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            SON OF A ROCKSTAR

          

          MAGGIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Middle By Jimmy Eat World

      

      

      The lobby buzzes with activity as I wait for the elevator, eyes fixed on my phone, scanning for emails. I’m desperately hoping to hear back from the creative director at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame about my documentary. Mogo—my dad’s old band—is being inducted this year, and while I typically avoid leveraging my family’s reputation, sometimes necessity demands a strategic nudge.

      I was cautiously hopeful the few short clips I submitted would be enough to convince the board. Still, a quiet realism was settling in, and a growing awareness that my documentary might not make the cut.

      The email I’ve been waiting for materializes in my inbox, the subject line a sharp knife slicing through my anticipation. “Thank you for your submission, but we’re not…” The words blur—it’s a meticulously polite dismissal that translates simply to “thanks, but no thanks.”

      I hear the ding of the elevator as the doors open, and by the time I move against the current of exiting people, the doors start closing.

      “Hold the door!” I yell as I play chicken with an older woman. Inside the car stands a guy with his arms crossed over a black Henley, his dark blue eyes locked on me, and a smirk playing on his lips as he lets the doors slide shut in my face.

      What an asshole. I jab the button a few times for good measure and will myself not to cry right here in this lobby. Isn’t it bad enough that my dreams have just been crushed?

      I grab the next elevator, slumping against the railing as I cradle my phone against my chest.

      Was my father right about film school? Is it just a pipe dream? And how do you get experience if no one will even give you a chance? The induction ceremony was such a long shot as it is, but the rejection still stings, telling me I’m not good enough.

      The elevator opens directly into the lobby of Stonewall Records. A massive sign dominates the wall behind the reception desk, where Janice sits—a fixture so permanent she seems carved into the building’s landscape. She’s been here since I was a little kid when my dad’s oldest friends, Wade and Adam, ran the company, and if I thought she was old then, she’s ancient now, and easy to run past. I lift my brow, eyes tracing the outline of the guy talking with Janice, his back a canvas of casual confidence. Broken-in Converse scuffed at the edges, dark stonewashed jeans draped just so—molding to lean hips.

      He turns, a sudden blur of movement, and collides with me. The impact jolts through my body, nearly sending me sprawling. His grip—firm and warm—catches my arm, anchoring me in place while his other hand darts out, snatching my camera before it can crash to the hard lobby floor.

      “Son of a rockstar!” I swear, grabbing my camera out of his hand and managing to step out of his hold, recognition clicking into place. I thought he looked familiar as the elevator doors closed in my face but now that I see him up close, I recognize him from music magazine covers, often alongside his legendary father from the band Turn it Up.

      Felix Krasinski.

      Is he following in his famous father’s footsteps?

      What’s worse is that he’s looking at me with those dark blue eyes—the same eyes that had watched me moments earlier as the elevator doors slid shut in my face.

      It’s not uncommon to run into musicians, especially famous ones, being that this is the lobby of a record company, but I never expected to run into Felix. I figured if he was going to sign with anyone, it would be his father’s label.

      I make a mental note to coerce Dylan into spilling the beans later.

      Felix lifts an eyebrow, a low chuckle rumbling from his chest as he sweeps a few dark strands from his face—equal parts amused and sardonic at my choice of words.

      “Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?” I huff.

      “You think I don’t have manners?” he asks. “My mother would be disappointed,” he tsks.

      I place a hand on my hip. “Clearly not, since you couldn’t even be bothered to hold the elevator door for me.”

      His lips slowly curl into a cocky smile. “Maybe I was too busy staring at you to notice the doors were closing.”

      I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic or not. “You’re not the first musician with an ego to hit on me,” I snipe back.

      He clears his throat, a flush of discomfort coloring his cheeks, yet he stays silent—those piercing blue eyes never leaving me. The glossy magazine spreads are mere shadows compared to the living, breathing reality before me.

      I’ve been around musicians all my life, and I know better than to get sucked into their orbit because the only thing they love more than music is themselves.

      “Cat got your tongue?” I lift my eyebrows, waiting for an apology, but I don’t get one.

      “No,” he says, an eyebrow arching with a deliberate slowness as his fingers trace the line of his jaw. “I’m just trying to figure out why that bothers me so much.”

      His words knock the breath from my lungs, leaving me momentarily speechless—my usual quick wit scattered like ash in the wind.

      “I’m Felix,” he breaks the silence, holding his hand out for me to take. I stare at it, noticing the calluses on his fingers, prominent veins protruding on his forearms—the telltale signs of a guitar player. Emphasis on the ‘player’.

      “I know who you are,” I say, moving around him as I make my way through the lobby.

      “What’s your name?” he calls out as I walk away, and I glance over my shoulder with a teasing smile.

      Like I’m gonna tell him.

      “My mother warned me about guys like you,” I say. “Musicians are nothing but trouble.” I shake my head. She said that about my dad too—but they’ve been married for over twenty years.

      “Oh yeah?” he asks, his voice low and laced with challenge as a smirk curves his lips. “My father warned me about girls like you.”

      “How’s that?” I dare to ask, lifting a defiant chin.

      “I’ll tell you if you have coffee with me,” he says in a teasing tone.

      I shake my head. “I’m not that curious,” I reply as I walk backwards past the reception desk hoping Janice doesn’t notice me.

      “Maggie, you need an appointment to go back there,” Janice warns in an annoyed tone. She plays by the rules—and I don’t.

      I slide my eyes to her while continuing on my way.

      “Ah, Maggie,” Felix nods, pleased with himself, “but I think you are curious.”

      Fucking Janice.
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        Machine By Imagine Dragons

      

      

      Vibrant music videos flicker on TVs lining the walls, while cozy nooks with plush couches and retro headphones offer pockets of reprieve along one side. A long, glossy desk divides the nooks from the offices, each with glass walls that let in the natural light streaming through the windows.

      We stop in front of a door with Dylan Kernish-Grant etched into the frosted glass. “Here ya go, safe and sound,” the receptionist, Janice, says before leaving me. As soon as I walk in, the man behind the desk rises with a friendly smile that puts me at ease.

      “Dylan,” he introduces himself, “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I had an unexpected guest.” He extends a hand over the desk before retaking his seat. I have to admit, I was expecting someone in a stuffy suit, not a guy that looks five minutes older than me wearing worn jeans and a faded t-shirt. Not to mention a lip ring and a couple tattoos visible at the sleeves of his shirt.

      “Felix,” I say, though he clearly already knows that as I take the chair opposite him, swiping a nervous hand through my hair.

      “I have to say, I was surprised to see your email,” Dylan says, leaning back in his chair. “What brought you to Stonewall instead of ECHO Records?”

      “My father… he’s a legend,” I begin, my voice a little rough. “I wanted to forge my own path.”

      Dylan nods, a flicker of understanding in his eyes. “I get it. Legacy. Comparisons. Trust me,” he adds, gesturing to a framed photograph behind him.

      I stand up to take a better look. “My father gave me a list of labels and Stonewall was at the top. I didn’t realize it was owned by a former Mogo member.”

      “You know your vintage bands. Though my dads might argue about the ‘vintage’ part,” he chuckles.

      “It’s a lot to live up to,” I offer, sinking back into the plush leather chair.

      “Tell me about it,” he sighs, leaning back against his desk. “My parents built this label from the ground up. Taking over, well, let’s just say I had a few employees to win over. Still do. People see the age, not the vision. I understand the struggle.” He pauses. “But I also see youth as an advantage. I’m connected to what people want now. Raw vocals. Real instruments. The whole experience.”

      Everything he’s saying resonates with me, the passion in his voice as vibrant as the framed gold records lining the walls.

      “What about your name?” he asks, leaning forward in his chair, hands clasped together.

      “I was considering just using a band name,” I admit. “I don’t want the Krasinski baggage. Let the music speak for itself. Let people decide if they like me, not my lineage.”

      “Well, the demos you sent in were incredible,” Dylan compliments, and I can see the eagerness in his eyes.

      “Thank you. But did you happen to…”

      “I listened to them before I put two and two together about who you were,” he confirms with a knowing smirk. “And you created all of this yourself?”

      “Mostly. My younger brother, Gus, helped a bit. But yeah, the core of it—hooks, chords, backing vocals—that’s all me.” The perks of having a rockstar father include access to some pretty decent recording equipment.

      “I respect that. The talent. The work ethic”—he hesitates—“but you need a band.”

      “Agreed,” I reply. “Producing those tracks solo was… challenging. Reproducing them live, impossible.”

      “Good,” he gives a firm nod. “Do you have a band in mind?” He pushes away from the desk, his gaze drifting toward the city view beyond the window.

      “Nah, I haven’t been fortunate enough to find other band members. Not that I haven’t tried talking my little brother Gus into it.”

      Dylan turns to me and lifts an eyebrow. “Is he a musician too?”

      “He’s a writer. Talented, but he lacks the hunger.”

      “How do you feel about working with a band I put together? I have a couple guys in mind.”

      A knot tightens in my stomach. “I’ve never been in a band,” I confess. “I have a very specific sound in my head. I can be… protective of my vision. But I’m willing to try.”

      “Summer tour. Festivals. Not headlining, just a proving ground. See how you gel with the band. If it’s profitable, then we talk about next steps.” He seems to sense my hesitation. “That’s the offer.”

      “I don’t want to be promoted as Jack Krasinki’s son,” I state firmly.

      “I can’t guarantee anonymity because fans will be fans, but I won’t promote the band as having any affiliation with Turn it Up,” Dylan offers.

      “That’s workable.”

      “I’ll send over a contract,” he says, clasping his hands together. “We can hash out the finer points later. Now,” he leans forward, a spark of curiosity in his eyes, “any thoughts on a band name?”

      I reach into my back pocket, fishing out a folded piece of paper. “Yeah actually,” I unfold the paper and hand it to him. “My brother drew this up and I’d like to go with it if you think it’s a good name.”

      He takes the paper, his eyes scanning the image—a sleek silver sports car, mid-drift across an expanse of black, wet sand. Maroon smoke billows from the tailpipe, vibrant against the dark backdrop. The sand, smooth and glistening, looks like black velvet. Beneath the image, in a stylized font, are the words.

      Dylan’s gaze lifts, meeting mine. “Velvet Drift.” A subtle smile plays on his lips. “I can work with that.”
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        Wouldn’t Wanna Be Like You By Sheryl Crow

      

      

      I’ve always looked forward to the beginning of summer. We’ve been going to Malibu for our annual summer kick off weekend since forever. Dylan and his two dads come, Jack and Erin’s son, Jesse, and a few of their closest friends. We’re an unconventional family, but a family just the same. Through the years we’d go our separate ways, and this weekend always brought us back together.

      But this summer is not starting off the way I’d hoped.

      With the smell of horses and dust fully in my wake, I watch the waves crash against the shore in a rhythm too soothing for the storm brewing inside me. The expansive view from the backyard of Jack’s Malibu home sprawls out before me, all golden sands and blue skies, yet my mood is the complete opposite. I can’t shake the weight pressing on my chest, and despite the sunshine, everything feels gloomy.

      “Hey, cheer up,” Dylan says, throwing an arm casually over my shoulder. “It’s a beautiful day.” He doesn’t look like the CEO of Stonewall records, just a twenty-four-year-old kid with too much gel in his hair and a lip ring.

      “Easy for you to say,” I shoot back, fingers twirling the corner of my hair restlessly. “You’re not going out on tour in two days with a bunch of strangers, rambling around on a bus. Sounds like my very own horror story,” I reply, feigning a shudder for comedic effect.

      “Hey, Velvet Drift is up and coming,” Dylan protests, which doesn’t make it any better.

      “Never heard of them,” I mumble, uninterested.

      “You will, and the whole world will too,” Dylan smiles confidently.

      “Look, if you’re gonna torture me, then at least give me a cool band like Paper Skies or Rag Doll to document,” I scoff.

      “Oh please, you’re so overdramatic,” Joey pipes up from her spot in the sand. Her blonde hair tumbles over her shoulder, and she gives me a patronizing smile that suggests my melodrama is slightly absurd. “It’s an adventure!”

      Even though she sounds enthusiastic for me, I know she’s just as shaken up about me leaving as I am. We’re twins. We’ve never been apart from each other for very long. I lived at home while I went to film school. We still share the same room for God’s sake.

      “Whatever,” I quip back. “I’m sure this tour will involve food poisoning.” I’m sure there will be amazing performances, but I’m not giving them the satisfaction.

      “Now you’re making it sound like lots of fun,” Jesse interjects sarcastically, settling into the sand next to Joey. He’s the perfect blend of both his parents with beautiful hazel eyes that offset his wavy dark hair. Not only is he a talented musician, he’s not bad to look at, which in the music business is a lethal combination.

      With his dark curls brushing against Joey’s shoulder, he shoots me a playful grin. “Trust me, it’ll be awkward, but it could lead to some entertaining footage.”

      “Awkward doesn’t even begin to cover it and if I’m going to document these guys, it would be nice to at least know who I’m working with.” I shoot Dylan a look. “They could all be terrible, obnoxious people!” I throw my hands up in exasperation, and they all chuckle like it’s the funniest thing they’ve heard all day.

      “Dylan, seriously,” I press, because he’s been tight-lipped on who these guys are since he offered me the gig when I visited him at his office weeks ago. “Give me something. Anything. What genre are they? What are their names? Do they have, like, a criminal record? Should I be bringing pepper spray?”

      Dylan snorts, shaking his head. “Relax, Maggie. They’re not criminals. Just… musicians.” He pauses, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “And one of them is ridiculously hot.”

      “Ridiculously hot musicians are the worst kind of musicians,” I say, already picturing some egotistical pretty boy who thinks the world revolves around him and his guitar.

      Jesse rolls his eyes good-naturedly.

      “Here we go again with Maggie’s musician vendetta.” He nudges Joey playfully, and she lets out a soft giggle that sends a ripple through my chest.

      “Clearly I’m not talking about you,” I say, batting my eyelashes dramatically at Jesse.

      “Thanks, I think,” he says.

      “But it’s not a vendetta, it’s a survival instinct.” I retort. “Besides, Dylan’s vague description is only fueling my suspicions. ‘Ridiculously hot’ could mean anything—a tattooed rocker with a penchant for pyrotechnics or a brooding poet with a man-bun and a fragile ego.” I shudder dramatically, earning another round of laughter from my makeshift support group.

      Dylan just smirks. “You’ll see.”

      I sigh, already feeling the walls closing in around me. This summer, it seems, is destined to be a blend of the unknown, with a side of “ridiculously hot” trouble. Honestly, it’s probably Dylan’s way of punishing me for running him over with my monster truck power wheels when we were kids.

      I’m lost in my own thoughts when Morgan Clemson storms out onto the patio. Her long dark hair whips around her shoulders and her fierce green eyes zone in on Dylan. I’m pretty sure the last time I saw her was a few months ago at her father’s funeral.

      “Dylan!” she shouts, her voice sharp and accusatory as she stops in front of him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about?” Dylan stands, kicking up sand with his feet.

      “Don’t play dumb with me,” she snaps, placing her hands on her hips. “You’re trying to take Left Turn Records from me!”

      Dylan holds his hands out in a placating gesture. “Morgan, listen, I’m not trying to take anything from you. But with your father gone, Left Turn’s in trouble. I’m just trying to help.”

      Morgan’s eyes widen, her face going paler as if that’s possible. “What do you mean, in trouble?”

      Dylan sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Your father was the heart and soul of that place and without him…”

      Morgan demands, her voice rising. “You think I’m not capable of running my father’s legacy?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Dylan tries to explain, but Morgan cuts him off.

      “I know exactly what you’re saying. Of all people, I thought you’d understand,” she says, and there’s a tic in Dylan’s jaw that tells me she hit a nerve.

      I feel a pang of sympathy for Morgan. I can’t imagine what it must be like to lose a parent and face the possibility of losing their life’s work as well.

      “Dylan,” Jesse interjects. “Stonewall’s a boutique label. It should stay that way. You merge with Left Turn, you turn it into a conglomerate.”

      So much for his help. “What are you doing?” I mouth to Jesse and all he does is shrug back at me.

      “You’ve already voiced your concerns more than once,” Dylan replies, looking uncomfortable.

      “So everyone knew about this but me?” Morgan accuses.

      “Everyone knew about what?” Dylan’s father, Wade, steps onto the patio with a bowl of chips in his hand, looking at all of us confused.

      “Dylan just made an offer to purchase Left Turn Records,” Morgan snaps, her eyes flashing with indignation.

      Wade gives Dylan a skeptical gaze. “Dylan?”

      I could smack my forehead right now. “You didn’t run it by your dads first?” I whisper shout to Dylan and he rolls his eyes, obviously annoyed with me.

      “I don’t have to run anything by them.”

      “This isn’t just any decision, Dylan. We’re talking about Left Turn here,” he says.

      “I know,” Dylan replies solemnly. “But I’m not trying to take anything. I’m trying to save it. They’re in financial trouble, and if we don’t act fast⁠—”

      “Why would you think that?” Wade asks.

      “I’ve had meetings with a couple artists who want to move to Stonewall,” Dylan interrupts.

      Morgan makes an indignant gasp but quickly shuts her mouth as if she doesn’t want to give away that she wasn’t privy to this information.

      Adam, Dylan’s other dad, walks onto the patio carrying a plate of hot dogs. “You wanna help me with the barbeque? You know how fire and my hair don’t get along,” he jokes, patting down his impeccably styled hair with his free hand.

      The patio is so silent it’s suffocating.

      Adam looks around at all of us. “What’d I miss?” he asks.

      Wade pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “Jesus it’s like an episode of a Gossip Girl reboot,” I groan, breaking the silence, which garners me a kick from Joey. “Ow,” I protest, glaring at her.

      “Apparently Dylan made an offer to buy Left Turn Records,” Wade accuses, and then turns back to Dylan. “Your timing is awful,” Wade’s voice is firm.

      “If you think waiting around is going to fix things, you’re wrong. I’m just trying to keep the legacy alive,” Dylan argues, running a hand through his hair again, the tension palpable. “Merging is the best alternative,” he addresses Morgan. “If the other labels get wind, they’ll descend like vultures.”

      “Hold on,” Adam says. “I don’t disagree with Dylan. This isn’t something you can sit on for very long.”

      “What?” Wade asks, clearly surprised.

      “We handed over the business to Dylan because he’s smart and we trust him to make the right decisions,” Adam argues.

      “Okay, this isn’t the time or place to discuss this,” Wade says, exasperated.

      Morgan’s defiance falters slightly as she meets Wade’s sympathetic gaze. I can tell she’s trying to grapple with the complexity of her emotions and the gravity of the situation, but Wade’s right—this isn’t the time or place.

      She finally turns back to Dylan, her green eyes flashing. “Thanks but no thanks. I’ll take my chances. But if you keep coming after my artists, Dylan, I’ll start poaching yours. And trust me, I learned from the best—my father taught me everything about how this industry works, including where all the bodies are buried.” She gives him a sharp smile. “Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

      Morgan turns on her heel and stalks away, leaving an awkward silence in her wake. Dylan looks like he just swallowed something sour.

      “Well, that went well,” Jesse drawls sarcastically. “Nothing like a hostile takeover to kick off summer.”

      “It wasn’t hostile,” Dylan protests, but his voice lacks conviction.

      “No, hostile would have involved actual bodies,” I quip, earning another kick from Joey. “Would you stop that?”

      “Would you stop making things worse?” she whispers back.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” Wade interrupts, pointing at Dylan.

      Before Dylan can respond, Jack steps onto the patio looking at me pointedly.

      Shit.

      He’s oblivious to the giant elephant that took a dump right in the middle of the room. He’s holding a Monopoly board in his hands and raises his eyebrows in challenge. “Think you can play this time without cheating, you little shit?” he asks me. “And no cameras. Someone pat her down,” he addresses Wade, who glares at him.

      “What?” Jack shrugs. “I’m not taking any chances this time.”
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      It’s a warm, cloudless day in Palm Springs, the sun hanging high in a sapphire sky, casting golden rays that glint off the myriad of tents and campers sprawling across the fairgrounds. My heavy bag thuds against my hip, each step a reminder of the chaotic whirlwind I just entered.

      As I turn a corner, the sight of a large bus emblazoned with “Velvet Drift” makes my heart race. A burly man with a grey beard, his band t-shirt stretched tight over a barrel chest, steps down from the bus, the door creaking as it swings open.

      “Are you Dusty?” I croak out, slightly out of breath from the sheer weight of my bag and the swirling trepidation in my stomach.

      “That’d be me. What can I do for ya?” he replies, his voice warm but gruff, as if he spends most of his time shouting over the roar of amplifiers.

      “Maggie Morgan.” I introduce myself, raising my camera in an attempt to convey my purpose. “I’m gonna be joining the tour.”

      Dusty’s brows knit together for a moment as he gives me an amused once-over. “Welcome, Maggie.” He scratches his beard. “You can throw your bag on the bus with the crew,” he gestures behind him. “We leave in the morning for Salt Lake.”

      “Oh, um,” My gaze flickers toward the bus, skepticism creeping in. “I thought I was getting my own bus.”

      A hearty laugh erupts from Dusty, as if my request is the punchline to his favorite joke. While he chuckles, my attention wanders to a tall figure striding toward some of the crew nearby—guitar slung over his shoulder, black jeans hugging an undeniably nice ass.

      I shake my head vigorously, forcing those thoughts away. I’m not here to ogle rockstars, just to film them. But, God, is it ever hard not to appreciate the view.

      “Excuse me,” Dusty says, finally managing to quell his laughter. He calls over his shoulder, “Felix, you’re on in ten.”

      He turns in my direction and swipes the dark hair from his face. He’s wearing a pair of sunglasses, but I know his eyes are on me by the slight tilt of his lips.

      “Felix?” My mouth goes dry, voice barely above a whisper.

      This cannot be happening.

      The sunglasses slip down the bridge of his nose and I catch his gaze. A lopsided grin creeps across his face as if he’s just discovered a delightful secret.

      Felix is Velvet Drift?

      Fuck my life.

      Dylan is dead.

      “Fucking hell,” I mutter under my breath, praying the ground opens up and swallows me whole. I thought being on a tour bus with strangers would be awkward enough, but apparently, fate has a twisted sense of humor.

      “You,” Dusty pats my shoulder, bringing me back to reality, “come with me.”

      I follow him onto the bus and get a look at my home for the summer. Bunk beds line both ends with a small kitchen and table in the middle. The sink is full of dishes, there’s a pair of underwear laying in the hall, and when I lift my foot, there’s a bit of give indicating that I’m standing on something sticky.

      “Only empty one left,” Dusty says, pointing to a bottom bunk.

      I stare at it warily. Across from me, he plucks the remnants of a poster off the wall—a woman in nothing but a smile—and crumples it with a nonchalant flick of his wrist. “Tour life.” He gives an embarrassed smile.

      I know I’m not the neatest person, but this is on another level.

      “I’m on a bus with boys?” I ask, surveying my surroundings more.

      “It’s coed.”

      I give him a confused look.

      “That means there are other women on the crew,” he explains as if I’m dumb.

      “I know what it means.”

      “Here’s your pass.” He lays a lanyard over my head, but I barely register it because I’m still processing the fact that I’m on a bus with the crew. “Keep this with you at all times. It’s the only way you’ll have access backstage.”

      I glance down at the pass just as the bathroom door swings open and the smell that wafts out could peel wallpaper.

      “I wouldn’t go in there for a while,” the guy says as he passes, clasping Dusty’s shoulder before exiting the bus.

      I’m not going in there—ever. I will hold it for the entire tour if I have to. Dusty looks unbothered while my nose hairs feel like they’re being burned off.

      “That smell doesn’t bother you?” I ask.

      “What smell?”

      My eyes widen. Dear God, has he been here so long that he’s immune?

      “Craft service tents are that way.” He points to somewhere in the distance, but I can’t see because my eyes are starting to water. “If you need anything, just let me know.”

      “Yeah, I will definitely need a hazmat suit for that bathroom,” I grumble, pinching my nose as Dusty exits the bus, leaving me alone. I immediately pull out my phone.

      “I’m staying on a bus with roadies,” I grit out as soon as Dylan answers. “Don’t even get me started on the bathroom situation,” I whimper.

      “I’m sure it’s…”

      “It’s a tin can on wheels, Dylan!” I yell into the phone.

      “A fancy trailer wasn’t in the budget,” he offers.

      “You’re the head of the label,” I protest. “Do not tell me it’s out of your hands.”

      “It’s business, and Velvet Drift still has to turn a profit, which is the reason for a tour,” Dylan explains.

      “Don’t try to go all businessman on me, especially since we grew up together and I know things, Dylan,” I threaten him.

      “Maggie,” he warns.

      “I can’t prove it, but I know it was you who wet the bed in Tahoe.”

      Dylan emits a strangled noise, as if he’s pinching the bridge of his nose. “I was seven years old!” he yells into the phone. “Besides, you were three, you can’t possibly remember that.”

      “You don’t forget a trauma like that,” I say dramatically.

      “Jesus Christ, Maggs.”

      “I want my own bus,” I whine.

      Dylan laughs. “The only one who gets his own bus is Felix.”

      “Felix is a fucking pampered rockstar,” I snipe.

      “Have you met yet?”

      “Not exactly,” I grumble.

      I survey the bunk I’ll be sleeping in tonight. “I’m expensing new bed sheets!” I yell into the phone before hanging up on him.

      Stepping off the bus, I nearly slam into Felix—yet another close call that could have landed me unceremoniously on my ass. I exhale sharply, sending a wayward strand of hair dancing away, and breathe in the welcome freshness as I find my footing.

      “Well, we meet again,” he says, and I straighten myself. “Do I get a name this time?” he pushes the sunglasses onto his head revealing his dark blue eyes.

      “I think you already know my name,” I remind him.

      “Now who doesn’t have manners?” he asks playfully.

      Play nice, Maggie. You’re here for the summer.

      “Maggie Morgan,” I plaster on an exaggerated smile and then hold up my camera. “I drew the short straw and get to film you all summer.”

      He offers his hand, each long, slender finger graced with rings, the glint of metal softened by the worn leather bracelet resting on his wrist. “Pampered rockstar,” he introduces himself with a cocky smile, his hand meeting mine in a warm grasp that sends my pulse into a breathless sprint.

      Well shit.

      Speaking of, the smell from the bathroom starts to waft out through the open bus door.

      Felix laughs, his eyes crinkling at the sides.

      “Welcome to the tour, Maggie Morgan. Seems like you’ve made yourself comfortable already.” He wrinkles his nose, looking toward the bus as he starts to walk away.

      “That was not me!” I call after him, hoisting my camera strap further up my shoulder while I chase after him. “Felix!”

      “Relax,” he responds. “I’m joking.”

      “Not funny.”

      “So… this is really happening?” I ask, trying to keep up as we make our way to the stage.

      “Yes, apparently you drew the short straw,” he reminds me.

      I let out a breath. “I need experience and Dylan thinks filming the tour will be good publicity for you.”

      His expression softens slightly. “Ah,” Felix nods, sliding his sunglasses back into place. “Well, just make sure you get my good side, yeah?”

      There’s a self-assured flippancy in his tone that sends a jolt of defiance through me. “Do you have one?” I fire back.

      Felix chuckles, the sound rich and playful. “You’re sassy,” he notes, sliding his guitar around to rest against his back as if it’s a well-worn accessory rather than an instrument.

      “That’s an essential survival skill when surrounded by narcissistic musicians such as yourself.”

      Felix quirks an eyebrow, clearly enjoying the back-and-forth. “What else you got?”

      “That’s it for now.”

      “That’s a shame,” he replies, a hint of intrigue in his tone.

      “So Velvet Drift?” I press on, my camera hovering at the ready. “I thought your name was Felix Krasinski? Is this one of those things where you’re Adam Levine of Maroon 5?”

      I need to get to know my subject. For the film, of course.

      “You know your bands,” he sounds impressed. “But I think of it more like how Trent Reznor was Nine Inch Nails.”

      “That’s a lot to live up to,” I respond, lifting the camera slightly. “Think you can handle it, rockstar?”

      “Darlin’, you have no idea what I have to live up to.”

      I take a step back. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He takes a moment to assess me, a flicker of sincerity breaking through his cocky exterior. “Yeah. I can handle it.”

      There’s a gravity in his words that resonates within me, aware of my own struggles to carve an identity outside of familial expectations.

      “I look forward to you proving it,” I say.

      Felix looks back at me, his smile easy and effortless. “For the record, Sass, there’s not a lot I can’t handle,” he winks and then swaggers up the steps of the stage.

      Did he just nickname me Sass?
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        She Sets The City On Fire By Gavin DeGraw

      

      

      I bound up the steps two at a time, my Converse scraping against the rough concrete. My heart races, though I can’t tell if it’s from the adrenaline of my first show on this tour or the thought of Maggie. Probably both. I shake my head, trying to focus. Don’t think about her, I will myself. Don’t think about those piercing blue eyes or the way she always manages to have the last word.

      I scan the dense crowd of people, looking for my band, but my height offers no advantage today.

      A hand catches the strap of my guitar, and I turn to see Dex, my drummer, his easy smile lighting up his face. His dirty blonde hair clings to his temples, damp from the heat, as he leans in closer. “Hey, man,” he says, tilting his chin toward the side, signaling for me to follow him away from the crush of bodies. 

      I let him lead, catching sight of Bash and Gunner up ahead, talking casually with the band that just wrapped their set, the kind of easy camaraderie between them a dynamic that feels foreign to me at the moment.

      When the fuck did they become friends? We just got here.

      I fidget with the pick ring on my finger, twisting it in restless circles while shifting my weight on the balls of my feet. The rhythmic thrum of my pulse echoes in my ears, perfectly in sync with the anticipation tightening in my chest.

      “They’re just hanging until the headliner comes out later tonight.” Dex gestures toward the thinning crowd on the lawn in front of the stage.

      Bash appears beside me, clamping a hand down on my shoulder. “You ready for this?”

      “My whole life,” I reply, my voice steady but threaded with a current of raw energy.

      He nods, his light brown hair falling forward before he effortlessly tosses it back.

      The stage looms ahead, framed by tangled cords and battered amps. It’s not much, but this space is my sanctuary, where nothing exists but the music. My gaze flicks to the rest of the band as they take their places.

      In front of the mic, with my guitar in hand, I feel like I’m in the right place, like this is where I belong. I felt it ever since the first time my dad took me on stage with him. It’s something I’ll never forget. I’m sure he curses himself every day for doing it since I told him I wanted to be a musician too. It wasn’t just being on stage that made me feel whole, it was the way the lyrics and the music came to life in my head.

      “Hello, Palm Springs,” I say. My voice is rough, but loud enough to cut through the noise of the crowd. “We are Velvet Drift.”

      I know they’re not here to see me, but I’m ready to give them one hell of a show. As I hit the opening chords, I’m met with a surprisingly enthusiastic roar from the crowd. It’s nothing compared to what I experienced at my dad’s concerts, but this is how I wanted to do things, to be an unknown so that I can pay my dues.

      A breath of sound ripples through the crowd, their voices rising and falling like ocean waves as I press my mouth to the mic. I let it wash over me, fuel me, launching into the vocals of the first song. My little brother Gus’s influence is all over this one—a deep, gritty anthem that thrums with raw emotion and showcases my vocal range. My fingers fly over the strings, the grooves biting into the pads of my fingers as I push every ounce of life into my sound.

      The crowd starts to take notice, a patchwork of voices that flicker and overlap in a wave of energy, bright and alive. The noise swells and the crowd begins to move. I don’t have to look at them to feel the way they’re responding. The air is different—thicker, hotter, charged with collective energy. My chest tightens in that sweet, familiar way, a mixture of exhilaration and something bordering on vulnerability. This is why I do it, why I’ve bled for this, why I’ll keep pushing. The crowd and I are speaking the same language now.

      As I lean back from the mic, allowing Bash to take his solo, my eyes are drawn to a pair of tanned, toned legs clad in sexy-as-fuck black high-tops, confidently resting on the tall speaker beside me.

      My breath catches for a moment as she glances away from the viewfinder, her gaze locking onto mine. A faintly defiant smirk plays on her lips, one I’m becoming all too familiar with.

      Maggie fucking Morgan is going to be the death of me.

      I glance at the speakers again, trying to figure out how she even got up there without breaking her neck. She’s perched like some reckless bird, balanced perfectly but looking like she’s one gust of wind from tumbling into the void.

      I can’t stop myself; a laugh escapes me, sharp and unguarded, and I throw my hands up in mock disbelief, the guitar dangling briefly against my hip. The crowd loves it, erupting in cheers that ripple like shockwaves across the field.

      Maggie holds her ground, raising her camera once more, a quick grin breaking across her face, her expression a mix of challenge and triumph.

      I refuse to back down. Not tonight. I lean into the bridge Bash is nailing, angling my body toward the speaker tower as if silently asking her, What the fuck are you doing there?

      Her response is unmistakable as she mouths, Filming you, obviously.

      I raise an eyebrow, giving her a lopsided grin and a shake of my head, but even I can’t hide the way my chest tightens as adrenaline mixes with something warmer, something more dangerous.
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        Young Blood By The Naked and Famous

      

      

      “What the fuck were you doing up there?” Felix’s amused voice carries over the hum of the crowd, maybe even a hint of admiration in his tone as I pass him my camera. In my attempt to jump down, I stumble and Felix catches me, my body flush with his as he sets me down with ease. I’m so hyper-aware of the closeness and how much I like it that I step back, smoothing down my shirt even though his hand remains on my waist in a protective yet gentle grip, as if he’s afraid I might still fall.

      “What? I’m vertically challenged. Plus, the view from up there was perfect.”

      “I’m sure it was.” He lets go of me, his wink accompanied by a crooked smile that makes something flutter in my stomach. I make an exaggerated face of disgust and snatch my camera back, trying to ignore how his fingers brush mine.

      We weave through the backstage area, equipment cases a maze around us as crew members hustle back and forth.

      “Don’t you have equipment for that?” he asks, easily keeping pace with his long legs beside me despite my quick steps. His presence feels larger than life in the narrow space.

      “I’m a one-woman show.” I lift my chin.

      “That you are.” The warmth in his voice catches me off guard.

      We reach the VIP gate and I turn to face him, raising an eyebrow. “Besides, I can’t carry all that equipment around with me.”

      “It looks like you can barely carry the equipment you have.” His eyes flick to where my camera bag is definitely not pulling at my shoulder uncomfortably.

      I hoist it higher, refusing to show weakness. “I do just fine,” I assure him, as I nearly trip under the weight and Felix has to right me before I fall flat on my face. Why did I pack so many extra batteries?

      “Surely a record company like Stonewall can afford to pay another person to help you?” It’s oddly touching that he’s worried about my wellbeing, even if he’s being annoying about it.

      “Ha! Dylan doesn’t even pay me. You think he’s gonna pay another person?”

      Felix’s brow furrows, genuine confusion replacing his usual cocky expression. “You’re not getting paid?”

      “No, I’m doing this for the love of music,” I say with enough sarcasm to fill an arena. Felix purses his lips, a gesture I’m starting to recognize as his ‘thinking face.’ “I need the experience.”

      “Oh,” he says, falling into step beside me as we navigate past the VIP area. His shoulder occasionally brushes mine, sending little sparks of awareness down my arm.

      “Where are we going anyway?”

      “I’m going to get something to eat.” I lift my nose to the air. “Do you smell that?” The mouth-watering aroma of grilled meat and onions makes my stomach growl.

      Felix glances down at me, amusement dancing in his dark eyes. “What am I supposed to be smelling?”

      “A burger. I’m starving.”

      I make a beeline for one of the burger trucks with Felix hot on my heels, when we pass a colorful tent that catches my eye. It’s full of handmade crafts and jewelry, and I can’t help stopping to take a look at their bracelets. I pick up a rainbow colored one made with string, placing it against my wrist to admire it. “How much is this?” I ask.

      “Ten for one, fifteen for two,” the girl says.

      Felix hands her a ten and a five. “Hey, what are you doing?” I protest, watching him pick up a teal and black bracelet for himself. The colors suit him annoyingly well.

      “You need to save your money if you’re buying yourself a burger.” His wink is infuriating, mainly because he’s right. My bank account is not loving this tour.

      He takes my wrist, his touch unexpectedly gentle. I try to ignore how my pulse jumps under his fingers as he concentrates on tying the bracelet, his dark hair falling forward to hide his expression. The warmth of his hands lingers after he’s done.

      “Here,” I say, taking his bracelet with what I hope appears to be reluctance rather than eagerness. I tie it around his wrist, hyper-aware of how close we’re standing. “Oh look, now we’re bracelet besties,” I tease, and he doesn’t seem to have any snarky comeback. Just a half-dimpled smile.

      In the distance, Paper Skies’ music pulses through the evening air. “You’re missing the show,” Felix reminds me, but he makes no move to leave. They’re the reason everyone’s here and why the line at the food truck isn’t crazy long.

      “I’m not missing anything.” I shake my head.

      “Yeah, I suppose you saw all you needed to,” Felix says with a self-satisfied grin.

      “Don’t go getting ahead of yourself there rockstar.” I gesture toward the distant roar of the main stage crowd. “When you pull in a crowd like that, then come back to me.”

      “Don’t worry, Sass, I will.”

      “Forget my real name already?” I challenge.

      “You don’t like it? I think it’s very fitting.” His eyes catch mine, holding them for a beat too long as the surrounding festival lights paint his face in shifting colors.

      I cross my arms and turn toward the sunset, needing a moment to collect myself. The mountains cut a jagged silhouette against the sky, which blazes with oranges and reds like someone set the horizon on fire. Around us, the field darkens and vendor tents spring to life with twinkling lights, creating a magical dome of illumination.

      Felix shifts beside me, watching the crowd surge like a neon wave in the distance. Every few seconds, the back of his hand brushes against mine. Annoyingly, each touch sends an electric current up my arm, and I’m pretty sure he knows exactly what he’s doing.

      When I dare to glance his way, I catch him studying me with an intensity that makes my breath catch. He looks like he’s about to say something, working through the words in his head, when⁠—

      “What can I get you?” The food truck vendor’s voice breaks the moment.

      I jump in before Felix can speak, ordering for both of us. “We’ll take two fully loaded cheeseburgers please.”

      Felix doesn’t protest. He just smiles at me, and we move to the side to wait for our order.

      “Hey!” A high-pitched voice cuts through our comfortable silence as a girl in a hot-pink tank top approaches, her long painted nails matching her outfit perfectly. “I think I just saw you play.” She points at Felix.

      Felix responds with polite restraint, though I notice his posture stiffen slightly.

      “Never heard of you before, but now I’m a fan.” Her eyes trail over him appreciatively, lingering on the way his black ripped jeans hug his slim waist. Something hot and uncomfortable coils in my stomach at her blatant appraisal.

      “Thanks.” Felix runs a hand through his already perfectly messy hair.

      “Do you mind if I get a picture?”

      Felix agrees, looking surprised and slightly uncomfortable.

      “Do you mind?” She thrusts her phone at me without waiting for a response. I briefly consider the satisfying splash it would make in the nearby ketchup dispenser but force myself to smile instead.

      I raise the phone and snap quickly before she can pose, capturing her mid-blink with her mouth awkwardly open.

      “Wait-,” she starts to protest.

      “Order up!” The vendor’s timing couldn’t be more perfect.

      “Oops, that’s us,” I interrupt cheerfully, tossing her phone back perhaps a bit harder than necessary.

      Felix shakes his head at me as I collect our order, his eyes dancing. “I like a possessive woman, but isn’t it a bit much for our first date?”

      “Gag. Trying to eat here,” I counter, though my cheeks warm traitorously. “And for your information, this isn’t a date.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” he shrugs, following me to a nearby picnic table.

      “It’s not,” I protest, dropping my tray on the table.

      “Would it be so bad if it was?”

      I set my burger down.

      “Yeah, it would.”

      “Wow.” He leans forward, elbows on the worn wood picnic table.

      “Oh, is this the first time you’ve been shot down?” I tease, shifting forward a little.

      His smirk falters, shaking his head at me, and now I feel like an asshole.

      “I’m here for one reason and that’s to get experience,” I explain. “Plus, we work together, and that’s just… a no.” I shake my head at my own babbling.

      “I see,” he says with an air of something I seem to be missing.

      “Wait. What do you see?”

      “Just if we didn’t work together… ya know.” He shrugs in an irritatingly casual way.

      I realize how close my face is to his. I can practically count the rings around his eyes.

      I clear my throat and sit back. “You think you’re cute.”

      “You have to stop hitting on me. Geez, Maggie, we work together.”

      I pick up an onion ring and throw it at him. “Shut up.”

      The burgers are massive—melted cheese cascading down the sides like lava, a tower of crispy onion rings stacked between perfectly charred patties. It looks almost too good to eat. Almost.

      “These things are bigger than your head,” Felix remarks.

      “Ha!” I laugh, rubbing my palms together in anticipation. “Just the way I like it.”

       Felix watches me with undisguised interest, one eyebrow raised. “Please, there’s no way you’re finishing that in one sitting.”

      “Challenge accepted.” I meet his gaze defiantly.

      “This I gotta see.”

      I compress the towering burger with both hands and take an ambitious first bite. A trickle of sauce escapes down my chin.

      “You got a little…” Felix grabs a napkin and wipes my face while I protest, grabbing the napkin from him and finishing the job.

      Felix takes a bite of his own burger, letting out an appreciative moan that draws my attention more than it should. “That’s good,” he says around the mouthful, and I nod in agreement.

      “Told you.”

      “So how were you lucky enough to land an unpaying job filming lil ol’ me?” The playful tone doesn’t quite mask his genuine curiosity.

      “I drew the short straw,” I remind him.

      He gives me a disbelieving look. “Is it that awful having to film a pampered rockstar?”

      The guilt hits me unexpectedly. “Look, I’m sorry you overheard that.” I set my burger down, suddenly less hungry. “I was upset, that’s all.”

      “Because you got stuck on this tour with a nobody?”

      I wince. “No. I was supposed to do a film for my dad’s induction ceremony, but the board declined. They said I didn’t have enough experience.” The admission tastes bitter on my tongue.

      His eyes widen with recognition. “Your dad is Cash Morgan.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ah, so you’re a Mogo fan?” I tease.

      “I’m a fan of all music.” His voice is low and smooth as he leans forward on the picnic table.

      “Don’t look all starstruck,” I counter.

      He scoffs with a casual shrug. “Hardly, but have you ever heard of six degrees of separation?”

      “Not really,” I reply, lifting an eyebrow as I steal a glance at the growing crowds around us.

      “It’s the idea that all people are six or fewer social connections away from each other,” he explains. “I’m just surprised we haven’t met each other before now.”

      “Probably because my dad quit the band before I was even born.” I shrug. “He’s owned a record store for as long as I’ve been alive.”

      “So you know your music then.”

      I sit up straighter. “I don’t think you want to play ‘name that tune’ with me,” I challenge.

      “I might take you up on that game another time.” He bites into the burger again and I do the same.

      “So, you and Dylan…” he leaves the question hanging.

      “Me and Dylan what?” I shake my head, feigning innocence as my heart picks up pace.

      “I thought I overheard you saying something about sharing a bed…”

      “Ew, gross. He’s like my brother.” I smack him in the arm, rolling my eyes dramatically. “Our parents are connected by an umbilical cord,” I joke.

      “Ow.” He rubs his arm jokingly. “You’re surprisingly strong.”

      I polish off the last of my burger and lean back with a satisfied smile. “I think you owe me a million dollars.”

      “What? I don’t remember us agreeing to that,” he laughs.

      “That’s funny, because I do,” I retort.

      Felix shakes his head, conceding as he throws a napkin over his plate.

      “Come on, rockstar.” I grab his hand and lead him through the pulsating crowd to catch the end of Paper Skies. Felix snatches a few neon necklaces, placing one over my head, and we return to the thrumming mass of people. I instinctively begin to veer toward the VIP area, but Felix tugs me back, shaking his head as he leans down close to my ear.

      “This is the best way to see a band.” He holds me back, pointing to the stage. Before me lies a vivid kaleidoscope of lights; the crowd is a vibrant sea of motion, and I have a panoramic view of one of the hottest bands of the moment, Paper Skies. I can’t help but move to the music, singing the lyrics I know and even the ones I don’t, all while Felix stands close by.

      We stay until the last chord of the encore reverberates in the night air, then weave our way back to the campground, my heart buzzing with an intoxicating mix of excitement and contentment.

      “You don’t have to walk with me all the way to the bus, you know,” I glance up at him.

      “You walking back alone is not an option,” he says, a mix of cheekiness and sincerity in his tone.

      So he’s a gentleman. Interesting. I glance at him out of the corner of my eye, pondering the contradiction that is Felix.

      I stop in front of my bus and look at it with disdain.

      “I had fun. Thanks for taking me on a date,” Felix says playfully.

      “Okay, this was not a date.”

      It might have been a date.

      Shit.

      “Whatever you say, Sass,” he quips, that annoyingly charming grin still on his face.

      “I was just doing my job,” I counter.

      “You didn’t film me once,” he points out, giving me a cocky smirk.

      Fuck, I forgot to film him. “I was off duty!” I yell as he walks backward, his figure melding into the night, leaving me standing on the step of my bus.

      “Admit it, you had fun,” he calls back, his voice a soft echo in the evening air. “Even if I didn’t put out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            THERE ARE TWO OF YOU?

          

          MAGGIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Worst In Me By Julia Michaels

      

      

      The bus comes to a lurching halt, the door creaking open with a sound akin to the gates of Hell opening. Around me, everyone starts shuffling for their gear, boots thudding on the metal floor, caps shoved onto messy hair. I catch Dusty’s eye as he adjusts his back brace, grimacing slightly as he throws a flannel shirt over his t-shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows.

      The day’s drive was long, the footage on my camera testament to it—snippets of crew members sprawled in various states of sleep, socked feet sticking out of bunks, and a Grammy Award-worthy soundtrack of snoring. Dusty’s voice rumbles through the confines of the bus as he calls out to those still cocooned in their bunks.

      “Ever put that thing down?” one of the roadies teases as he walks by, flashing a broad grin, sunlight catching on strands of his unruly hair as he secures a backward cap onto his head.

      “Just doing my job,” I reply, not missing a beat.

      His eyes linger, an easy smile playing on his lips. “You should let people see that pretty face of yours.”

      I tilt my camera down, and despite my sharp glare, he smirks. “Name’s Abel,” he offers. “In case you want to put me in your film.”

      “Great, thanks.” I roll my eyes.

      Dusty’s voice booms again, prompting Abel to move, and I follow the crew out of the bus into the lot behind the venue. The mountains rise in stark silhouette against the horizon, backlit by the burgeoning sunrise.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, pulling my attention away from the rugged beauty of the scene. Joey’s face brightens the screen as I answer her call, immediately warming me like a ray of sunshine crossing the miles between us.

      “Maggs!” she greets with a wave, her backdrop a tranquil scene of trees and the familiar horses of our ranch.

      “Just got into Salt Lake.” I turn the camera so she can capture a glimpse of the mountains looming majestically behind me.

      “How’s it going?”

      “Well.” I sigh heavily, dramatics seasoning my voice. “My only friend on the crew so far is Dusty, our ample-sized roadie, and I’m not even sure he likes me.”

      She chuckles softly, “Lots of people like you. How could they not?”

      “Yeah,” I smile, but concern nibbles at the edges of my mind. Get a grip, Maggie. It’s only been a couple of days. “I’m fine,” I insist aloud, convincing myself as much as Joey.

      “Come on, spill. What’s really bothering you?”

      “I wanted to do the induction film, not be on some over-glorified road trip,” I whine.

      “This again?”

      “Yes, this again. I’m still grieving my artistic ambition.” I shift the phone to showcase my black vintage band tee paired with equally dark shorts and scuffed high-tops—a sartorial choice of mourning.

      Joey laughs. “Remember when Johnny Finch dumped
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