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        Two ex-boy band heartthrobs.

        A witchy sex educator.

        The love triangle no one expected.

      

      

      Cazzi has been in love with her childhood best friend Patrick since, well, forever. He’s the only one who gets her paganism, her passion for sex education, and knows what happened on the worst night of her life.

      

      But when she kissed him, it ruined their friendship.

      

      Now Patrick is back in her life—until his old band mate throws a wrench in their relationship.

      

      Rohan is an ex-boy band heartthrob on his last bid for a comeback career. But that's jeopardized when Cazzi inspires him to leave his tempestuous girlfriend, causing a rift between Cazzi and Patrick in the process.

      

      Between the emotional fallout and work drama, Cazzi is duct-taping her mental health together with ritual, marijuana, and the brownies Rohan bakes for her.

      

      Cazzi and Rohan grow unexpectedly close but can their relationship survive when the machinations of his ex threaten to expose her biggest secret?
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        For the co-architect of my real-life HEA, thank you for believing in me, being there for me, and building me cost spreadsheets with the total waaaay down at the bottom of the page. :]
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        This book has its light-hearted and silly moments (as well as explicit and enthusiastically consensual sex) but it does deal with some heavy stuff including: attempted sexual assault, accidental death, bullying, and dealing with trauma.

        If any of these are particularly troubling to you, please take care of yourself if you choose to read Love in the Liner Notes.

        Thank you.
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        RK and Angela Alice: Four Years Strong

        OMG has it really been four literal years since pop prince RK, our fave baby bae fresh off of the BeatBoyz implosion, broke our hearts (and spank banks) by getting with the infamous Angela Alice? He might be washed up and she might be crazy, but rumor is she’s backing his comeback solo album and new record label venture. Maybe strange bedfellows really can last.

        Cheers to the pop prince and the B***** Queen of metal! Keep proving us wrong in the hottest way possible.

        —Celebrity Watcher Magazine

      

      

      Rohan “RK” Kapoor couldn’t remember how he had gone from discussing lyrics to fighting with his girlfriend, but then, he never could quite pinpoint the tipping point of these things. It was never just one fight, it was four years’ worth of half-finished arguments wrapped in new complaints. He tried to breathe, to see clearly through his anger and hers. If he stayed calm, she might let it go and he’d get a chance to actually get out of this awful rental house to do some recording today.

      “You’re not listening to me! You don’t think maybe with a couple platinum albums under me I don’t fucking know what I’m doing?” Angie snapped. Her anger breathed around them, crackling in her white-blonde hair, sparking in her pale gray eyes, gleaming in her sharp teeth. It was magnificent, honed to be frightening, to overwhelm.

      Even though he towered over her, it hit its mark. He leaned away because it was the most controlled way to recoil.

      “I am listening.” He kept his voice measured. “But that doesn’t mean I have to take every suggestion you give. Is it so bad that I want to write this album myself?”

      He didn’t bother bringing up the platinum albums he’d been on. She wouldn’t care. She’d started this fight, offering criticisms he didn’t ask for veiled as “help,” because she thought she could win. If he yelled, she’d yell back and he’d destroy his voice for another day in the studio trying to keep up with her ridiculous lung capacity. His producer and ex-bandmate Rick was downstairs with some woman Rohan had never met but Rick swore was his best friend. No need to make a scene some stranger would hear and leak to the press.

      “How about you take any of my suggestions?”

      “I thought you were here for moral support!” It was only the first day of recording. They’d barely been in this rental house in this tiny somewhat picturesque NorCal town for twenty-four hours, how long had she been stewing about this? She’d promised her backing his comeback album and the label they were launching off of it had no strings attached, that she’d just be here in case he needed her, that she’d needed a vacation anyway—

      “I thought you respected my opinion. What the hell happened to being partners?” Angie slapped her hand down on the dresser, making the whole thing shudder.

      “This isn’t about you! Or us!” Rohan snapped, his voice getting dangerously loud.

      “What the fuck is it about then?” Her volume rose to match his.

      “Me!” He hissed, trying to get her quiet again. “This is my comeback.”

      Angie crossed her arms and looked at him like he was spouting nonsense. “Are you calling me a narcissist?”

      “Are you seriously making this about you?” He couldn’t believe it, but he wasn’t surprised. When was it not about her?

      Angie, aka Angela Alice, the Bitch Queen of Metal, opened her mouth and let out a guttural roar that built into a screamo yell until she shrieked at him in high C like a goddamn banshee.

      There was no way they were avoiding a scene now.
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        * * *

      

      Cazzi Muldoon felt like she was in a dream. After nearly two years, it was surreal to be sitting on a gingham couch next to her best friend Patrick, so close she could feel the heat from his arm next to her. He was here. In her town, within reach. On a work trip sure, but who fucking cared?

      He smiled at her, his dark cheeks plumping the same way they always had, and tucked a slender loc behind his ear. The locs were longer, but the rest of him—from his lovely rangy body under dark gray clothes to his favorite kicks she’d bought him years ago—was exactly the same. Her stomach knotted, glittering and jittering. It had been nineteen months, two weeks, and three days since, since, since…

      This wasn’t a dream. He was here, he was real, and it was all she could do not to repeat what made him ghost her last time.

      “This is surreal,” he said, but he might have been talking about the sheer number of ceramic chickens on the mantle. And the walls. And the end table.

      “Yeah,” she said. Dammit. They didn’t cover how to talk to your formerly estranged best friend, the current love of your life, in her Ph.D. program. Would it have killed them to include that? Surely it fell under the purview of sexual health and education.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” She looked around the Airbnb. A large chicken with deeply traumatized eyes stared back at her from the coffee table. The painted gaze seemed to follow her. “It’s um, a nice place.”

      “It’s cheap and it’s close to you.” He looked sideways at her through his locs. She couldn’t get over how long they were now. Their time apart seemed to be measured in hair. She’d cut hers and he’d grown his.

      “Oh,” she said, because apparently words were now hard. She’d talked just fine when they’d video-chatted and called and texted. Since he started talking to her again two weeks and one day ago, they hadn’t been out of touch for more than a few hours. She smiled, hoping it showed him everything she couldn’t say.

      “Caz I—”

      Thump! The sound of faint, angry voices filtered down through the ceiling.

      “Is everything okay up there?” Cazzi frowned upwards. The worrier in her strained to hear what was going on.

      Patrick shrugged. “They’re always like that.”

      Cazzi frowned harder.

      “They’re… passionate.”

      “If there’s anything that worries me, it’s calling fighting ‘passionate.’” She returned her gaze to him. “How passionate are we talking?”

      “Caz, you’re not going to save him. He’s fine.” He brushed his fingers against her cheek and she almost didn’t note the pronouns he’d used. The voice she’d heard sounded female, but she didn’t want to assume.

      “Okay.” She swayed towards him before she could stop herself. She pulled back, her face hot. “Sorry. I-I know after last time you probably still just wanna be friends. I can be friends. I—”

      He kissed her.

      Time went slow, sweet. His lips against hers, his warm, hard muscles under her hands. His palms, calluses against her cheeks. They pulled apart for air and she saw everything she ever wanted in his eyes. Nearly fifteen years of waiting had paid off, and he loved—

      Someone screamed.

      The problem with the body is that it remembers, no matter how much you try to forget. Cazzi ran, against all of her training, pounding up the stairs as the dreamy feeling dissolved and the scream became the echo of the one she’d never made.
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        * * *

      

      The door banged open, seconds, it seemed, after the shriek left Angie’s mouth. Rohan and Angie stared, their fight holding its breath as they took in the woman who dared interrupt them.

      Purple and brown hair streaked her white face, half-covering eyes that vibrated from Rohan to Angie, taking everything in. For a moment, they all stood, suspended. Then she shoved the hair from her face, straightened, and said in the most disturbingly normal tone, “Okay. I’m here to help.”

      “Um, what?” Rohan said.

      Her face was placid now, politely bland with no teeth and reassuring eyes. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re fighting about?”

      Angie cocked her head, turning the full force of her anger on the strange woman. “Who the fuck are you?”

      The woman blinked, her expression faltering, her shoulders slumping just enough for Rohan to write her off. People rarely could handle Angie at her worst. He edged a step forward, ready to put himself on an intercept path between the two women’s gazes. Whoever this nosy woman was, she didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end of Angie’s anger. It never ended well when people tried to diffuse their fights. It was better for everyone if Angie and him could just hash this out in peace.

      The woman pressed her fingers to the center of her chest, then her left wrist. Her shoulders squared and she put on a not-quite smile that was too pleasant to be real. “You seem to be having a disagreement. Can you tell me about it?” She looked at Rohan. “You first, please.”

      Despite himself, he had to admit it was kinda impressive, the way she rallied. He wouldn’t bet on her in a fight against Angie, but still.

      “Do you know who we are?” He asked, genuinely wondering. If she was a pap… well if she was a pap, she wouldn’t be standing there without a camera.

      “You’re friends of Patrick’s.” Though she spoke like she was reading a script, her expression warmed for an instant at his ex-bandmate’s full name. “And you’re having a problem with your relationship.”

      “Oh, really?” Angie narrowed her eyes, nostrils flaring as she sized up the other woman.

      Rohan crossed his arms. What did this woman know? How dare she judge them? Couples fought and he couldn’t remember a time when they hadn’t. It was just how he and Angie communicated. Did he like it? No, but… well, he wasn’t quite sure how that sentence should end.

      She studied them, her pleasant expression staying in place but going brittle like a mask. “Tell me, does this feel good? Does your fighting feel productive?”

      Rohan glanced at Angie. What kind of nonsense questions were these?

      Angie caught his gaze and rolled her eyes. “What do you think?” Angie asked her, tone sharp. For a moment, they felt like a team again, them against the world—or in this case, this woman with her brittle blank mask.

      The woman’s smile widened, like a teacher rewarding a tentative student. “I think you’ve gotten to the point where it hurts more than it feels good. Maybe you could use a break?”

      Rohan’s breath caught, instinctive denial on his tongue but—it hurts more than it feels good… the words clicked in place, fitting the tightness in his chest, his jaw, his fists. When was the last time they’d relaxed together? He tried to remember. There were scraps of happiness here still, right? It’s just a rough patch, everyone has them.

      The woman watched him like she knew exactly what was going through his head. Like she knew he didn’t quite believe what he told himself.

      Angie recoiled. “Fuck off! You don’t know anything.” Her snarl was legendary, able to clear a room of reporters in a minute flat. It felt like dull knives on his skin, her anger too familiar to be sharp. It also felt like a lie, anger covering something—Fear? Pain? He studied Angie, trying to figure it out.

      The woman faced Angie, expression not even flickering this time. “Please, explain it to me.”

      It’s just a rough patch, Rohan tried the words again as he traced Angie’s familiar features, her familiar rage. The old piercing scars around her eyebrows, the ink slashing up the line of her neck, the furrow of her brow as she focused, the angry clench of her fists… Things will be good again after the album. We’ll be on equal footing, we’ll see each other more, we won’t fight so much, the sex will be good again, I won’t feel like I’m proving a point staying with her...Oh fuck. Fuck. Fuck, fuckity fuck.

      “I don’t need to explain a damn thing to you,” Angie turned and headed for the door. “Come on, Ro, let’s get some fucking privacy.”

      The strange woman moved, sliding aside to let her go but Rohan didn’t move. He knew when Angie bluffed. He saw it in the uneven set of her shoulders, the way she chewed off her lipstick.

      He studied the other woman. “Is it that obvious?”

      There was a faint flicker of emotion behind her eyes, maybe sympathy, maybe regret.

      Rohan felt sick. The last time he’d felt this sick he’d been sitting alone in Angie’s home studio—their studio, not that she was ever there—trying to reason this relationship better until he gave up, emotionless and nauseated. He’d almost left her then but she’d convinced him it would get better. It was just a rough patch.

      That had been over a year ago.

      Angie spun, looking at him. “What are you talking about?” An edge of panic crept into her voice.

      But Rohan kept looking at the woman with her sad eyes. “Is it worth saving?”

      Her face was a blank slate, no expression, no bias. “That’s up to you and her.”

      Angie opened her mouth but Rick emerged from behind her. “Caz, let them work it out.”

      The woman—Caz—went soft, her whole body bending towards his friend like a flower to the sun. She smiled, really smiled. It transformed her. Suddenly, she was a real person instead of the automaton she pretended to be.

      She was tallish for a woman, dressed in black except for her big purple Doc Martens. Tattoos peeked from under her long sleeves and her face seemed free of makeup. Not pretty, exactly, pretty didn’t seem to be the point, but capable.

      Rick’s normally stoic face melted, his eyes crinkling and his lips turning slightly upwards.

      Holy fuck, that’s what love looks like. When had he last looked at Angie like that? When had she last looked at him like that? He remembered when they felt that good, many parties, many albums, many singles, many interviews ago.

      He turned to Angie. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “What?” She gasped like he’d sucker-punched her. Her pain ached in his bones.

      He almost backtracked, almost caved, but he watched the way Rick looked at Caz. It made Rohan feel tired, so damn tired. When was the last week he and Angie went without a fight? Hell, when was the last day? “This, us.”

      “Because of her?” Angie’s fists bunched at her sides and she leaned in towards Caz. If Caz was tallish for a woman, she was no match for Angie. Standing in just her socks, Angie towered easily. Her long, straight hair brushed Caz’s shoulders. Even out of her dead-white make-up and ragged stage clothes, she radiated exactly the kind of destructive menace that made her hated by parents across America.

      Caz looked up slowly, her gaze taking in Angie’s tattoos, her bland expression snapping into place. Behind her, Rick took a step forward. Angie’s whole body went taut.

      “Because of us,” Rohan said firmly, stepping between them. Keeping Angie from railing into someone—again. God, how many times had he done this over the years? “We’re not working, Angie. You can’t deny it.”

      “Watch me.” She grabbed his collar and kissed him, hard.

      Kissing Angie was always heady: sex, drugs, and rock and roll fused into one high. He let the feeling wash over him. He almost forgot what he was saying, why he wasn’t mad, just defeated, just done.

      “Deflection,” said a voice, clear and cool. Caz. He opened his eyes and she watched him like she knew exactly how he felt. Rick tried to drag her back but she didn’t move. Her gaze was a lifeline.

      He broke the kiss and looked at Angie. There were tears in her eyes, her anger and sadness and panic waiting to drown him.

      “I’m sorry.” He walked out.
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        “Hey pretty boy,

        Have you met me?

        Got blood on my hands

        Ice in my veins

        Come closer

        Let me sink my teeth in

      

        

      
        Hey scary girl,

        Wickedest thing I ever seen

        My darkest dream

        My favorite sin

        Come closer, sink your teeth in

      

        

      
        They say we’re strange bedfellows

        Well,

        Opposites attract

        We’re proof of that

        Twisted into one crazy heart

        They can’t pull us apart”

        — “Strange Bedfellows” by Angela Alice and RK on Bitch Queen Cometh

      

      

      When the man named Ro walked out everything went to hell. The woman with the angelic face and Satanic tattoos lost her shit and threw anything she could get her hands on. Pillows, blankets, toothbrushes, a notebook, a necklace, a chicken-shaped clock. Not at Cazzi or Patrick but at the walls away from them. Then she sank into the middle of the floor and sobbed like her heart had been torn out. Cazzi swore the room got colder and darker.

      “Can we talk?” Patrick asked, ignoring the woman on the floor.

      “In a second,” Cazzi ventured closer. The woman looked very distressed and vaguely familiar. “Hey, um…” She shot Patrick a look.

      He sighed. “Angela.”

      Her eyebrows shot up, wait was this…Angela Alice? Patrick nodded. She took another look at the woman with her long white-blonde hair and flowy black dress. Well, that explained the tattoos. “Hey Angela, can I get you anything? Do you want to be alone? Should I call someone?”

      The sobbing stopped and Angela Alice turned her gaze on Cazzi. This time she was ready for it, fingers already on her protective and calming sigils. This time Angela caught the gesture. “Clutch your cross all you want. You can’t pray me away.”

      Cazzi tugged the neckline of her shirt down, exposing the protective pentacles tattooed between her breasts.

      Angela studied them, her shoulders dropping a hair. “You’re pagan. Wiccan?”

      Cazzi shook her head. “An eclectic witch of sorts. You?” She recognized the other woman’s tattoos from various Satanic traditions.

      “It’s not magic. It’s just me,” Angela glared, the moment lost. “You destroyed my relationship.”

      “Couldn’t even if I wanted to. Can I help?”

      “You fucking helped enough.”

      Cazzi softened her expression. “I know it hurts.”

      “Don’t get condescending,” Angela snarled. How had Cazzi not recognized that voice from the radio? That face from the magazines, the internet, the billboards? If this was Angela Alice, then the gorgeous South Asian guy who’d just dumped her must’ve been RK, from Patrick’s old boy band, Beatboyz. So many famous people. Famous people meant press… she suppressed a grimace.

      She was so deep in her thoughts she almost missed Angela’s next words. “You think you’re some kind of therapist?”

      “Not quite,” Cazzi replied. “Look, we’ll be downstairs if you need anything.” She backed towards the door. Why had she said she was staying? This woman didn’t want her help.

      “Like I’m staying here.” Angela cast her gaze around the room. “They can make this damn album without me.”

      She stood up, holding herself like an avenging martyr. With her tear-streaked mascara and smudged lipstick, she looked tragic and triumphant, her rage nearly visible around her as she stalked out. Patrick and Cazzi watched her go, unable to help themselves.

      Maybe it was diva charisma, but Cazzi didn’t think so. If she was religiously inclined, she’d call it the work of the devil. But she wasn’t and she’d met too many Satanists to write it off like that. No, there was something uniquely strange about Angela Alice. Cazzi would be quite happy if she never had the chance to find out what it was.

      “Can we talk now?” Patrick asked, his voice low. God, she loved it when he spoke from his chest, the last thing it made her want to do was talk.

      She faced him. “You sure that’s what you wanna do?”

      He’d never looked at her like that, like he wanted to push her up against the wall and do everything she’d ever hoped he would. “No. But let’s do this right.”

      She sighed. “If you insist.” She could wait for more kissing but god, not much longer.

      He brushed a hair off her cheek, his touch lingering but hesitant. “Was it okay? The kiss? I forgot to ask.”

      Her face went hot. “More than okay, but thank you for checking in. Now, what did you wanna talk about?”

      He frowned. “A lot actually I—”

      “Where are they?” A figure in black and silver barreled up the stairs. “Is she keeping him again? Because I swear, I’m going to—”

      Patrick went stiff against her, and not in the way she’d like.

      The speaker pulled up short, taking in the two of them and the empty room behind them. He or maybe she was slender, East Asian, and tall, dapper in a long black pea coat, silver leggings, impeccable makeup, and a cascade of black curls sweeping over their forehead from the unshaved side of their head. They were, in short, beautiful. And vaguely familiar.

      Fucking hell, not another one. She had no idea who this person was but she would bet she should.

      The latest pretty goth cocked their head. “Rick, where the hell is my talent?”

      Patrick shrugged, his expression closed. “They broke up. For now.”

      “I don’t care about her. Where is Rohan?”

      “He took off.” Patrick stepped back, no longer touching her.

      “Look, we don’t know where he is and we’re in the middle of something here,” Cazzi tried not to snap but she didn’t try hard. She had the anxious feeling she was rapidly running out of time for something.

      “Uh-huh. And who are you?”

      Patrick’s fingers found hers and squeezed before she could respond. “Caz. That’s my business partner,” he murmured, his touch falling away again.

      Oops.

      She reached out a hand. “Cazzi, Patrick’s… um, friend.” She hesitated then said, “She/her pronouns. Seriously, we’re… it’s important.”

      “I’m Benji Nakamura,” Benji smiled distractedly, shaking her hand like they were on autopilot. “They/them. Tell me, Patrick’s um...friend. Did you have something to do with this?”

      “Why would she have anything to do with Angela and Rohan?” Patrick asked sharply.

      Benji shot him a look but returned their gaze to Cazzi. “Because they would’ve never broken up by themselves. Is he into you?”

      “Who?”

      “Rohan, of course!” That must be what Ro was short for.

      “We literally just met.” She shrugged. Should she feel bad about possibly causing the break up? Doubt crept in. This is why you don’t run in like some know-it-all asshole. “He broke up with her.”

      Patrick’s shoulders were visibly tight. “Rohan isn’t a fuckboy, Benji, come on.”

      “Yeah, yeah, he’s all about that monogamy, I know.” Benji grinned. “Fucking finally.” They punched the air. Welp, maybe she shouldn’t feel bad. “How permanent do you think it will be? How devastated is he?” They asked Patrick.

      He shrugged.

      “Wow.” Cazzi glanced between the two of them. “You really didn’t like his ex.”

      Patrick grimaced.

      “Angelica can fuck right off as far as I’m concerned,” Benji snarled. It was almost as impressive as Angela’s… or maybe Angelica’s, all the names were getting confusing. They were the same person, right?

      “You’ve never even met her,” Patrick reminded them.

      “I’ve seen what she’s been doing to him.” Benji stepped closer. “Better to cut the cancer out now, good riddance to bad love and all.”

      Cazzi flinched, caught off guard, remembering Patrick ghosting her. She glanced at him, had that been what he was thinking when he cut her off?

      He caught her eye and looked away, breath hitching, expression closing down.

      No! She wanted to shout, Don’t you fucking dare shut me out again.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Benji said silkily, their voice demanding attention. “Is the fact that one of our financial backers just broke up with our talent and stormed out not holding your attention?”

      Holy shit. If she wasn’t on the brink of finally getting somewhere with Patrick, she’d be very tempted. As it was, her body wasn’t that picky. She ignored it. But damn, that voice. Nobody accidentally had a voice like that.

      Patrick groaned. “This is going to be a mess, isn’t it?”

      “You’ve got connections though,” Cazzi said, rubbing his arm. “You’ll figure it out.”

      Benji looked at her like she wasn’t listening. “Of course we will. Who do you think I am?”

      Oh hell, she grew up in LA, she knew that kind of question. Benji was some kind of famous. When had her life turned into an anime full of beautiful people? And where was the door? “Benji Nakamura?” She hazarded.

      Benji groaned, cupping their hands over their eyes, careful not to smudge their makeup. “Whatever. Do either of you lovebirds know where our singer went?”

      “You don’t know?” Patrick asked. “I thought you’d have chipped us all by now.”

      Benji dropped their hands. “Don’t give me ideas. He’s not answering his phone and we have less than two weeks to get this damn album done and launch this fucking label. If you see him, tell him to get his ass to the studio.” They turned to leave.

      “Wait,” Cazzi said, “Aren’t you gonna give the poor guy time to recover from his breakup? Haven’t they been together, like, a while?”

      Benji sighed. “I’d like to, I really would. But this is his neck as much as mine.” They headed back to the stairs. “Remind him of that when you find him.”

      Patrick exhaled hard and followed them. His shoulders were practically up by his ears.

      “Where are you going?” Cazzi scrambled to follow. Patrick showing that much tension in his body language was worrying as fuck. She felt like she was missing something. Like she was losing him again. No, no noooo— she clamped down on the anxiety.

      “It’s my neck too,” he replied. “Can you wait for me?” There was something strange in his expression, almost panicky, but he was gone before she could parse it.

      “Why stop now?” Cazzi muttered to the empty stairway.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick “Rick” Jones left the house as quickly as he could walk without running, every muscle coiled tight. He felt like he was choking. He should be happy, Rohan’s disappearance notwithstanding, his friend would show up again, he always did. But Patrick should be happy.

      He’d kissed Cazzi. She’d kissed him back. It’d been good.

      Hadn’t it?

      Better than last time, not that last time had been bad. Right up until he remembered why he shouldn’t be kissing her. Then the buzzing in his brain had taken over and it had all gone to hell. But this time was different. They were both free, they both wanted to. Wanted to do more. No partners to hurt or lie to or just never tell and drift away from out of guilt.

      More would be really nice. He’d wanted that for a while. For too long. Longer than he’d been single.

      Shame sawed discordantly through whatever song was stuck in his head, disrupting it. Suddenly his brain was buzzing again, full of feedback, his pulse juddering out of time.

      Go away, god, go away, go away. He fisted his locs, trying to focus on the texture under his fingers. He rubbed them together, listening to them making faint noises against his ears.

      There were too many feelings, too many sounds, too many sensations. He couldn’t focus.

      He wanted to enjoy this. Why couldn’t he enjoy this?

      He looked around, trying to pay attention to his surroundings as he trudged up the hill of the backyard and out onto the street. He turned left, focusing on the map in his head. He knew this street, though he’d never seen it outside of Google Maps Street View and the pictures she’d sent him. A hodgepodge of houses in various styles and levels of upkeep. Manicured lawns and drought-friendly gardens next to dead yards populated with corn hole boards, bean bags, and red Solo cups. It was what he’d always imagined a college town would look like. At this time of the afternoon, it was deserted, the only other person on the street was a lanky professor type who biked by with his hands clasped behind him like he was about to launch into a lecture.

      Cazzi’s street. Her house was there, right in front of him. A little one-story cottage painted blue with hedges green from the winter rains and a chair for reading in. Though he couldn’t see it from here, he knew the welcome mat said “Oh hi Mark. How’s your sex life?” He’d bought it for her some apartments back.

      His breath eased and he realized he’d been nearly panting. This was her space. He’d be safe here.

      There was a gate but it wasn’t locked. He opened it without thinking, walking up to the chair set in the least visible part of the yard. Exactly where she’d want it.

      He’d just sit here, catch his breath. Then go look for Rohan. It’d be fine. He'd done his research before he’d come. Clementine was a good enough place, Cazzi raved about it, diverse enough that he probably wouldn’t get the cops called on him for Sitting While Black.

      He pulled out his phone, staring at the picture of his cat on the lock screen. If he were home he’d be holding Scoot in his arms, his face buried in her tortoiseshell fur. Then he could listen to her purr (she always purred when he picked her up) and relax. But maybe if he just sat here and didn’t think his brain would calm down.

      If that made everything gray again, so be it. He couldn’t stand to feel right now.

      His phone vibrated, buzzing out the rhythm to “Baby Love” by the Supremes. Grandma was calling. He picked up immediately. “Hi, Nana.”

      “Patrick, I’m looking for the good catnip but I can’t find it.”

      “For you or for Scoot?”

      “Baby, you know that cat’s got enough. I’m making my special tea. The contractors working on your studio keep tromping all over my kitchen and making a ruckus. It’s working my last damn nerve.”

      Technically, it was his kitchen as his Nana had been living with him ever since her separation from his Grandpa, Patrick Sr. He pushed the memory of that aside. He could’ve bought her her own place but he liked having her in his house, it reassured him, knowing he’d be able to be there for her. “I brought the last of it with me in my tea blend but I ordered more and it should be arriving today or tomorrow.”

      She sighed, and he pressed his lips together, worried but knowing she wouldn’t like it if he pestered her about it. “Damiana?” She asked.

      “Got plenty of it,” he said. “Want me to stop the work on the studio?”

      “No, no,” she said. “Flooding’s a time-sensitive repair. It’ll only be more expensive the longer you wait.” She’d managed Grandpa Pat’s very successful repair business for fifty years so she’d know. “Is Cazzi there?” She brightened. “Put that girl on, it’s been too long.”

      His stomach tightened. He shouldn’t have left Cazzi like that. Hell, he shouldn’t be sitting here not doing the thing he left her to do.“She’s not here right now but I swear I’ll put her on later.”

      “You better.” He could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Bye, baby. Make me proud.”

      “Bye Nana.” He knew she meant the album but he couldn’t help thinking about the first time he and Cazzi kissed and feeling like Nana wouldn’t be proud at all.
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        * * *

      

      Rohan circled the town of Clementine in under two hours, wishing he’d brought his sunglasses. It was really fucking sunny for January and yet somehow ridiculously cold for California. NorCal was weird like that. As a lifelong Angeleno, he didn’t understand anything approximating seasons. Sure, he’d toured all over the world and seen snow through bus windows and spring outside hotels but he’d never been terribly interested in spending time anywhere that got colder than sixty degrees. Fuck, it couldn’t be warmer than like, forty. He’d jogged the better part of the way back to the rental. Angie was probably gone by now.

      She didn’t stick around when she lost an argument. There’d been fights that sent her into hiding for days, making Rohan frantic with worry. Now, as he opened the front door of the rental, he was glad of her disappearing act. He didn’t know if his resolve would hold right now if she really tested it.

      “Rohan?”

      He froze. He didn’t recognize the voice and he was in no condition to deal with paps.

      “Is that you?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Patrick?” The voice rounded the corner and he saw Caz brandishing a large ceramic chicken. “Oh.”

      “Don’t.” He threw his hands in front of his face. “I’d die from the headlines alone.”

      She looked at the chicken like she hadn’t seen it before. “What, like ‘Man Bludgeoned with Disturbed Farm Animal’?”

      He laughed even though it wasn’t that funny. Then he kept laughing until he gasped for air and his stomach hurt.

      “Oh hell.” She put down the chicken.

      “What the fuck?” He wheezed and then giggled when his gaze caught the chicken again.

      “I’m guessing you didn’t cry and need the release.” She reached out, telegraphing her motions like an overly enthusiastic mime, and patted him tentatively on the back when he didn’t pull away.

      It just made him laugh all over again.

      “Benji is looking for you.”

      That made him stop real quick. “Shit, I’m late for recording.”

      “That was my impression. Are you actually up for recording?”

      “You really aren’t in the industry, are you, Caz?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re going to pull that ‘the show must go on’ crap aren’t you?”

      “Seeing as this album is mostly coming out of my pocket, yes.”

      She sighed. “I’ll call Patrick. He’s out looking for you.”

      Rohan shrugged and ran upstairs to gather his notebook and his talisman, the rough edges of the sigil scraping over his fingertips familiarly. He clenched his hand around it, letting it ground him before putting it on. The room was in typical post-Angie anger disarray and he tidied it up automatically. She’d thrown his stuff, of course. Hers was gone.

      Why did I put up with this for so long? His talisman swung in front of him as he straightened up and he tucked it under his shirt out of habit. He didn’t want that strange woman asking questions about it. The cold weight of the gold made him feel steadier and he realized he’d been gritting his teeth, his stomach knotted with rage. He exhaled hard, letting it go, for now. It’d be back.

      When he returned, Caz was pacing.

      “Patrick’s not answering,” she said without prompting.

      Rohan called Benji. “Is Rick there?”

      “Hello to you too, asshole,” Benji replied. “Don’t tell me he’s missing too.”

      “He’s not answering his phone, Caz is worried.”

      “Caz, huh?” There was a musing tone in Benji’s voice Rohan didn’t care for. “I’ll try to call him. Take her with you. She and Rick have some staring into each other’s eyes shit going on.”

      “You caught that too?”

      “Don’t make it sound like it was hard,” Benji said. “Too bad, we’ll have to find you another rebound.”

      “Wait what—” Rohan looked at Caz, and walked into the kitchen. “Rebound? Her? Me? What?” The chicken clock stared suspiciously at him. The damn kitchen had more chickens than cooking supplies.

      He could almost hear Benji shrug. “People do weird shit after a big break up. She got you out of your shitty relationship when all your friends couldn’t and you already call her by the nickname Rick used for her when I saw them. Whatever, just get here, okay?” They hung up, leaving Rohan staring at the phone, confused.

      He walked out of the kitchen. “Is your name not Caz?”

      She looked at him. “It’s Cazzi.”

      “That’s your full name?”

      For some reason that seemed to annoy her. “Is Patrick there or not?”

      He shook his head. “Benji thinks you should come along. He’ll probably turn up at the studio eventually.”

      “No, he’ll come back here. He asked me to wait.”

      “Shouldn’t he be back by now? Or at least answering his phone?” His phone buzzed and he looked at Benji’s text. “He’s not answering Benji’s calls either.”

      Cazzi’s face lost what color it had. “You don’t think something happened to him, do you?”

      Rohan blinked. “I mean, probably not.”

      That didn’t seem to reassure her. “I gotta go look for him. What if he drove? He hates driving. What if he got pulled over? I think the cops are okay here, but what if…?” She looked stricken.

      “He’s fine. Probably.” But Rohan’s stomach knotted up again, thinking about all the things that could go wrong in some random small town.

      “Bad shit happens.” Her eyes said she spoke from personal experience. “I gotta find him.” She scrambled out the back door, fast but careless, almost slipping on the chicken throw rug in the hall.

      “Fuck.” Rohan ran after her. “Where are you going?” He caught up to her, grabbing her arm as she stumbled over the deck. “Hey, hey! Stop!”

      She froze in his grip, every muscle under his grip locked tight. Her hair stuck to her face and her eyes were wild. “If you don’t let me go I will hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Look, can you calm down? I know that’s a stupid thing to say but just listen a second.”

      “Let me go.” Her words were stilted, her face expressionless. It was freaky to see that detachment when she was pretty much panting, her muscles quivering under the pressure of staying frozen, her hands in white-knuckled fists.

      “I’m afraid you’ll run away.” She was straight up freaking him out, reminding him of Angie when she’d get too far into her memories. Angie refused to get help even though she knew she got erratic and destructive, leaving him to deal with her alone. It made him feel helpless, scared, useless. He could never seem to do the right thing when she got in that headspace.

      “I can’t promise anything.” Cazzi sounded weirdly calm, her fingers pressed so hard against a tattoo on her left wrist they distorted the inked lines.

      “Then I’m not letting go.” He couldn’t risk it, what if she hurt herself?

      She sucker-punched him so hard he nearly threw up. He doubled over until he was sure he wasn’t going to lose his lunch.

      She was across the deck but still there when he straightened. “What the hell?”

      “Trauma response,” she said, matter-of-factly. “I warned you.”

      “Be clearer next time.”

      “Listen to women when they talk.” She was still panting but somehow speaking normally.

      That stung. “I do listen, thank you very much.”

      “Fine, then listen to me.”

      “Will you listen to me?”

      She tipped her chin up. “I will do my best.”

      “Okay, look, we both want to find him. Let’s combine forces. I’ll drive, you try to figure out where he went.”

      She shook her head, too vigorously for her calm facade. “I’m not getting into a car with you. Not right now.”

      “Then how the hell are we going to find him?”

      “He walked.” She pointed at the car in the driveway. “There were two cars when I came. You know Patrick doesn’t drive.”

      Rohan looked. Sure enough, Angie’s black Tesla was gone. Only his car remained.

      “Come on,” Cazzi called. “I think I have an idea.” She was already walking.

      Rohan hurried to catch up.
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        Where Are They Now: Beatboyz

        Who didn’t have a Beatboyz poster on their wall, growing up? We sure did. (Let’s face it, some of us still do.) For nearly a decade the LA boy band was a pop phenom, dominating the charts, performing to adoring fans around the world, and making some really memorable music videos (“Trouble” anyone? We’re fanning ourselves just thinking about it). But what happened after Martin Meija infamously left the group five years ago? From dating Satanists to doing drag, you won’t believe what hotties RK, Ricky Rick, Leo Starr, and Marty Mac are up to now.

        —Celebrity Watcher Magazine

      

      

      Adrenaline buzzed through her, making her hands shake. Cazzi tucked them into her pockets, just enough to keep them still but not so deep they would be a struggle to pull out. She tried to be grateful that she felt something instead of completely going numb, but it was a hard sell. What was clear was she really shouldn’t have punched RK, even if he didn’t happen to be a pop star.

      She glanced back at him. He’d caught up with her easily, his long legs eating up the distance between them without anything so polite as effort. He didn’t seem hurt, though his hand hovered over his middle, perhaps unconsciously. And of course, he was gorgeous: pretty like a Bollywood picture with warm brown skin, a face made for posters, and a tall, movie star body. No wonder Angela Alice wanted to keep him so bad. Cazzi wished he hadn’t grabbed her arm.

      “So where are we going?” RK asked, coming up next to her but keeping his distance.

      She chewed her lip, debating her answer. “My house.”

      He pulled up short, “Um, why?”

      “I think he’s there.”

      “Again, the question: why?”

      Because we always fly home to each other. “Just a feeling.”

      “You think he’s looking for me in your living room?”

      “I don’t know why, I just know Patrick and he knows where I live.”

      “What’s up with you two anyway?”

      I wish I knew. “Can we just go? It’s right around the corner and if I’m wrong we can go from there.”

      “Wait,” RK frowned. “He picked the rental to be close to you? You’re the reason I’m going to have nightmares about chickens for the rest of my life?”

      “Yep, let’s go.” She bounced on her heels once before she stopped herself. Her muscles felt shaky and her anxiety screamed at her to fucking go.

      “And you’re not dating or secretly married or something?”

      “It’s complicated, okay?” She snapped, walking away without waiting to see if he’d follow. She didn’t really care either way. She couldn’t deal with some nosy fucker poking at her secrets right now.

      “I’ve heard that one before,” he muttered.

      She picked up the pace, hoping she was right and Patrick was where she thought he was. Maybe his phone was dead. Or on silent. Or didn’t have any service.

      She forced air into her lungs. She knew intellectually what was going on with her body and how to handle it. Actually doing it was another matter.

      Breathe. Focus on the present. Forgive yourself.

      She pressed her fingers against the second-level calming sigil tattooed on her left wrist, picturing it in her mind. It is my will to quell my trauma response and see the situation with clear eyes. It cut the top off her panic, quieting the static in her head. She felt nearly calm. Her breath came easier.

      They rounded the corner and she looked ahead to the front porch of her cottage, small but enclosed by a thick hedge, and with just enough space for a chair comfy enough to read in. She picked up her pace until she hit the angle where you could just see in and—-there he was, sitting there looking at his phone like there was nothing wrong. His clearly working phone.

      Her lungs opened up and the sudden inrush of oxygen made her dizzy.

      “See?” She told RK, pointing.

      “Hmm.” He replied, his eyes narrowing.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I’m having deep thoughts.”

      Jackass, she thought and sped up again to reach Patrick first.

      “What are you doing here?” She asked, her annoyance and relief blunted by the sigil. Thank goodness for her coping mechanisms, she’d have even less chill right now if not for them.

      He looked up, his eyes tracking behind her, reminding her RK was still there. “I didn’t have a key,” Patrick said like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Cazzi frowned, examining his face. It was stoic, his poker face nearly as good as her own. “Yeah, but why are you on my porch?” she asked, “I thought you were out looking for RK.”

      “Oh so you do know who I am,” the pop star in question interjected.

      “Dude, I called you by your name, like twenty minutes ago,” she said.

      “And you’re welcome to use it, only the press and fans call me RK.”

      “Cool, thanks. Rohan, can you give us a moment?”

      “I wish,” Rohan said, coming around to stand in her line of sight. “But we really need to get to the studio.”

      “You shouldn’t be working, you should be taking care of yourself. You know, processing your feelings over the relationship.” Cazzi shot back, annoyance laced with concern. “Why don’t you do that over there?” She gestured at an enclosed portion of the yard, as far away as the hedge allowed, which was barely out of earshot, but still.

      Rohan sighed. “Whatever. I can give you guys like, five minutes.” He went and stood facing the hedge, phone in hand.

      Cazzi turned back to Patrick. “Okay, seriously, what’s up? Did the kiss freak you out again?”

      “Seriously, I’m fine.” His voice was calm but his eyes were still guarded. He was putting distance between them and she didn’t know why.

      “You do know what FINE stands for, right?” She tried to make a joke but the words came out sharp.

      He frowned. “You look stressed.”

      “Yes, well, you didn’t answer your phone, so naturally I assumed you were dead,” Cazzi said, deadpan. “Nothing stressful about that.”

      “Not at all.” He matched her tone.

      “Is your phone dead?” She crossed her arms, looking at the phone still in his hand.

      “What?” He glanced down at it. Scoot, her kitty goddaughter was sprawled across his lock screen, all four paws in the air. The same picture was her phone’s background.

      “Or is there another reason why you didn’t answer it?” She raised her eyebrows.

      “Nana called.”

      “Oh.” Cazzi blinked, thrown. “Is she alright?”

      “She’s fine, going a bit stir-crazy not being able to do her work with all the strangers in the house.” Nana was an herbalist and conjure doctor, Cazzi couldn’t blame her for not practicing with workers in the house.

      “Fair,” Cazzi muttered, relieved annoyance somewhat deflated.

      He shrugged. “You’re sure you’re okay? You didn’t get triggered by Rohan and Angie’s fight did you?”

      “Of course I did. Why do you think I rushed up there like a fucking dipshit? But that’s not the point.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No, the point is that you’re not answering my questions or my fucking phone calls.”

      Shock rippled under the mask of his poker face. Like he hadn’t expected her to notice. Did he think she was that self-involved?

      “Alright, five minutes is up.” Rohan ambled back like things were just fine. But the tightness around his eyes and the hunch in his shoulders said otherwise.

      She gazed narrowly at the pop star until he said, “What?”

      “How long were you with Angela Alice?”

      “Four years. Can we go now? You and Rick can talk when we’re done.”

      “It’s okay to not be okay, you know. To acknowledge your emotions.”

      “Is this supposed to be therapy? Because it’s terrible.”

      She paused and recalibrated. He was right, she was being clumsy, patronizing even. She looked him in the eye and let sincerity leech into her expression. “I’m sorry. Professional hazard. I just like to make sure everyone’s okay.”

      Rohan shrugged. “I’m fine.”

      “I know.” She touched his sleeve slowly and briefly. “I’m really impressed. It takes a lot out of a person to break off a relationship. Especially one like that.”

      “Like what?” His eyes narrowed.

      She caught Patrick’s expression out of the corner of her eye. “Passionate.” A thought struck her, a way to buy time and maybe undo some of the shitty impression she’d made with Patrick’s friend. Maybe it would even help whatever freakout Patrick was pretending not to have. “Come in for a minute, will you
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