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        For the flames that refuse to go out.

        Keep burning.

        You only need a single spark to start a wildfire.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A sky full of stars, and he was staring at her.
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      The Rolling Stones said it best.

      You can't always get what you want.

      I never wanted to be famous.

      I never wanted any of this.

      I just wanted to escape. To get out. To be free of the hellfire dimension where I spent eighteen years struggling to walk through the worst of the flames without burning up entirely.

      When I arrived in Nashville with my hand-me-down guitar in its tattered case and a notebook full of scribbled song lyrics torn straight from my soul, I had high hopes and big plans. I had no idea that less than a year after I stepped off that bus, I’d end up broken-hearted and empty-handed when the whole world crashed down around my ears.

      Actually, that’s not entirely true.

      My hands weren’t empty when my wants turned into wishes and my hopes faded into fantasies. In my fingers, I clutched the broken pieces of my heart; in my palms, I fisted the tattered fragments of my dreams, trying desperately to keep them together. But it was too late. Dreams are spun from the most fragile glass, easily spider-webbed. A few careless words can shatter them beyond repair.

      Don’t say I didn’t warn you: this story isn’t about getting what I wanted.

      Because I never wanted Ryder Woods.

      I needed him.

      Like a melody needs a harmony, like a rhythm needs a tempo, like a chord needs a key. I was more consumed by him than I ever was by the notes swirling in my bloodstream or the lyrics swimming through my head.

      Even after he took every aching piece of my heart and crushed them to dust between nicotine-stained fingertips.

      I was stupid enough to think I’d never see him again. Stupid enough to think that fate was done playing with me. That, after the hell he’d already put me through, I’d earned some kind of respite from the desolation of loving him… and then losing him.

      After two long years without the touch of his knuckles against my cheek or the kiss of his stubbled jaw against my skin or the rasp of his voice against the fragile shell of my ear, I was foolish enough to believe that I’d finally gotten him out of my bloodstream, banished him into remission like the most lethal of illnesses.

      I should’ve known there was no cure.

      Loving Ryder Woods was a life sentence.

      A terminal disease.

      And when he finally did come back into my life… he may’ve been the last person I ever wanted to lay eyes on again… but as I’ve told you twice already…

      What I wanted has never mattered one bit.

      Not when it comes to him.
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        TWO  YEARS  EARLIER

      

      

      

      The bus kicks up a cloud of dust as it rolls away, rumbling louder than my stomach — which is really saying something, because the only thing I’ve consumed today is a stale peanut butter and jelly sandwich, half-squished from accidentally sitting on it during the jolting six hour ride.

      I watch until the bus turns out of sight, leaving me alone on the empty stretch of roadway. It’s mid-afternoon, and there’s not another soul on the street. The lights of Nashville’s famed honky-tonks have dimmed — if only for a few hours — while tourists nurse hangovers and rest their livers in preparation for another spin around town. Beneath the bright midday sunshine, Music City has fallen momentarily quiet. Its resident musicians are at home rehearsing for another set, another stage, another night singing lyrics they didn’t write for people barely coherent enough to listen.

      I know the quietude is temporary. As soon as the sun fades into darkness like a candle burned down to the end of its wick, this place will be bustling once more with flashing signs that gleam neon-bright on the surface of whiskey-glazed eyes. Nashville is Disney Land for adults, a conglomeration of bachelorette parties celebrating impending marriages and unhappy housewives escaping monotonous ones; hopeful singers dreaming about their big break and washed up stars reminiscing about the day they got theirs.

      It is escapism set to a country song on repeat. It is a painkiller tablet swallowed down with a mimosa. A place where dreams are born, and also where they go to die; where music spills onto the streets as background noise or slips under your skin and takes up residence inside your soul.

      They say you either come to Nashville for a single night, or stay here for a lifetime. Out-of-towners leave with nothing but a set of blurry memories from the bars on Lower Broad, their feet blistered from brand new cowboy boots that they’ll never find occasion to wear once they get home to their real lives. If you’re foolish enough to stay for longer than a weekend, you run the risk of doing significantly more damage… and not just to your feet or your liver.

      To your soul.

      Clutching the cracked handle of my guitar case a bit tighter, I heave a deep sigh and turn to face the building at my back. Off the well-trod Broadway strip, it’s a bit less obvious and ostentatious than Tootsie’s famed Orchid Lounge or the sprawling, tri-level Legends Corner where live music floats out the windows nonstop. Tucked on a side street several blocks from the tourist zone, the black brick exterior is chipping and sincerely in need of a fresh paint job. The windows are dark and streaked with grime. A hanging shingle sign protrudes in the air over my head, declaring THE NIGHTINGALE in fading gold letters.

      Frankly, it looks like a dive.

      But looks will only get you so far. As I’ve found with most things in life, the interior counts far more than any pretty exterior facade. There’s no place in Nashville better known for attracting musical talent. At this exact moment, I can name at least five artists on the Top 100 country charts that were discovered here, within the confines of said nondescript little dive.

      Steadying my shoulders, I reach out and try the handle. I half expect it to be locked up tight, but the door gives easily beneath my grip, swinging inward into the shadowy bar. I step inside before I can chicken out, squinting as my eyes strain to adjust in the sudden dimness.

      “Hello?” I call, taking a few tentative steps over the threshold. “Anyone here?”

      There’s no response. I maneuver past a deserted hostess station and around several high top tables, their surfaces scratched and dinged from years of patronage. A trio of overhead spotlights stream down on the stage opposite me, igniting a sea of swirling dust motes in fractured shadow. I’m drawn in, a moth to flame. Before I consciously realize what I’m doing, I’ve crossed the room and reached the edge of the raised platform where a single stool sits beside a microphone stand.

      My fingers shake as I reach out and stroke the cool surface of the stage. It’s probably my imagination, but the oak beneath my fingertips seems to send a charge zipping through my veins, as though the wood itself is somehow imbued with electricity from all the musicians that have stood upon it over the years. Actual star-power, tangible and transferable. I can only pray a bit of it rubs off.

      “What the hell are you doing in here?”

      The gruff voice makes me jump. I snatch my hand back from the stage as though I’ve been scalded, whirling around to face the man standing behind the bar, polishing a glass with a stained white rag. He’s in his late sixties with a thinning crop of black hair and an expression so intimidating, I’m surprised I don’t flinch back when my wide amber-gold eyes meet his narrowed brown ones.

      “We don’t open till five.”

      I nod like a thoughtless puppet.

      “Are you deaf?” he barks, tossing the rag over one shoulder of his black t-shirt as he comes around the bar.

      “N-n-no,” I manage to stutter, holding my ground as he approaches.

      “Just dumb then.”

      I shake my head as much to refute his words as to clear it. “No, sir.”

      “Sir?” He snorts. “No one’s ever mistaken me for a gentleman before, no need to start now. Name’s Isaac.”

      “Isaac,” I echo. “Nice to meet you. I’m Felicity Wilkes.”

      I only hesitate a fraction of a beat before the fake last name leaves my lips. I don’t think he notices and, even if he does, I highly doubt he cares.

      “Uh huh.” His voice is flat. “Either come back tonight or try one of the twenty-four hour bars on the main strip. All the tequila you can drink, all the shitty cover songs you can handle.”

      “I’m not here for a margarita.”

      His brows lift. “Then why are you here?”

      “For a job.”

      “We don’t add new singers to our rotation without an audition with Wade, our stage manager. Last I checked, Wade’s waitlist is well over six months. I suggest you try open mic night in the meantime, or start at one of the less popular spots.”

      He’s already turning away.

      “I’m not looking to perform!” I yell, wincing at the desperation in my own voice. I clear my throat and try for a softer tone. “I just want a regular waitressing gig.”

      He glances back, looking doubtful.

      I jerk my chin up and hold his stare as he deliberates.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. Not hiring.” His eyes flick up and down, taking in my messy fishtail braid, the too-thin limbs in my wrinkled hand-me-down dress, the tattered guitar case sitting at my feet. “And even if I was, I wouldn’t hire you.”

      “Why not?”

      “For one, you’re young. Young usually translates to unreliable.”

      “I’m not that young.”

      He grunts noncommittally. “Two, you’re a singer. Never hire singers, sweetheart. Company policy.”

      “That’s discriminatory.”

      His brows quirk. “Go ahead, call the Better Business Bureau on me. I’m shakin’ in my boots.”

      “I told you, I’m not looking for a singing gig.”

      “You think you’re the first girl to waltz in here asking to bus tables, assuring me she’s got no ulterior motives of her name in lights, her ass on that stool?” He jerks his chin at the stage behind me. “Been here a long time, sugar. Seen more girls come and go than you can count. And the ones who look like you, a bit wild around the eyes… they’re the worst offenders of all. Damn unpredictable. Flightier than a fart in a windstorm, if you’ll pardon my French.”

      I huff. “You don’t know the first thing about me.”

      “I know singers. And singers chase the spotlight harder than they chase anything else — harder than tail, harder than happiness. Harder than their families, their commitments, their common sense. Fame is a drug, darlin’. From what I’ve seen it do over the years, it’s more potent than heroin, twice as addictive… and I don’t hire addicts.”

      At that analogy, all the blood drains from my face. I feel suddenly lightheaded. My mouth opens to rebuff him, but all that comes out is a pathetic squeak of air as thoughts churn through my head.

      You are not an addict.

      You are nothing like them.

      “Ah, hell, don’t give me that look.” Isaac sighs. “It’s not personal. You may be a very nice girl. But even nice girls in this town end up twisted after a while. Usually right around the time they realize that climbing to the top of the musical scene generally requires climbing on top of a washed up record executive in the back of his town car. My advice? Get out now. Go home to whatever corn-fed town you came from and say sorry to your momma and daddy for your little adventure in the big city. Forget this life, and all the shit that comes along with it.”

      Go home?

      That’s not an option.

      My hands curl into fists as fury ignites inside me. I take a step forward before I can stop myself.

      “First of all, if you’d wait more than a nanosecond before passing judgment, you’d know I’m not a singer. I’ve got no interest in climbing on top of anything in this town, whether it’s this stage or the lap of some industry schmuck. I just want to wait tables and write some songs and save a little money.” I narrow my eyes. “Secondly, I’m not going anywhere, most definitely not back to the corn-fed town I came from. It took almost everything I had in savings to buy my bus ticket.”

      My voice cracks pathetically. I swallow hard, trying to keep myself together.

      “You know what? I may not have a plan. I may not even have a place to sleep tonight. But heck if I’m leaving just because some jerk says I should.” I bend down to pick up my guitar and start walking toward the door, my breaths coming out in angry little puffs. “I came to this bar because I heard it was a good place to work, with a boss who treats his employees right. Apparently my source was mistaken.” I’m nearly to the exit, so I glance back at him and deliver one final parting shot. “You don’t want to help me? That’s just fine. I’ll find another way. I’ll knock on every door in Nashville until someone hires me. ‘Cause I may be young, but I’m not flighty or unpredictable or wild. You think you’ve got me pegged but I promise you don’t. I’m not peggable.”

      Frankly, that line sounded a lot cooler in my head than it does coming out of my mouth. No amount of righteous indignation is enough to make it less lame. My cheeks are flaming red as I turn for the door. I’m just hoping to get out with some small semblance of my dignity intact when I hear the sound of a deep, martyred sigh from the direction of the bar.

      “Wait.”

      I spin around, hope blooming inside me. My heart is slamming against my rib cage like a stick on a snare drum and I’m shaking hard enough to rattle a tambourine on tempo. Still, I manage to keep my face composed in a placid mask as I meet Isaac’s skeptical gaze.

      “Who told you about this place?”

      “Devyn. She’s my—” I bite back the word cousin. “—an old friend.”

      “Devyn,” he murmurs. “That’d be Devyn Hayes, I reckon?”

      I nod.

      “She was a good employee. Worked here a while back, before her folks moved.” His eyes narrow. “Some kind of family scandal if my memory serves…”

      My heart starts pounding faster. “I wouldn’t know anything about that, sir.”

      He glares at me.

      “Sorry! Isaac.”

      The silence drags out for a long while. The only sound is the slight squeak of his rag as he grabs another glass and begins to polish it. I hover by the threshold, hardly daring to hope…

      “You got references?” he grunts.

      “I’ve got experience,” I say smoothly, dodging his question.

      Doubt starts to creep back over his face. I interject before I lose my one chance to sway him. “Look, you don’t know me. You don’t trust me. Frankly, you have no reason on earth to hire me. But I promise, if you do, I’ll work my ass off for you without complaint. I mean it. I’ll wash dirty dishes, mix drinks, wipe down tables, sweep the floors if you want me to. I’ll be your hostess, your busboy, your bartender, your server, your toilet cleaner. Whatever you want, whatever you need, I’m your girl. I’ll do anything. Without complaint.”

      He grunts again, unconvinced.

      I set aside what little pride I still possess. “I just… I really need this job. Please. Give me a chance.”

      He sets down the glass like he’s got the weight of the world sitting on his shoulders. When he looks up, his expression is full of regretful surrender. Which can only mean…

      He holds up a menacing finger. “One chance.”

      I practically squeak with glee.

      “You screw up, you’re out. No severance.”

      “Thank you, sir— Isaac!” I correct quickly. “You won’t regret it. I promise.”

      He glares at me. “Are you even old enough to work in a bar?”

      “I’m twenty-one.”

      Minus three.

      “Uh huh.” His mouth presses into a stern line, as if he knows I’m lying.

      “Look, if you need to see my ID…” My fingers tremble a bit as I reach for the tattered wallet in the side pocket of my backpack. The fake driver’s license tucked inside isn’t perfect, but I’m praying it’s good enough to pass Isaac’s inspection. The date next to my laminated picture proudly proclaims I’m twenty-one, not barely eighteen. It also says my last name is Wilkes and that I was born in the fine state of Oklahoma.

      I’m not overly fond of lying, but I’m also not naive enough to believe it’s never necessary. Survival trumps ethical scruples.

      His hand slices the air, stilling my motions. “We’ll sort out the paperwork later.”

      I let the bag fall back to my side.

      “You free to start now?” he grunts again.

      “Well, I⁠—”

      “Great. Dotty called out sick,” he cuts me off, turns, and starts walking. “Come on, cupcake. Let’s get you a uniform.”

      “My name is Felicity!” I call after him, but he’s already disappeared through a swinging set of doors, into the back room. He either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t believe a response is mandatory, because there’s no answer except for the slight squeaking of hinges in the otherwise silent bar. With a deep sigh, I clutch my guitar case a bit more firmly and hustle after him, toward the back room of The Nightingale.
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      “This is supposed to be a vodka tonic, not a vodka soda.” The blonde pushes the tumbler at me, her cherry-red lips pursed in distaste. The expression on her face suggests my IQ ranks somewhere in the single digit range.

      “Also, I asked for a jack and coke with lemon,” her friend chimes in. “These green ones are called limes, honey.”

      Gritting my teeth in a bracing smile, I grab their glasses off the high top and place them on my tray. “So sorry about that, y’all. I’ll be back in just a second.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” I hear one of them snicker as I walk away. “It took so long to get our last drinks, I think she might be barrel-aging the whiskey herself.”

      The fake smile falters on my lips.

      It’s been six hours since I started this job, but it feels like an eternity. Feet aching, I make my way back to the bar to replace the messed up drink order. I hear Carly at the mic introducing the next act, but I don’t spare a glance in her direction. Every hour like clockwork a fresh performer has taken the stage at The Nightingale, each somehow more impressive than their predecessors. Over the course of my shift I’ve seen a folksy girl with a fiddle, a trio of bonafide cowboys with fringe shirts and banjos, a Johnny Cash cover artist so convincing you’d believe in reincarnation if you heard him sing, and a fading queen of love ballads coaxed out of retirement for a one-night-only acoustic set.

      The only thing they clearly have in common is talent — sheer, indescribable, undeniable talent.

      Their mouths open, the music pours out… and the whole crowd goes totally silent to listen, staring with rapt attention toward the stage, shushing those who dare to speak during the sets. As the hours slip by, it gets more and more crowded, but the air of quiet reverence never changes.

      Other bars are for flirting and idle chitchat over drinks. At The Nightingale, the music isn’t a background distraction — it’s the main event.

      People are packed in wall-to-wall, filling every table, sucking every molecule of air from the dark bar. We can only fit fifty or so in here at any given time, but through the hazy windows, I see a line of waiting patrons wrapped all the way around the building, hoping a table will clear out before the next artist takes the stage.

      It doesn’t surprise me. If they weren’t paying me to be here, I’d be paying to get in, too.

      As I wait for the bartender to mix my drinks, Adam, the shift manager, brushes past with an inventory list in hand. He’s so close I can feel the graze of his knuckles against my ass through the charcoal gray booty shorts that function as my work uniform, the scrape of his broad shoulder against the plane of my back beneath the tight-fitted black shirt, cropped to expose my stomach. In this getup, I look like a sluttier version of Sookie Stackhouse on her way to a shift at Merlotte’s, but if showing a little skin makes for better tips, I’m not complaining. I need the money too desperately to occupy any kind of moral high ground.

      “Hey.” Adam’s dark blue eyes slide to mine. “Crazy night for a first shift.”

      “Is it always this crowded?”

      “Nah. It’s much worse on the weekends.” He grins at me, boyish and charming. He’s handsome in a homegrown, Clark Kent kind of way — square jaw, dark bronze hair, broad shoulders. Give him a cape, he could probably save the world. “Doing okay so far? Confused about anything?”

      I shrug. “I’m fine.”

      His eyes slide slowly down my body, lingering in a way that makes every hair on the back of my neck stand on end. “You certainly are.”

      I laugh thinly, doing my best to ignore the implication in his words. I can’t afford to lose this job — especially not on my first night. Adam leans his side against the bar as his eyes finally work their way back up to mine. A half-grin tugs at his lips. I’d like to slap it off his face.

      “You know…” His smile widens a shade. “Isaac usually leaves the hiring to me.”

      “I didn’t know, actually.”

      “I’m surprised he hired you.”

      My brows lift. “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “He may own the place, but I’m the one who runs things around here.” There’s a spark of anger in the depths of his eyes, extinguished so fast I barely catch it. “That includes final approval of the staff — who stays, who goes, who gets the best shifts on the schedule. Understood?”

      A bolt of unease shoots through me. It’s not hard to miss his meaning.

      You screw up here, I’m the one who’ll toss you out on the street.

      Maybe he’s not Clark Kent at all. Beneath the charm, I’m picking up some Lex Luthor villain vibes.

      “Well?” he prompts.

      “Understood.”

      “Good.” He pulls back, winks at me, and turns away, that carefree all-American act back in place. “I’ll see you around.”

      I’m still mulling over his veiled threat as I make my way through the crowd and deliver the cocktails. The last thing I need is to be caught in some power struggle between Isaac and his shift manager.

      Why are men always so dang territorial?

      Sliding the thin order pad from my apron pocket, I’ve just begun to scan my section for anyone in need of a fresh drink when I hear a voice echo out over the speakers.

      “Hey.”

      One word. It strikes me like a bolt of lightning — zipping along my nerve endings, lighting me up from the inside out like a supercharged shock of electricity. Before I even swivel around to look at him, I know the guy standing at the microphone is going to take my breath away. He’s just got one of those voices.

      I’m not the only one who notices, either. Every girl in my section is suddenly sitting up straighter, fluffing her hair, arching her back so her cleavage is displayed a bit more perkily. I should be taking advantage of the lull between sets to scribble down drink orders, but instead I find my feet turning toward the stage without conscious thought. It’s an automatic reflex, like hearing your name shouted out in a crowd. You can’t help looking up.

      There are three musicians onstage but my eyes barely spare the drummer or bassist a glance, locking immediately on the man standing at the microphone, illuminated by the streaming overhead lights. He’s wearing ripped black jeans and a t-shirt so faded the band logo on the front is illegible. His only accessory is the black guitar strapped over his shoulder.

      He isn’t the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, but there’s something utterly captivating about him. Lush dark hair falls into his eyes in that messy-on-purpose way musicians pull off so effortlessly. Crooked nose, smirking mouth. Tall, with the lean build of a soccer player and a voice like a lazy Sunday morning — slow, smooth, with the faintest southern twang on the end of his vowels that makes you want to linger in bed all day.

      “I know y’all came out tonight to hear Lacey sing…”

      The crowd cheers, clearly familiar with whoever he’s talking about.

      “But she’s running a bit late, so you’ll just have to settle for me and the boys tonight,” he drawls, mouth twisting sardonically.

      The females in the crowd holler louder; the men look a bit dejected by the news.

      “Now, I usually hide back there behind my guitar and leave the singing to the professionals.” He chuckles lowly, and the sound alone is enough to make a breath catch in my throat. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t do this stage justice.”

      Forgive him?

      He has nothing to apologize for. Hell, If his speaking voice is any indication, he could probably sing the Teletubbies theme song and put James Taylor to shame.

      “We’re Lacey Briggs’ band. But seeing as we’re short one Lacey Briggs this fine evening… I’m Ryder, that’s Aiden on bass, Lincoln on drums… and we’re just three nobodies looking to have a good time. Y’all think you can help us out with that?”

      The crowd roars.

      “Well, all right then, Nashville. Let’s do the damn thing.”

      Lincoln cracks his drumsticks together in the air, counting down a beat. A few seconds later, they launch into a Zac Brown Band cover song. It’s an instant crowd-pleaser — everyone starts nodding along, dancing in their seats, swaying to the beat. With considerable effort, I manage to tear my eyes away from the stage and start circulating through my section. I take several drink orders, smiling politely for the sake of my tips, but the entire time my focus is honed on the man behind me, who’s singing about fried chicken and cold beer with more conviction than some musicians can muster for their most poignant love songs.

      Remember your rules, Felicity, I scold myself sternly when I catch my hips sashaying to the song rhythm. No musicians. Ever. Even if he’s hot. Even if he’s got a voice like a shot of whiskey on an empty stomach.

      I try to heed the warning bells ringing inside my head, to tell myself I’m totally unaffected by the man on stage… but I can’t deny there’s a bit more bounce in my step as I make my way to the bar. I rattle off my order to Jay, the bartender, and turn to watch the performance while I wait. The band has segued into a rowdy rendition of “Wagon Wheel” and the singer — Ryder — is working the audience for everything they’re worth. He’s swaggering back and forth, serenading the girls at the front, throwing winks at the ones in the back. It’s hard to believe he’s usually resigned to guitar chords and backup vocals. He was born to be front and center. The star of the show.

      I’m so entranced, I don’t even notice Carly appear at my side.

      “Make sure you wipe that drool before you carry out your drinks.”

      I flinch and tear my eyes from Ryder. “I wasn’t— It’s not what you think. I was just⁠—”

      “Blatantly ogling the goods?”

      A blush threatens to stain my cheeks.

      “Oh, relax.” She grins. “That boy is hotter than a cast iron skillet. No need to apologize for noticing.”

      “I guess,” I say, striving for nonchalance. “If that’s your type.”

      She bumps her hip against mine. “Ryder is everyone’s type. There’s not a girl in this room who wouldn’t like to take a ride on that bicycle.”

      “Not me.” I shake my head. “I don’t date musicians.”

      Carly snorts. “Good thing you moved to Nashville, then.”

      “Not everyone here is a musician.”

      “Damn near everyone.”

      “Well, I’ll just have to find someone tone-deaf.”

      “Best of luck with that.” She shakes her head, eyes still locked on the stage. “They play here at least twice a month. Their lead singer, Lacey, is talented, but she’s a total flake. She used to work here, actually, but she’s pursuing a singing career now. Or… she was. Half the time she doesn’t show up, so Ryder takes over.”

      “I’m surprised they keep giving her gigs. Isaac mentioned there’s quite the waitlist to perform here.”

      Carly laughs. “Yeah, well, I suppose Lacey has worked out some kind of special arrangement with Wade, because he keeps booking her.”

      My brows go up in question, but she doesn’t elaborate further. She’s too busy watching the stage — or, the man on it. “You have to admit, he’s pretty damn sexy.”

      I shrug.

      “Seriously?” Her nose crinkles. “Look at him!”

      “Sorry. Musicians just… don’t do it for me.”

      “Why?” Her gaze turns curious. “Bad breakup?”

      My eyes rove over Ryder, who’s hyping up the crowd with an expression of pure exhilaration on his face. I shake myself so I’ll stop looking and turn my back to the stage.

      “Anyone who needs that much validation isn’t ever going to be satisfied in a relationship,” I say, staring down at my drink tray. “Musicians and monogamy don’t mix well. And I’ve never seen the point in diving into something doomed to fail.”

      “Do my ears deceive me, or did we finally hire an employee with taste?” Adam walks up and joins our conversation, his eyes scanning me with new appreciation. “Most girls are falling over themselves for a chance to get close to any poser who can strum a guitar and sing a few half-decent cover songs.”

      I give him a wan smile, curbing the impulse to roll my eyes. Despite his big talk, it’s clear from the way he’s glaring enviously at the stage that Adam would love to be up there with them, the subject of several dozen female sexual fantasies.

      Carly snorts indelicately.  “Jeeze, Adam. Jealous much?”

      “Jealous? Try pissed off.” He grits his teeth. “This is un-fucking-believable. Third time Lacey has pulled this no-show shit.”

      Carly tucks a short strand of platinum blonde hair behind her ear. “Talk to Wade. He’s the one who keeps giving her time slots.”

      “Wade is too busy thinking with his dick to actually do his job.” Adam’s scowl intensifies as Ryder launches into a popular Sam Hunt song. “For fuck’s sake, this is The Nightingale, not a karaoke bar.”

      “Lacey has never been the most reliable. Isn’t that why you fired her?”

      “She was a shit waitress, but she can sing.” His tone is begrudging. “Unfortunately, she doesn’t seem to have much interest in actually singing these days, seeing as she keeps leaving us high and dry with a lead guitarist who can hardly string a melody together…”

      “I don’t think the girls in the audience are complaining,” Carly says wryly, looking around at the nearly rabid crowd. Every woman in the bar has her eyes fixed on Ryder like he’s a piece of Grade A beef as he belts out the verses.

      Adam makes a sound of disgust. “Yeah, well do me a favor. Tell the boy-toy to swing by my office after their set. We need to have a discussion about their future here. If Wade isn’t going to handle this Lacey situation, I’ll do it my damn self.”

      “Will do, boss.” Carly salutes him mockingly as he walks away. Her voice drops to an amused murmur once he’s out of earshot. “God, that stick is shoved extra far up his ass today, isn’t it?”

      I snort. “I don’t have any other days to compare it to — it’s my first shift.”

      “Oh! Right, sorry. Feel like I’ve known you forever.”

      “Can I ask you about something?”

      “I’m an open book.”

      “Isaac is the owner… but it seems like Adam is the one who makes all the decisions…”

      Carly heaves a deep sigh. “That’s true enough. Isaac opened this place about forty years ago, but seeing as Adam’s the one who’ll inherit it someday… I guess there’s a bit of a power struggle between the old world and the new when it comes to running things.”

      I blink in surprise. “They’re father and son?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow. The apple fell pretty far, huh?”

      She grins. “Like you’ve already figured out, Isaac’s a big softie beneath that gruff exterior. Adam’s the same. His exterior is just… harder to break through.”

      “So, he’s not always such a jerk?”

      “He’s never exactly a basket of puppies but, for the most part, his bark is worse than his bite. Ryder just… has a way of bringing out the ass in him.”

      “Why?”

      “They used to be friends, I think. Not sure what happened, I just know they had a falling out a while back. Every time Ryder shows up to play, Adam is extra pissy.” She sighs. “Word of advice? Stay out of the warpath on nights Lacey’s band is on the schedule.”

      “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I’ve got to go talk to the guys playing next, and you’ve got to deliver those drinks before all your ice melts.” She gives me a quick elbow squeeze and a warm smile. “See you around, Felicity.”

      My heart pangs as I watch her disappear into the crowd. Maybe working here won’t be so bad after all. Maybe, just maybe, I’ll even manage to make some friends.

      That would be a first.

      I’m still smiling to myself as I grab my tray and head into the crowd to deliver the drink orders.
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      “Well, all right then, Nashville!” I yell into the mic, looking out over the sea of screaming women. “Let’s do the damn thing.”

      I give them my most smoldering grin — the one that makes their eyes flash with lust, their chests perk up so I can see their tits better. They don’t give a shit what my name is, where I come from, or whether I even like this fucking song I’m singing. All they see is the guitar in my hands, the smirk on my face, the body they’d like to run their hands over after the show, just so they can say they hooked up with someone in a band.

      Screw you, Lacey.

      I wouldn’t be up here singing about fried fucking chicken if she’d bothered to show up for our set. My hand curls a bit more tightly around the neck of my guitar as anger floods my system. It takes every bit of self control to keep my rage contained, to keep smiling and singing like I actually give a shit about any of this.

      A few more songs, I think, winking at a girl in the front row. Then enough whiskey to forget I had to do this. Again.

      I nod to Lincoln as we segue into another shitty Top 100 hit that makes the audience go crazy. These people wouldn’t know good music if it smacked them upside the head. I guess that shouldn’t surprise me. After all, they came to hear Lacey perform.

      The girl is hot as hell — her body’s got more curves than a goddamned rollercoaster. Unfortunately, she’s also a certifiable a mess on wheels. A train wreck in cheap perfume and cut-off jean shorts she fills out so well, it should be illegal to wear them out of the house without incurring a public indecency charge. If she couldn’t sing, she’d probably be wrapped around a stripper pole in some dim, dirty club as far from the neon lights of Broadway as you can get without crossing state lines, dancing for dollar bills from fat, middle-aged men fingering their belly buttons in the dark.

      As it is, for reasons unknown, she was gifted with a voice that almost makes up for her long list of not so attractive qualities.

      Almost.

      Nights like tonight, when she doesn’t bother to show up for a gig, leaving me to strut around the stage like some prime cut of steak at a meat market singing cover songs I can’t stand, it’s easy to forget how hot she looks in those little jean shorts, or her unparalleled lung capacity that, it must be said, comes in handy for skills better suited to a bedroom than a stage.

      Save the lecture.

      I know I shouldn’t have fucked her. I blame the half bottle of Jack I’d slugged down before she slithered between my legs, clawing at my zipper like a cat in heat, and sucked me off with such enthusiasm you’d think she was auditioning for a career in porn. A bit over-the-top, for my taste… but, frankly, a shitty blow job from a chick you can’t stand is still a blow job.

      I never said I was a saint.

      “We love you, Ryder!” A pair of twenty-something blondes at a high top table scream in tandem. “You’re so hot!”

      I smirk at them as if it’s my sole reason for existence and watch them giggle in response like schoolgirls with a crush. Christ, I’m shooting fish in a barrel.

      I was born for this shit.

      I could do it in my sleep.

      That doesn’t mean I enjoy it. If I had my way, I’d happily stay far from center-stage, playing my guitar and singing backup vocals. I don’t need to be famous; I just need to land myself a one-way ticket out of this town before I wind up stuck here forever — another has-been sitting in the corner of some sad honky tonk, reminiscing about how he almost got a record deal a million years ago, back before his dreams went the way of his metabolism and his sex drive.

      That’s not going to be me. I’m leaving Nashville and I’m never looking back. Not for anyone or anything. I just need to hitch my wagon to whatever horse is heading out the gate fastest. Right now, that happens to be Lacey Briggs — crossover pop-country star in the making, poised on the threshold of becoming the next big thing… assuming she can keep it together long enough to land a record deal.

      That’s one hell of an assumption, seeing as this is the fourth time she’s failed to show up for a gig in the past month. I figured she’d at least make it to The Nightingale. This place is damn near impossible to get a slot at. Everyone in town with real musical aspirations is on the waitlist to play this stage. There’s a full house every night of the week. Plus, it’s almost a guarantee that at least one person in the audience has enough clout to make your wildest dreams come true. Reps from all the major labels make a habit of swinging by to scout new talent.

      My eyes scan the swaying crowd, searching for a suit in disguise. They’re easy to spot once you know what to look for — usually sitting on their own at the edge of the crowd, watching a bit too intently with one hand permanently glued to their cellphone and an air of self-importance so thick you could bottle it. I’ve swept the whole left side of the room when my gaze snags on something by the bar.

      Someone.

      There’s a girl I’ve never seen before standing with Carly, wearing the typical trashy Nightingale uniform. It looks all wrong on her willowy frame, like putting a porcelain doll in pleather. Her waist-length hair is in a dark messy braid and she’s got the most delicate features I’ve ever seen — fine boned and fragile. As I watch, she glances up, straight at me, as though I’ve called her name. For the briefest of seconds, our eyes meet across the crowd.

      Fuck.

      My fingers stumble on the strings.

      It’s an uncharacteristic mistake — so much so, Aiden shoots me a surprised look. Rattled, I force my attention away from the girl and back to the performance, doubling down on my guitar solo, throwing myself into the vocals with new gusto. Still, I can’t keep my eyes from wandering back to the bar in the brief pause between songs to see if she’s still there.

      An unfamiliar bolt of anger flares inside me when I see Adam’s worked his way to her side, his eyes lingering on her like he’s already staked a claim. I suddenly want to leap off stage, stalk over there, and shove him away from her.

      What the fuck? I shake myself, bewildered by my own response to a girl I’ve never met. You don’t give a shit about some random waitress. Get it together.

      I tell myself my rage has nothing to do with her — it’s seeing that prick Adam getting close to any girl that sets my blood boiling.

      I manage to keep myself in check as we play our final songs, harnessing the strange energy simmering inside me into the music. My body is rushing with adrenaline and something I don’t recognize. My fingers fly over the strings, my voice rasps with a richness I’ve only ever managed when I’m alone in my apartment, working on my own songs — the ones I don’t share with anyone.

      It’s the tightest set we’ve ever played.

      “Ry, you killed it tonight!” Lincoln yells in my ear over the roar of the crowd as we walk off stage. “You were on fire out there!”

      My eyes drift across the sea of strangers, searching for a long, dark, messy braid that’s been driving me to distraction since I first laid eyes on it. I’d like to set it free, to sink my fingers in deep, to hold it like a leash as I…

      I shake my head to clear the unexpected, X-rated thoughts surging to the surface of my mind.

      “Where did that energy come from?” Aiden is asking.

      “No idea,” I lie.

      “Whatever it was, keep it up! We’ve never sounded like that. Ever. Even with Lacey singing.”

      “He’s right.” Lincoln claps me on the back. “And now, gentlemen, there are some pressing issues that require our attention.” He jerks his head toward a nearby table where three girls are waiting. They’re sipping vodka sodas and practically salivating at the sight of us. Their skimpy outfits and come-hither stares make it clearer than cling wrap that sex tonight is not just a possibility, but a certainty.

      I run a hand through my hair and blow out a sharp breath. “Not really in the mood for groupies tonight.”

      “Ryder Woods, turning down willing pussy?” Lincoln lays his hand on my forehead, as if to check my temperature. “You must be sick…”

      I shrug him off. “Get away from me.”

      “I’m just in shock. I’ve known you three years. Only time I’ve ever seen you say no is after so much whiskey your dick refuses to cooperate. And even then, you usually give it the old college try.”

      “Linc, I mean it. Shut the fuck up.”

      His blond brows lift. “Dude, what crawled up your ass and died tonight?”

      I lock my jaw and look away from him. I wish I knew.

      “Friendly reminder that some of us would like to get laid tonight,” Aiden says as he starts walking toward the bar. “You grab the girls, I’ll grab the first round. Meet at our usual booth in five.”

      “Make mine a double!” I shout after him.

      With enough whiskey in my system, maybe I can drown out the strange energy that’s been simmering inside me since our set. Whatever this feeling is…

      I’ve never felt it before.

      And I don’t like it at all.
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      A feminine throat clears. “Hey, assholes.”

      I look up from the cleavage three inches from my face to find
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