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TO ALL THOSE that have cheered me on, and told me to keep writing. Without you, this book would not exist.





CHAPTER 1: PRESENT





Ry stared at the bottle of Jack Daniels and wondered if he should take a swig to numb the brewing headache. And the subsequent heartache sure to follow. How long had he been living this half-life? Three years? Four? After each concert, Ry had little enough strength to make it through grueling press days, let alone sing again. He wanted it to end.


But that wasn’t in the fucking contract.


That piece of shit thing he signed, along with the rest of the band, dictated his life. If he could take everything back, he’d never have signed it.


A little voice whispered that he deserved every moment of suffering, every single bit of self-hatred. It was your choice. It was you who wanted it. You. You are the one who ended everything.


“Stop!” He threw the hotel lamp within reach. It flopped over the end table, not breaking, and dangled limp, knocking against the side. No dent in the wood. Not the catharsis he wanted. He sat on the edge of the bed.


Ry’s cell phone rang. He stared at the device with sudden hatred for the piercing wail of the ringer, snatching it. Brand. Ignoring the phone, he rubbed his eyes and face, encountering dry, rough skin. A deep malaise settled over him, accompanied by a sinking heaviness. The sheets reeked, still damp from night sweats.


“Gross.”


Instead of getting up, he flopped backward, then regretted that choice as the room spun. The phone rang again. Again, he hung up. 


A sharp knock came at the door, followed by a muffled voice.


“Go away.”


The door opened. Ry knew the man before he could see him. Before he said anything. Arend wore his usual dark green suit, a hat perched on his auburn curls.


“Orion. You look terrible. Though I would be ashamed to see you in such a state, I’m worried for you instead. I’m glad I’m here to shield this from the public. How your poor devoted fans would wring themselves to a frenzy.”


Ry said nothing, instead glaring at his manager. The asshole who locked them all in a shitty contract. He stood there pouting, as if Ry had disappointed him and deserved a scolding or punishment. 


Arend clicked his tongue. He took a whiff. “I suppose I should have brought a handkerchief.” 


“What do you want?”


“Well, Orion.” Arend bowed. “I fear we have a problem. We have a press call in ten minutes, and you appear as if you aren’t quite ready. Of course, I can cover for you, but that’ll be most disappointing to your adoring fans. They love you, you know. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to break their hearts.”


Ry gritted his teeth. A moment later, Brand entered the room.


“Ry!” But he stopped cold in his tracks as if he ran into a brick wall when he saw Arend standing there like he was holding court.


How many more years do I have in this fucking contract?


“Ah.” Brand stood straighter. “I suppose we should get ready for the call, Arend?”


“Of course, Ry said he’d be most pleased to join us, didn’t he? Though not required, please shower.”


A please that implied something nasty if he didn’t.


“I’ll expect you in my suite in a few minutes. I know they always clamor for more of the lead singer of Ghostfire. Not to say our sweet Brit doesn’t have his share of admirers, but you seem to captivate the young and impressionable.”


Ry tossed off the sheets and eyed the bottle of Jack like it might save him. Brand stood there with his arms crossed, the only barrier between him and the exit. Whether his friend, if he still was, was mad at him was to be seen.


“You aren’t helping things, you know,” Brand said. “Just . . . I tried to warn you.”


Ry stumbled to the bathroom shower and turned the water to hot, not even bothering to shut the door behind him. The room door clicked shut, and he took a deep breath against the beginnings of a headache.


The bathroom, with its gilded fixtures, could have easily fit into the opulent state palaces he’d visited as a child traveling alongside his father. But that it was something he’d “earned” didn’t make it anymore welcoming. Instead, it felt like gilded trash. Like he’d sold his soul to the devil and lived in hell instead. Hell might have been a better place. And warmer.


He stepped under the cascade of water, the heat searing his flesh, washing away the filth from the previous night. Should the tabloids learn how he lived, Arend might finally stop hounding him to find a young, beautiful woman to accompany him. He hated the heterosexual lie the most. Could all the women the label had thrown at him forgive him if the truth came out? 


The heat seeped into him, and he relaxed under the massaging rain of the showerhead. He soaped up and cleaned himself off, trying hard to forget the memories that tried to crop up every time he took a shower in a hotel room, in the early days before signing with a label. They’d been broke, but happy. Now they were rich and miserable.


He dried off and looked at himself in the mirror, not recognizing the gaunt, haunted man in the mirror. That look made the fans fall in love. They could save him. He grabbed the bottle of pills—for his anxiety—and took his usual dose, hoping it would help with the inevitable hangover. It went with the all-black wardrobe and macabre lyrics. Which always fit his mood.


He grabbed the nearest clean “uniform” and stuffed himself into it. After checking his texts for the room number, he walked to Arend’s room. Taking a deep breath before knocking, he wanted the medication to take effect. Today was gonna be shit.


Thankfully, Lon answered the door, though even he’d changed over the past couple years. He wasn’t as happy-go-lucky since the private breakup that could have split the band. Lon needed this more than any of them. Ry could always return home—though he shuddered at the thought. 


Ry took another deep breath and sat on a chair, desperate to channel the energy for this stupid press conference call with a shitty local DJ for a shitty radio station.


They were here, though. Ry’s mood was as black as his clothes. Lon fidgeted with his phone, flipping in back and forth, taking a couple pictures and deleting them. Brand still and composed as always. Arend, snake-like and slimy, his fake smile beaming.


And Alexander, in the corner, overlooked the city. Ry had forgotten where they were. He glanced at Brand, who rolled his eyes and mouthed, “Budapest.”


Ry nodded to acknowledge the answer, hoping the movement would not trigger a migraine.


“Well, shall we?” Arend asked. He toyed with the cell phone in his hands like it was a dagger instead of an electronic device. He tapped the screen twice. “Yes, thank you. We are ready. And you know the questions you cannot ask, correct? Very good. I’ll put you on speaker so they can all hear you.”


Arend motioned them closer. The sensual heat radiating from Alex reminded him of their shattered bond. Ry hated this part. Hated that he couldn’t touch him. Hated that he wanted it so bad. Hated that he didn’t seem to care anymore.


“Good morning fellas, how are you liking Budapest so far?” The thick-accented DJ host said, his voice smoky.


“It’s great,” Ry said, the first person to always speak. He stopped caring about lies and truth a long time ago. Part of the Arend charm rubbing off.


“It’s been a while, but having a great time,” Brand said, his tone cool and collected as it always was.


Lon affirmed, and Alexander said nothing.


“So glad you find our little city so wonderful! It’s great to have you playing here again. How have the crowds been?”


Ry hated these things. He used to dream of being interviewed on all the stations, speaking about important things and discussing music. But those dreams shattered fast. Arend had struck “Are you dating anyone?” from the list of acceptable questions—doing something that wasn’t shitty for once.


“Crowds are great,” Lon said. He liked these questions. Or had. Did he still? “Energetic and so, so awesome. It’s humbling to see how many of you all come to our shows. It’s why we added an extra one to make it three total here. We wanted to make sure everyone got a chance.”


“Right,” Ry said. He was required to participate. And sometimes he didn’t mind. It’s just . . . . “It means a lot to see you all out here having a good time with us.” The lies were easier to tell than in that first month. He felt sick lying all the time, though, like bathing in miasma.


“We love Ghostfire!” the host said. “I’ve been a fan for years, since the first album’s release. Such a classic. Can you tell us the song you like the most from that one?”


“Oh gosh,” Brand said. “I do quite like many of them, though perhaps my favorite is Walking Here Without You. The lyricism is gorgeous and, of course, the piano powerhouse chords are some of the first I loved writing.”


“I’m partial to Let Me Run,” Lon said. “Ry and I wrote the lyrics together a long time ago, and I remember we reworked them again and again for the studio version, and it’s just got such golden memories.”


Ry’s stock answer was always “Been There” just as Lon and Brand always chose those songs. Alexander always said “Angels and Demons.”


But Ry’s favorite was “The Heretic and The Broken Man.” He remembered the first love letters they’d written to each other. Ry’s writing was flowery and saccharine. And so full of clichés. Alex’s words had been stiff and romantic formal poetry. The song worked from those letters, coming from their background. Coded gay romance emo music.


Ry knew it was also Alexander’s favorite song. Or had been.


But neither could say it was their favorite.


“Angels and Demons,” Alexander said. “Brand and I wrote the original verses, and then Ry came in to help solidify the tension present in the story.”


That extra tidbit was new. He had done that, but Alexander rarely mentioned Ry’s part in it. Ry glanced at him, but Alex’s eyes were on the phone. Arend didn’t miss that motion, though his dark hawk-eyes betrayed nothing.


Feeling more rebellious, Ry changed his answer for the first time. “I know I always say Been There, but being on tour again and having so many fans long to hear stuff off our first album. I’m going to say One More Life. It’s one of our less-played songs, but I like it.”


The change, unexpected, rendered the hotel room hushed. It was almost enough to give him the shivers. And it felt good. 


“Always great to hear these!” the DJ said. Arend noticed the change even though the DJ couldn’t over the phone.


“We’ve got time for one more question,” Arend said, his fluid voice calm and composed as always. And it was time. “So much to do before the show this evening.”


“Alright,” the DJ said. “Million euro question: Are you working on anything new?”


Ry handled this question. Always. “Well.” He tried to play coy on this one. “We’re always working on new things. I can’t say for sure what will happen, but keep an ear out during our shows.” Which only meant they’d play random chords and people would read into them, which was the point.


“Thanks for your time. Listeners, you can catch Ghostfire—”


Arend hung up the phone.


“Well done,” he said. “Now, let me go over the schedule for the day. Before lunch at 12:45, I want you to eat and work out, looking your best. The sound check is at 3:00, and at 6:30, we’ll surprise them with an autograph signing before the show.” Ry blocked out Arend’s ongoing narration concerning the rest of the day. Besides, management sent his schedule to his phone every day, with reminders.


“Got it?” Arend asked.


Everyone nodded, and Ry joined in too. Then he got up to head back to his room so he could order something to eat, but Arend stopped him before he could do so much as leave.


“Orion.” Arend’s frosty voice carried a threat. “I dislike surprises in interviews.”


He shrugged. “Maybe my favorite song has changed.”


“Is that so? Go on, you have your fans to please. Don’t forget that.”


Ry headed a few doors down to his suite. Had Alexander been trying to say something today? A hand of peace? Of course they spoke and performed together, but it was too painful for Ry to think about. This was the first time he’d heard his name out of the big guy’s mouth that wasn’t on stage—which was a different world altogether. And it reminded him of when they’d first started.





CHAPTER 2: PAST



The day was a miserable wash of gray; the sky wept a fine, icy drizzle that slicked the pavement. A damp, earthy smell clung to everything, even inside. Ry shivered on his way to lunch. He was meeting Lon and Brand, as usual. Ry had befriended Brand last year, after he’d stood up to Ry’s anti-gay bullies. Since then, the three of them—Lon, Brand, and Ry—ate lunch together. 


Brand had recently befriended Alex through the fencing team. Today, Alex approached them at lunch. Ry nearly choked, a cough wracking his chest. Alex seemed to glow brighter than the fluorescent lights; a warmth spread through Ry, a strange, electric feeling tingling his fingers. Alex’s short-cropped dark hair sat atop a frame of solid muscle. Even though it was cold, he wore a plain tee and jeans that hugged every curve. 


“Hey,” he said, addressing Ry. These were the first words he’d spoken to him. Ever. “Mind if I join?”


“S-sure.” Ry couldn’t believe he’d even been able to speak. 


Lon laughed, brushing his long blond hair out of his eyes. “Yeah, I’m not telling a mountain he can’t hang out with us.” He went back to fidgeting with his camera.


“Alexander,” Brand said, gesturing to the empty seat next to him. “Good to see you. Didn’t think you’d stop by.”


“Thanks for helping me out with that calculus problem.” Alex slid onto the bench, though he barely fit at the table. 


“I’m glad I could help,” Brand said. 


Ry’s face burned, a fiery blush creeping up his neck as his heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs. Ry had subjected Brand and Lon to a barrage of half-romantic, half-lustful thoughts fixating on “that junior guy,” now sitting at their table. Relief washed over Ry that Brand sat opposite, not Alex. Ry snapped back to himself, the shock receding. He was a politician’s son; he could handle this. At least he should be able to.


“I’m Ry,” he said, holding out his hand. Alexander took it and shook it twice. He had a firm grip, and his hands, warm and dry, made Ry feel tingly.


“Nice to meet you. I’m Alex.” He gave Ry a dazzling smile of perfect white teeth that stole his breath. He could stare at that angular face and brilliant green eyes all day and be happy.


He heard a giggle next to him. Definitely Lon. Brand had more self-control than that, though Ry could see a twinkle of mirth in his eyes.


“Lon.” His skinny friend held out a hand to Alex. Lon’s checkerboard sweater knocked into Ry’s drink, but Alex deftly caught it before it fell over. 


The can looked comically small in his large hands. As Alex passed over the soda, their fingers brushed, Alex’s lingering touch sparking a silent moment before they separated. Ry fidgeted with his utensils for a moment, concentrating on lunch. A nervous quiet settled over the group.


“You’re Royce’s kid, right?” Alex asked after devouring his food. “I’ve seen you around.”


“Yup, that’s my dad.” Ry sighed. Well, this was turning out just perfect. Already asked about his dad, a sore subject for any teen. “One reason I hang with these two. They don’t give a shit about him.”


“I never judge people by their parents.” Alex laughed. “Just on who they are as a person.” Then he winked at Ry. Cheeky bastard!

❖


Over the next few weeks, Alex’s other teammates and friends joined them for lunch in ones and twos, until their table had become the popular kid’s table. From social outcasts to the top of the pyramid gave Ry whiplash. Not only were the other students nicer to him, but the teachers and faculty were too.


After a month, Alex even started hanging out with them after school. Ry was the primary host: the biggest house and no parental oversight, with his dad away for work and his mom long since a memory. Normally, Brand would drive the group around since he, Alex, and Lon lived relatively near each other.


But Alex had a car too, and tonight, he’d come separately. Both Lon and Brand left to go home for dinner, but Alex lingered. Ry didn’t give it much thought, but a knot twisted in his stomach. A fresh wave of longing washed over him: the crush he had at the beginning of the year had only deepened. Alex was not only attractive, intelligent, and charming, but most importantly, a decent human.


“So, I don’t have to be home for a while.” Alex picked up a book and thumbed through it. “Don’t really want to go home anyway.”


“Fight with dad?” Ry hesitated in the doorway, Alex’s scent of cedar and lemongrass lingering in the air.


“Yeah.” Alex sat on the desk chair, leaning his arms against the back. He watched Ry, his gaze a silent testament to his pain and fury.


Ry flopped onto his bed, trying to think of what to say. “Damn.”


“Change of subject: what do you want to do?” Alex fidgeted with the book in his hands. “Movie? TV? Music?”


Ry glanced at Alex, swiveling back and forth on the desk chair. “Or we could play a video game or something?” At least with a game, he could forget about his crush being in the same room with him. Alone.


“You and Lon are the gamers. Not me.”


“Even Brand will jump in now and then,” Ry said, his attempt at persuasion feeble.


Alex shrugged. “How about a movie? Since you didn’t decide.”


“Okay,” Ry said, his palms sweating. “Um, then we gotta head back downstairs. My dad doesn’t think it’s a good thing to have a TV in one’s bedroom.”


Alex stood up. “So, let’s go.”


“Alright, alright.” Ry rolled over and stretched, trying to prolong the moment where he’d be hyperconscious of Alex.


“Too slow!” And then Alex swooped down, slung Ry over his shoulder, and carried him out of the room. Ry squeaked and tried not to blush, but failed. The only saving grace was that Alex couldn’t see him and Ry had a fantastic view of Alex’s rear. Why didn’t I kick him out? This is gonna be the worst night ever.


“You know I have legs that work,” Ry said, repeating what he said every time Alex picked him up.


“Yeah, didn’t look like you were going to use them though, so I helped.”


“Helped?” Ry fell limp. “Well, I’m not gonna argue.” Even as he spoke, his mind whirled with thoughts and his heart raced. Alex set him down in the living room. The room smelled of stale popcorn from the last movie night.


“Since you were so indecisive about getting out of bed, you pick the movie.” 


“Ugh,” Ry said, still disoriented. “Any direction on what genre?”


“Explosions? Fighting? Something cool?”


Ry surveyed the shelves in the back of the room. “You couldn’t have said foreign film? Those are all my dad watches.” Cool. Explosions. What kind of movie? Then he found something that they hadn’t already watched dozens of times.


“James Bond?”


“Huh? Oh, yeah, those movies are cool.”


So Ry started the film, then sat at the far end of the couch, figuring it was the right move. Hanging out with Alex one-on-one left him feeling a nervous flutter in his chest.


“Hey what are you doing all the way over there? I mean, I get it when it’s all of us, but I swear I took a shower today.” Alex even sniffed to double-check. 


“Uh, well, this is my usual seat, and that’s your usual seat.”


“So? How am I supposed to talk shit without talking over the movie?”


Ry awkwardly laughed. “Okay, okay.” 


He settled beside Alex, the heat from his body a palpable wave. On the couch, the surrounding space emphasized their closeness, a stark difference from being crammed into the backseat of a car or squeezed into a diner booth. 


As the movie played, Ry relaxed, the gentle rumble of the speakers lulling him as he rested his head on Alex’s shoulder. Which he’d also done a lot of, too. Ry felt Alex wanted him to just be himself, not a stressed-out mess. He had to try for Alex’s sake.


After a good twenty minutes in, Alex wiggled around and poked Ry a few times.


“Hey, scooch over. I wanna get comfy and lie down. Got the shoes off, don’t worry.” And then Alex’s legs were over Ry’s.


“Come on, lie down too.”


And Ry didn’t know why, but he knew if he lay down with his head at the other armrest, it would have been unacceptable. So he lay on top of Alex, his head barely reaching Alex’s chest. He had to admit, it felt amazing. He could feel Alex’s breath, could feel his body, rock hard under him, and tried to stop thinking about that. 


But that was impossible.


Ry couldn’t pay attention to the movie no matter how much he wanted to or thought he should. It was noise that he tried to concentrate on, but Alex was right there, and by god he wanted to do so much right now. He briefly wondered if this might be the definition of torture.


“You sure you’re comfortable?” Ry mumbled. “I mean, I’m not that heavy, but I’m not that skinny.”


Alex grunted. “Yup. I’m fine.” And then Alex wrapped an arm around him. 


There was absolutely nothing he could do about his boner. It just popped up. Right into Alex’s thigh, and it was super uncomfortable. Ry had to pull a stealth adjustment. There was no way that Alex couldn’t feel it unless his whole damn leg was numb.


Ry tried to will it away, but it remained, throbbing. He turned beet red, thankful that Alex couldn’t see his face. He opened his mouth twice, but the words caught in his throat, and the heat of his embarrassment made him falter. Alex remained still and quiet, as if unaware. Then, an explosion came on the screen, and Ry jumped.


“Scared?” Alex said.


“No, just startled.” Ry sat up, trying to move lower, using the jump as an excuse to extricate himself from the embarrassing situation.


“Where are you going?” Alex also sat up and stretched.


“I don’t know. It’s just weird?” Ry avoided looking at Alex.


“Weird?” 


Ry’s face burned. “I mean, how could you not feel it?”


“Oh, that?” Alex laughed, waving away Ry’s concern. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


“Oh my god.” Ry’s face flushed with heat. He shifted away from Alex and crossed his arms.


Alex paused the movie and moved next to him. “Hey, sorry if things got weird for you. I mean, I know you like guys, so it’s not like it’s a big secret. It’s okay.”


“No, it’s not,” Ry said.


Alex sighed, folding his hands in his lap. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel weird. And, well, maybe—I like guys too.”


“What?” Ry glanced over at Alex. Despite the dim light, a blush spread across Alex’s face. 


Ry felt a large hand on the back of his head, Alex suddenly close. Hot lips kissed him awkwardly. And then his “problem” got worse and painfully hard. He kissed Alex harder than he meant to.


Ry wanted to take so much of what Alex now offered. As teeth clashed and lips met, their tongues explored each other in a slow, hesitant dance. But to Ry, it was as perfect as it could be.


“So,” Ry said after a moment. “Um, that was totally your idea by the way.”


“Yup.”


Then Ry kissed him. This was better. Less awkward than the clumsy fumbling that had preceded it. A gentle exploration, and a promise of more. Ry carded one hand through Alex’s hair; with the other, their fingers entangled gently. The world seemed to fade away. But then, just as the kiss deepened, just as the emotions threatened to overwhelm him, Ry pulled back.


“And that was my idea.”


“Totally.”


And then they were kissing again, this time learning as they went. Ry had kissed no one before. So he learned through grunts and groans, through body motion and sound, what Alex liked and, through his own body, what he liked.


“Shit,” Ry said after a couple of minutes. “Damn, that was—unexpected.”


“Yeah.” Alex looked lost and disheveled. “Why’d we stop?”


“Shouldn’t we talk about it or something?” Though he neglected to mention his raging hard-on. God, he wanted to just tackle Alex and get them both naked.


“What’s there to talk about?” Alex ran his hands through Ry’s hair. Handsy Alex was very unexpected.


“Everything?”


Alex pouted. “But I wanna make out.”


“But you didn’t before!” 


“I didn’t?” Alex looked taken aback.


“What? You did!”


Then Alex was laughing and then laughing harder and trying to catch his breath.


“What’s funny?” Ry demanded. “Come on. It’s not funny.”


“We’ve both been wanting to kiss each other for like ever and are just doing it now. Gosh, we really are something else.” Alex shrugged, running a thumb along Ry’s cheek. “You’re really cute. I thought so the day we met.”


“But I thought you were just hanging out with Brand?”


“I stayed cuz I thought maybe it’d be nice to hang out and kiss you,” Alex said. His eyes were soft in the low light. “Then you turned out to be cool, and I didn’t wanna fuck it up.”


“But you are could-have-anyone-at-school-hot.”


Alex rolled his eyes. “And you aren’t?”


After an awkward silence, they both erupted into giggles.


Ry said, “So, do you want to finish watching this or kiss somewhere more comfortable?”


Alex turned off the TV. “Come on.”


Ry led the way, anticipation buzzing in his chest, a strange mix of exhilaration and nerves. Alex followed. Their footsteps echoed softly on the wooden floor of the empty house. He took them two at a time, each step fueled by his mounting excitement, the air thick with anticipation.


The moment he crossed the threshold of his room, Alex pinned him against the wall. Like magnets, their lips met, electricity passing between them. He lost himself in the sensations. The touch, the heat. His shirt kept riding up, but he kept tugging it down.


Alex grunted, teasing Ry’s lip with his teeth. “Come on, I’m trying to take your shirt off.”


Ry’s breath hitched as Alex's hand, warm and firm, tugged at the hem
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