full-length album. Thirteen meticulously recorded tracks. Professionally produced. Mixed. Mastered.
And Jon? Was pissed.
“They polished the life out of it,” he’d said bitterly.
But sales numbers told a different story. Fans loved it.
And it wasn’t hard to see why.
By then, FR had carved out their own sound—a blend of sharp-edged contrast and nuance. Complex riffs layered over hard, addictive rhythms. Murky, angst-driven distortion punctuated with bursts of clarity—an echo of Jon’s deeper compositional instincts.
His academic background in classical composition gave the album unexpected weight. Subtle orchestrations. Atmospherics. Fully scored backtracks recorded by some of the top musicians at his conservatory. You could feel it, even if you didn’t know what you were hearing.
Shawn’s engineering skills gave the recordings precision. Even when rough cuts started in Jon’s basement studio, they always ended up crisp, deliberate—refined into a distinct breed of dark rock.
Only… more cinematic.
Like a film score that had slipped into a nightmare and grown teeth.
And Jon’s voice? Haunting. Powerful. Controlled. But always threaded with something raw beneath the surface.
Live, they were minimalist. No gimmicks. No costumes. No attitude. And somehow, that only amplified their presence.
They just were.
The music was bold enough to carry itself. Which was good. Because that’s what fit them best.

      ***I had helped design the new merch, including T-shirts, for their upcoming promotional tour.
The label’s marketing strategy had been intentional—
Nine dates. One month.
A “teaser,” Tony had called it. Enough to create buzz before the band dropped an additional EP in December. And after the new year FR would be co-headlining a full-length tour with FaultCode.
FaultCode had been around longer—more seasoned, more established. But their fan bases overlapped and their sounds worked well together. The guys had met up once over the summer, and personality-wise, they had clicked well enough to survive a few months on the road together. At least, that was the hope.

      ***August arrived. The first weekend of the mini-tour had three back-to-back shows. Thursday: Virginia. Friday: DC. Saturday: Maryland.
They were well-received. Everything had gone according to plan.
Except, Saturday night, something felt off. Jon had seemed quiet after the show. Withdrawn. He hadn’t wanted to engage with anybody. Hadn’t even wanted to go out with the group for a late dinner. Jon never ate before shows—he didn’t like to perform on a full stomach. That was normal. But after a show, we usually found some hidden gem restaurant—a local favorite, off the beaten path—good food, quiet vibe, a chance to wind down.
But Jon?
“Not hungry.”
So, we skipped dinner entirely.

      ***The following weekend’s Friday night show in Philadelphia was a repeat of the previous Saturday. The show itself was flawless. But afterward, Jon shut down again. Said he had a headache. We grabbed takeout, and aside from Cary—who had vanished off with some “new friends” for the night—we all retreated to the hotel.
And then came Saturday. New York City. The show was already fucked before it even started. A phone call from Matt had sent Jon into a rage spiral.
Matt Conner handled contracts. Not just for Final Relapse—but for Jon personally. Because of Jon’s exceptional talent, companies were constantly approaching him with sponsorships, endorsements, and strategic partnerships. Some deals were lucrative as hell. And Matt knew how to find them. Networking. Schmoozing. Knowing the right people. When it came to business, Matt was a damn good agent.
But he and Jon?
Clashed. Constantly.
Jon resented many of the deals Matt brought to the table.
Like the one that set him off on Saturday evening.

      ***Jon was normally mild-mannered. Even-tempered. But after that phone call with Matt, I swear I could see actual steam rising off of him. Jaw clenched tight. Shoulders coiled like a spring.
Apparently, Jon had been very clear about not renewing a contract with a company that made effects pedals he deemed “shitty quality.”
And Matt?
Made the deal anyway.
Now, Jon was fuming.
We were already at the venue—soundcheck was done. At least he had some time to cool off before showtime.
And he knew he needed to.
I watched as he downed an entire bottle of water in one go—
Then, crushed it into a tight, twisted knot of plastic with one hand.
His fingers were white-knuckled.
His whole body was tense.
He caught me watching him.
Paused.
Then, exhaling deeply, he walked over and planted a soft kiss on my forehead.
“I love you.”
Quiet.
As if to reassure me that his irritation wasn’t about me. I smiled and plucked the mangled plastic bottle from his hand.
“Let me find a trash can for this.” I said, lightly teasing. But even as I tried to defuse the tension, I was pretty sure his hands were shaking.
“Thanks, babe.” His voice was a little rougher than usual.
“I’m gonna take a walk… I need to blow off some steam.”
Yes. Yes, you do.
I nodded. “Go ahead.”

      ***Backstage, I joined the others in the lounge. Nikki and I were sharing a loveseat, determined to demolish a family-sized bag of M&M’s when Tony strolled in. After a few minutes of small talk, he glanced around.
“Where’s Jon?”
All eyes snapped to me.
I popped an M&M into my mouth.
“Went for a walk.”
Tony raised an eyebrow, waiting for me to elaborate. When I didn’t, he looked at Mike.
Mike smirked. “He’s pissed.”
Tony threw up his hands. “Somebody wanna tell me what the hell is going on?”
Mike didn’t even hesitate. “Matt.”
That was all it took.
Tony sighed heavily, rubbing a hand down his face.
“Aw, Christ.” He shook his head. “Those fucking two…”
Glancing at his watch, he muttered, “Well… we’ve got time. He better get the fuck over it.”

      ***But after the show—
Something was off again. Jon packed away his guitars, muttered something to Mike, and headed out the back exit to the lot. I followed a few minutes later, stepping into the cool night air.
Jon had already stowed one of his bags in the rack inside the trailer. Now, he was sitting on the edge of it—his elbows on his knees, staring out across the lot. I walked over. From the height of the trailer, he was still a little taller than me, even sitting down. But when I reached him, he said nothing. Instead, he just leaned forward and wrapped his arms around me.
I hugged him back—
And immediately noticed how sweaty he was.
It had been hot as hell on stage. Even backstage, the air had been stifling, which was probably why the rest of the group had started filtering outside.
Still—
Something about the way he felt against me—the way his breath hit my shoulder—
It didn’t feel like normal post-show exhaustion.
“Hey, Via!”
I glanced over as Tony motioned me toward the stairs. Reluctantly, I pulled from Jon’s arms and crossed the lot back to the others.
Tony didn’t waste time.
“What the hell’s going on with him?” He nodded toward Jon, still sitting on the trailer.
I hesitated. Shrugged.
“He sick?”
Another shrug. “I honestly don’t know, Tony.”
Tony’s face darkened.
“Same shit as last time?”
There was apprehension in his voice now.
I considered.
Jon had been sick for practically the entire last stretch of shows. Tony had been convinced it was walking pneumonia—but when Jon went to the doctor the next week?
Clear bill of health.
My lack of an answer seemed to make Tony uneasy. He sighed, shaking his head. “I’ll be back.”
And without another word—
He turned and disappeared back into the venue.

      ***“Here ya go!” Nikki skipped down the back steps, swinging my backpack toward me. Shit. I’d forgotten about it when I followed Jon outside.
“Thanks,” I mumbled, slinging it over one shoulder.
I crossed the lot, tossed my backpack into the front seat of Jon’s truck, then headed back to the trailer. Jon was inside, back turned, wrapping cables and stacking them into a road case. I walked up the ramp. “Hey, babe.”
He glanced over.
Flashed me a reassuring smile.
“Hey, sexy.” 
I studied him for a beat.
“Why don’t you let Andy do that?”
Andy was their road tech—he normally handled equipment load-in and out.
Jon shrugged. “No harm in helping.”
And before I could push further—
A man’s voice interrupted.
“Hey there.”
Jon and I turned simultaneously. Tony was standing just outside the trailer—with two EMTs. A man and a woman. And before I could react—
The male EMT was already stepping up the ramp.
Oh. Shit.
My eyes snapped to Tony.
He motioned with his hands, a clear What else was I supposed to do?
“Jon?” The EMT extended a hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Mark.”
Jon shook his hand—but his eyes were locked on his uniform.
Taking him in.
Assessing.
“Feeling okay tonight?” Mark asked.
Oh, fuck.
This wasn’t going to go well.
Jon’s gaze moved to Tony.
His entire expression darkened.
“What the hell, Tony?” His voice was low. Tense. Pissed.
Tony sighed, throwing his hands up defensively.
“Just let ’em check you out real quick, will ya? You’ve got me a little freaked out, man!”
Jon’s eyes moved back to Mark.
I could see it—
His jaw tightening.
Mark took a cautious step forward.
“Can I just take your pulse?”
He lifted his hands slowly.
Like he was approaching a feral dog.
Honestly?
Probably not far from the truth, judging by the look on Jon’s face.
But he didn’t resist.
Mark wrapped his fingers around Jon’s wrist.
Held it.
Waited.
Then—
Made a monumental fuck-up.
“Your heart rate’s elevated. Have you taken anything tonight that might cause that?”
FFFUUUUUCKKKK.
Jon yanked his hand away.
Took a step back.
Eyes blazing.
“What, I’m a musician, so I obviously have a substance abuse problem. Right?”
Cold.
Accusatory.
And I couldn’t blame him.
It was such a bullshit assumption.
Not only was it unfair—
It couldn’t be further from the truth.
Nobody in FR used drugs.
Nobody.
They had literally named their band after a friend who had died that way.
Hell, I did more drugs than Jon—
And all I ever did was smoke some occasional weed.
“Not at all.” Mark said quickly. Backpedaling.
Buddy, you’re not getting out of this riptide alive. 
“That’s not what I meant.”
Mark lifted his hands, trying to calm the situation.
“I’m just trying to understand why your heart rate is so high.”
But it was too late.
Jon was already storming down the ramp.
Already moving back through the lot toward the venue.
And as he passed Tony—
He threw him a seething glare.
I exhaled sharply.
Stepped forward.
“Really, Tony?”
The disappointment in my voice was undeniable.
Before Tony could reply, the EMT calling himself Mark, came down the ramp.
“Didn’t mean to offend anyone,” he muttered. “He is tachycardic, though.”
“How bad?” the female EMT asked.
Mark hesitated.
“Probably 150ish.”
That hit harder than I expected.
The woman turned to me. “What other symptoms has he been experiencing?”
I glanced at Tony.
He nodded for me to speak up.
“Cold sweats. Shaking. Shortness of breath. Lightheadedness?”
I didn’t mean for my voice to sound uncertain.
But hearing it all listed out like that made my stomach twist.
The woman nodded. “Has he been under a lot of stress lately?”
Tony and I exchanged glances.
“…he was stressed today.” I admitted.
Another nod.
“Could be that. Those are all symptoms of a stress response. Could he be having performance anxiety?”
Oh my God. 
My eyes snapped to Tony.
Jon definitely had performance anxiety.
Is that what this was? 
“That could be it.”
For a second, I felt relief.
But then, that same relief twisted into something else.
Because if that was it—
What the hell did that mean?
Tony blew out a shaky breath.
Rubbed the back of his neck.
Muttered, “Fuck.”
Shook his head. “Fuck. Yeah. That could be it.”
“Maybe talk to him about it?” The woman suggested.
“He could try breathing exercises or meditation. Those things might help.”
I didn’t know if I’d ever convince Jon of that.
But I thanked her anyway.
Then turned, and headed back toward the venue.

      ***I found Jon standing with a small group of six or seven people.
Talking. Laughing. Smiling.
Like everything was normal.
Thank God.
As I approached, Jon threw an arm around me, pulling me in close.
Like nothing had ever happened, including the altercation in the trailer.
Minutes ago, he’d been pale, sweaty, shaking.
Now?
He seemed fine.
I decided to go along with it.
Everything seemed to have smoothed over.
But about five minutes later…
“Hey.”
Tony’s voice cut through the conversation.
Jon turned his head slightly, arm still around me.
Tony met his eyes. “Can I have a word?”
I felt Jon’s whole body tense.
His posture stiffened.
But after a beat, he stepped away from the group.
Tony’s eyes flicked to me.
“Via. You too.”
Shit. 
I followed as Tony led us around the corner into a secluded area.
Jon’s shoulders were tight. Guarded. Hands in his pockets.
“Listen, man.” Tony exhaled. “I’m sorry for what happened back there. I—that’s not how I meant for that to go.”
Jon stood silently. Watching. 
Waiting.
“We’re just worried about ya. That’s all.” Tony added. 
“So what—is this some kind of intervention?”
His voice was cold.
Tony shook his head. “I just—man, I know you’re not yourself lately. I can tell you’re not feeling good.”
Jon didn’t reply.
But he also didn’t deny it.
I slid an arm around Jon’s waist.
A silent I’m with you.
Tony’s tone softened. “You’re stressing pretty hard lately, huh?”
He motioned toward the stage. “I get it. This shit’s hard. For anybody. But you’re juggling a hell of a lot. Work, school, studio—and then going out there every night?”
And he was right.
Jon was still finishing his graduate degree in music, focused on composition and advanced studio training. He still taught, too—though these days, he mostly coached aspiring professionals and gifted students.
On top of that, he was writing and recording full-time with FR, juggling side projects, scoring gigs... And, for some reason, still coaching that neighborhood soccer team—because Kyle asked, and Jon couldn’t say no.
“You’re burning the candle at both ends, man.”
Tony let the words settle.
Jon was listening. But I could still feel the tension in his body.
Tony tilted his head slightly.
“But you’re so damn good. You know that, right?”
Jon nodded.
“Do you like it, though?“ Tony prodded. “Do you still wanna do this?”
Jon exhaled.
Looked away.
“Yeah.”
Tony’s voice dropped even lower.
“Really?”
“It’s okay if you don’t, Jon. But you gotta tell me.”
Jon’s jaw flexed.
“No.”
A pause.
Then—
“I do.”
Tony studied him.
Then, quietly—
“Jon.”
Jon lifted his head.
Their eyes met.
“Do you still wanna do this?”
The words came out slow. Even. Deliberate.
Something you never got from Tony.
Jon didn’t flinch.
“Yes.”
Tony exhaled.
Nodded.
“Okay.”
And maybe it was just me—
But I could swear I saw relief flood Tony’s face.
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