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Chapter One

“This song sounds like shit.”

Rowan Clementine tossed his monitor headphones down
on the soundboard, not caring that it hit one of the main fader
levers. “Seriously. It’s total garbage, Jonathan.” He scrubbed his
hands through his dark, shoulder-length hair, then kicked the chair
he’d been sitting in for way too many fucking hours. Wild magic
skittered up his spine, but he ruthlessly suppressed it. There was
nowhere for it to go in here.

His producer and mixing engineer let out a sigh.
“You’re killing me, Rowan. We’ve been here since eight and you
still won’t give it a break.” He leaned over and fixed the fade,
then jabbed a finger at Rowan. “You need to relax and let the music
out. You’re blocking yourself.” He shook his head, clearly
exasperated. “Maybe you need to get laid.”

“I am not doing this to myself. And I
don’t need to get laid.” Rowan glared at the glass wall separating
the sound room from the mixing station. His guitar was in the room,
along with his scribbled notes on the latest printout of the song.
He couldn’t even make out the notations anymore underneath his
illegible scrawls. “Everything about this song is terrible and you
know it.”

He frowned at the plethora of fingerprints
decorating the glass. The studio needed a serious cleaning, but he
wouldn’t let anyone in while he was working. And he and Jonathan
had been working here for four weeks now. Out in the lounge, empty
water bottles littered the floor along with a couple empty bottles
of whiskey and candy bar wrappers. The worn leather sofa in the
corner looked like a gorilla had nested on it. He’d thought maybe
isolation would help with whatever the hell was keeping him from
putting music to paper. But no. If only it were that simple,
he thought, frustrated all over again with his inability to
function. He felt like his energy no longer fit inside his body
quite right. It was fucking irritating.

Jonathan turned off the main power switch and threw
himself into his seat. It creaked ominously, but he didn’t seem to
notice as he twisted the silver rings on his fingers, a habit that
was a dead giveaway whenever he was frustrated. “You’re being
stubborn, my friend. Aren’t you supposed to have some sort of
voodoo or something to help with this stuff?” He waved his hands
awkwardly, pretending to cast a spell. “God knows you certainly
have no problem magicking an audience into rapture.”

“No, for fuck’s sake. That’s not how it
works.” Rowan clenched his fists against the urge to zap his friend
with his energy. “It’s subtle. I don’t even know why I told you
about it in the first place. It’s not as if I use it for anything
except while I’m performing.” He snorted. “And growing plants.”
Lately, the magic he’d inherited from his shithead father had been
driving him insane. It wasn’t helping with his music anymore. He’d
been feeding so much of it into his goddamn plants that the ficus
in the foyer of his house had grown a foot last month before he’d
decamped to his hotel suite in the city. Lately, the energy had
been zipping out and around him as if it was looking for something,
which made no sense at all. Everyone knew magic didn’t do that.
Hell, everyone barely acknowledged that magic existed at all,
except for a few lucky families. Yeah, he thought
derisively. Lucky. What the fuck ever.

Jonathan sighed and leaned back, brown eyes tired.
“Well, fine.” He gestured to the mess of papers littering the desk
and music equipment. “Maybe if you’d just pick another key—”

Rowan sliced a hand through the air. “That’s not
gonna fix this shit song, Jon, and you know it.” He started pacing.
The absence of the low hum of electronic equipment unsettled him. A
music studio wasn’t supposed to be quiet. The damned soundproofing
muffled too much, and he cast a glare at the faded blue velvet
drapes covering up the foam squares fitted onto the walls. This
place wasn’t the swankiest recording studio, and he liked it that
way. It wasn’t in a famous music city, and he liked that, too. His
label liked it because it was cheap, but he didn’t give a shit
about that.

Rowan liked recording in Pittsburgh. He liked doing
whatever the fuck he wanted. He’d spent enough years dancing to
other people’s tunes and he didn’t want to do it anymore. He'd
thought his music was his ticket to a better life away from his
asshole father, and it was, but only to a point. His stupid label
dictated nearly everything, and he was sick of it. He was famous
and rich enough to afford better than this place, but better came
with annoyances he didn’t want, like sycophants lingering in the
halls and the label breathing down his neck about costs and time.
Fuck that shit.

“Then do something new. Here.” Jonathan
grabbed a sheaf of music stuffed in a folder from the edge of the
far table and shoved it under Rowan’s nose. “Try one of
these.”

Rowan recoiled as if his friend was trying to hand
him a box of poison. “Are you fucking serious right now?” He backed
away, hands up. The leather cuff on his wrist chafed as it slid
down his forearm, and he unsnapped it impatiently, smacking it
against his thigh repeatedly.

“Completely.” Jonathan shook the folder at
him. “If you can’t write something original, this is your next best
option.”

“Rowan Clementine doesn’t use other people’s
music,” Rowan said, scowling. He snapped his bracelet back on and
leaned back on the soundboard. “Never has. Never will.”

“For fuck’s sake.” Jonathan rolled his eyes.
“Rowan Clementine also doesn’t talk about himself in the third
person like some pretentious asshole, but here we are.” He slapped
the folder down on the bank of levers and dials. “Just fucking look
at the songs, okay?” He ran a hand down his face. “I’m not asking
you to marry someone. This is considerably less
violent.”

Rowan eyed Jonathan skeptically. “You think marriage
is violent?” he asked, trying to sidetrack his friend before things
got out of hand with this ridiculous scheme. He watched the folder
slowly slide to the edge of the board. He’d be damned if he’d
rescue it from the floor. Let it fall. And given his
parents’ clusterfuck of a marriage, he had to agree with his friend
about the violence inherent in relationships, too.

Jonathan glared at him. “You know I’ve been divorced
twice, asshole. I’m ten years older than you. I’m old. I’ve seen
some shit.” He caught the folder before it tossed itself off the
equipment and pushed it closer to Rowan. “So, just fucking do this.
Jesus. Stop being such a drama queen.”

“You’re forty, but you may as well be sixty,
Jon, with that attitude.” Rowan sat down, wincing as the squeak of
the chair cut into his brain. His headache didn’t appreciate it.
Why the fuck they kept such obviously loud chairs in a music
studio was beyond him. “I don’t even know how to look at someone
else’s song,” he told his friend. “It’s unnatural.”

“Yeah, well, your fucking label is going to
shit a canary if you go to the meeting at the end of the month with
nothing to show for all this studio time.” Jonathan leaned so far
back in his chair that he balanced on the edge of disaster. “Maybe
looking at someone else’s stuff will jar loose something in that
stubborn brick you call a brain.”

“You’re going to fall if you keep abusing your
chair like that, you know.” Rowan pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Also, I hate you. And I don’t give a shit about the label and
their rules.”

“No, you don’t hate me. What you hate is
writing music on a schedule, but that’s the business.” Jonathan let
the chair fall back down with a thump and stood up. “So, I’m going
to take a break.” He pointed at Rowan, brown eyes flat with
irritation. “And you will look at these songs while I’m gone, and
you will fucking chill the fuck out, capiche? And when I come back,
we’re going to improvise and record a fucking song.”

“You can’t force me to chill out,” Rowan
retorted irritably. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“It does now.” Jonathan pivoted and strode out
of the room, leaving Rowan alone with his stupid brain, and his
stupid magic, and his completely stupid inability to write a
fucking song. “Fuck.”

****

“Is that another song?” Miranda asked
excitedly.

Jesse Rhodes flinched as she leaned over his
shoulder, not expecting his friend’s voice right next to his
eardrum. “What?” He instinctively covered up his notebook with his
forearm, then adjusted his green-rimmed glasses. No customers,
thank goodness, he thought, glancing at the booths around the
antique mall’s front door and checkout counter. He was supposed to
be cutting sheets of paper for wrapping fragile items and
organizing the flyers for next week’s sale, but instead, he’d been
jotting down his latest earworm. On the other hand, he was the
manager, so he could goof off if he wanted to, right?

“No, seriously, is it?” Miranda asked again,
poking him in the bicep. “Move your arm, I want to see.”

Why are her fingers so freaking sharp? Jesse
rubbed his arm as he shifted on the stool. “Yeah, it’s a new one I
just started. There’s nothing to see yet.” He closed the notebook
and frowned at his best friend. Her thick, curly hair bounced as
she grinned at him, teeth white against her dark skin. Today, her
bright-pink lipstick matched her leggings and not for the first
time he wondered how the hell they’d ended up such good friends. He
basically dressed in whatever was clean and not too ripped. Today
his faded jeans had a new hole just above the right knee, and he
didn’t give two shits about it. The only thing he cared about was
the leather bracelet he wore everywhere, the one with an old red
guitar pick woven into the design. He ran his fingers across it, a
habit he’d picked up forever ago.

“Let me see,” Miranda said, pushing at him
again.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at the rear
checkout?” he asked, trying to deflect her attention from his
music. When he first started working on a new song, he rarely
shared it with anyone. That initial creative spark was too fragile
to fuck with, and sharing it was the fastest way to screw it up. He
did not collaborate. He wrote songs and stuffed them in a
drawer and tried not to think about his dream of one day becoming
an actual songwriter. He had student debt and a younger sister and
grandmother to help out and no time for impossible
dreams.

Miranda shrugged. “It’s Tuesday, Boss. It’s the
slowest day of the week here. No customers. You know this.” She
waved at the booths around them, and then at the bank of security
monitors set into the wall behind the counter. “See? Not one person
is here right now.”

Jesse sighed, knowing when to back down, especially
with her. “Okay.” He couldn’t be mad at her for being right.

“Okay? That’s it?” Miranda reached out and
grabbed his notebook right out of his hands, paging through it
carelessly until she found his latest scribbles. “Ah-ha! It
is a new song!” Her eyes flickered over the notes he’d
jotted down.

“It’s not finished.” Jesse thunked his head on
the counter. He knew better than to try and wrest it out of her
hands. “Why are you so annoying?” He peered up at her over his
glasses.

“Because I’m your best friend, and I’ve been
your best friend since ninth grade band, you jerk. And you love
me.” She turned the page. “Wow. This one is going to be amazing.
Just like all your stuff. You’re so damn talented, I can’t even.”
She put the notebook down, suddenly looking uncharacteristically
nervous. “So, I have something to tell you.”

He frowned. “You look like you just swallowed a
lemon.” Jesse grabbed his notebook back and slid it under the
counter. Maybe if he hid it from view, she’d cease nagging him
about his music. She’d been pushing him to send some songs out to
various producers and labels, but he was just not ready. He didn’t
know if he’d ever be ready.

Miranda grimaced. “I may have done something totally
awesome that you’re going to be really mad about.” She pursed her
lips. “But it really is totally awesome.”

“You didn’t get back with that asshole Nathan,
did you?” Jesse asked, suddenly worried. “He was a loser. And a
cheater. And you deserve better, Miranda. Do I need to kick his ass
again?” He reached out, intending to pull her into a hug, but she
danced away around the front of the counter. Not good, his
instincts murmured, and he frowned as his skin prickled. He’d
always been good at reading people, and right now his spidey senses
were tingling.

“Yeah, no.” Miranda laughed nervously. “That’s
not it.”

Jesse watched her look everywhere but at him. “Okay,
you’re freaking me out, girl. You’re squirming worse than that time
Arnold put a gummy worm down your shirt in tenth grade chem.” He
leaned against the counter. “Spill it.”

“Arnold was a jerk,” Miranda said instead of
telling him what had her all wigged out.

“You liked him,” Jesse said,
smirking.

“So did you.” Miranda put her hands on her
hips.

“I never said I didn’t.” Jesse shrugged. “He
was cute. All that floppy blond hair.” He narrowed his gaze. “And
now that we’ve bonded over our mutual high school crush, what
gives?”

Miranda inhaled, and then met his gaze. “I sent a
couple of your songs to Rowan Clementine’s producer,” she said all
in one breath.

“Wait.” Jesse stared at her as the bottom of
his stomach dropped out of his body. “What?” His head buzzed and
dimly he wondered if he was going to pass out.

Miranda bit her lip, smearing her lipstick. “You
heard me.”

Jesse’s face heated, from embarrassment or anger, he
couldn’t tell. Either way, he was definitely upset. “You sent my
songs to a producer?” he asked. His heart thumped against his rib
cage so hard it felt like someone had cranked the bass way up on a
subwoofer right under his feet. Does she know? How the hell
could she know? he thought frantically, then shook his head.
There was no way she knew. He’d never told anyone.

Miranda ran a finger down the edge of the counter,
then tapped a sparkling nail on the glass topper. “So, you know how
every time one of Rowan’s songs comes on the radio you get this
stupid smile on your face and turn up the volume?”

Jesse scowled at her. “I do not.”

“You totally do,” she said, pointing at him.
“Anyway, my cousin Jamal knows a guy who knows the producer Rowan
Clementine works with, and he heard the man was looking for new
music.” She shrugged. “So, I got the guy’s email from my cousin,
and I sent him a few of your songs.”

“How did you send him my songs? That makes no
sense,” Jesse said, brain racing. He’d shown her recordings of him
singing them, but never shared the files.

Miranda rolled her eyes. “Relax, before you have a
heart attack. I sent the music, not videos of you playing them.
Jesus.”

Jesse blinked. For some reason, he just could not
get his brain to work. “I’m so fucking freaked out right now, you
have no idea.”

Miranda snorted. “Oh, I have some idea, Jesse.
Believe me. You look like you’re gonna pass out. Or hurl, not sure
which. Breathe, okay?” She leaned on the counter. “And don’t worry.
My cousin’s friend said the guy produces for a bunch of artists,
not just Rowan. I wasn’t trying to send your songs to your
celebrity crush. I was just trying to send them to someone in the
industry.” She pinned him with her stare. “You are so fucking
brilliant, Jesse. And you have no idea, which is just—” She broke
off, shaking her head. “Tragic.”

Jesse swallowed, mind racing. He didn’t try to deny
his fixation on Rowan Clementine. Miranda had been his best friend
for ten years. They’d hung out together after school. They’d been
in band together. They’d gone to the same state college. She was
the first person he’d told he was gay. She knew he’d started going
by his first name, Jesse, instead of Flynn, because that’s what his
mother had always called him, and after she’d died, he couldn’t
stand to hear it anymore. The only thing he hadn’t told her was the
one secret he held closest to his heart—about the boy he’d met the summer he turned twelve.
He hadn’t told her about those three months he’d spent hanging out
with that guy, or the way he’d felt when the summer had ended and
the teen boy had moved away. He’d never told her that the guy was
Rowan Clementine, and that those three months of his childhood had
been the best three months of his life.

And you’re not going to tell her now, because
Rowan probably doesn’t remember you, and he sure as hell wouldn’t
care even if he did, he reminded himself for the thousandth
time. Those three months when he’d been just a kid, before his mom
had died, Rowan had been seventeen and nowhere near the famous rock
star he was now. Rowan and his mom and sister had moved in next
door with Rowan’s grandparents and the teen had taken pity on the
awkward twelve-year-old who was always lingering near the old shed
under the trees that bordered their two houses. Rowan had been
learning to play an old, beat-up guitar, and Jesse, who’d gone by
Flynn back then, hadn’t been able to stay away. And Rowan hadn’t
seemed to mind. They’d been friends. Rowan had taught him how to be
true to himself in a way that made coming out later in his teens
possible. Jesse would never have been able to face the shit his
life had become when the cancer took his mother without those three
months to treasure in the back of his head. Those three months had
driven him to learn music, and that music had saved his life in
more ways than one. That summer had been absolute magic and nothing
and no one could take that away from him, not even Rowan
himself.

Jesse took a deep breath, thumb stroking the guitar
pick on his bracelet before he forced himself to stop and lean on
the counter. “I don’t know whether to strangle you or hug you.” The
thought of his songs going to someone who could possibly show them
to Rowan fucking Clementine had his brain fuzzing out, and not
necessarily in a good way. What if Rowan actually saw the music?
What if he liked the songs? Fuck.

“Hug me, of course,” his bestie said, brown
eyes sparkling. “You love me.”

“I think I want to kill you,” Jesse muttered,
fingers gripping the counter so hard they hurt. “You have no clue
what you’ve done.”

“Uh, wrong.” Miranda rolled her eyes. “I know
exactly what I’ve done. I’ve put your brilliant music out into the
world, where it belongs.” She grinned. “Can you imagine if Rowan
Clementine got to see those songs? Can you imagine him singing
them?” She shook her head. “I mean, it’s unlikely, but still. At
least I got them to his producer for you.”

Jesse gritted his teeth. “Rowan never sings other
people’s music.”

Miranda huffed. “There’s always a first time, and
also, why the hell are you so sure about that?”

“Because every one of his songs has him down
in the credits as the songwriter,” Jesse said, completely unfazed
by her challenge. He would know. He’d been stalking the guy from
afar for years now. He knew every single one of his songs by
heart.

His friend pursed her lips. “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” Jesse sighed, then put his head in
his hands. “I can’t believe you did this.” He sensed her love for
him, but he also felt really, really freaked, still. What the hell
would he do if someone wanted his songs? What if Rowan
wanted his songs?

“You mad?” Miranda leaned in and tugged one of
his hands away. She looked genuinely worried.

The last thing Jesse was going to do was alienate
the best friend he’d ever had, even if he had to swallow down every
last iota of worry and deal with a stomach that wouldn’t be eating
the pizza he’d planned for dinner. “Not mad. Just …
discombobulated.”

She laughed. “Discombobulated? Is that even a
word?”

“My grandmother uses it all the time, so it
must be real.” Jesse smiled, even as his gut continued to roil over
the idea of his songs in Rowan’s hands.

“Well, who am I to contradict your grandma?”
Miranda grinned at him cheekily.

“No one contradicts Grandma, and you know it,”
Jesse said. Luckily, the tinkling sound of the bell over the door
saved him from saying anything more as a group of customers walked
in. “Duty calls,” he told Miranda. She grinned and headed for the
back register.

Jesse greeted the cluster of old ladies out for an
antiquing afternoon with a smile that hid the confusing welter of
emotions churning in his gut. It wasn’t until hours later that he
realized Miranda hadn’t told him which songs she’d sent.

Fuck my life.


Chapter Two

Rowan stared down at the song in his hands,
wondering what the fuck his magic was doing. The moment he’d given
in to Jonathan’s demands and looked at it, energy had rushed
through him like a fucking bolt of lightning. He couldn’t move. He
couldn’t breathe.

“Oh, good, you finally listened to me,”
Jonathan said, pushing open the door of the studio.

Rowan exhaled hard, wondering if he was going to
fucking pass out or what. “Dude.” He gripped the papers in his
fist, crumpling them as he inhaled just as violently as he’d let
out his breath not two seconds ago. He couldn’t seem to control his
lungs anymore.

“What?” Jonathan put the paper bag of food
he’d been carrying down on the low table in front of the sofa. He
looked at Rowan, and then his expression grew puzzled. “Hey. You
okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

Rowan walked over to him and sat down on the sofa
before he fucking fell over and gave himself a concussion. “My
magic just went haywire.” He reached a hand up and rubbed at his
chest. It ached. He looked down at the papers in his hands and
smoothed the top sheet over his thigh. “I don’t know what the
fuck.”

Jonathan hmm’d.

“What?” Rowan eyed his friend
irritably.

“Did you actually look at the music yet?”
Jonathan pushed the paper bag to the side and grabbed the
papers.

Rowan reluctantly let go. For some reason, he
really, really didn’t want to give them up. What the hell?
He ran a hand down his face, then scratched the stubble on his
chin. “I paged through the folder, and then boom. Magic
started playing a fucking arpeggio on my bones. It was really
fucking bizarre, man.” He shook his head. “It’s never done that
before.”

Jonathan eyed him speculatively. “So, these songs?”
He shuffled through the papers and then handed what looked like
half of them to Rowan.

Rowan reached out, then paused. “I don’t know if
this is a good idea.”

“It is.” His friend snorted. “Trust
me.”

Rowan rolled his eyes. “I don’t fucking trust you.
You know that.”

“Don’t be stupid.” Jonathan grabbed his wrist
and deposited the papers in his hand.

Rowan froze as his magic woke up again, sending
prickles down his spine. Bizarrely, his dick hardened, pushing
uncomfortably against the zipper of his jeans. I hope to God Jon
doesn’t notice, because there’s no way I’d live it down, he
thought, clenching his teeth so hard his molars hurt. He was
definitely not reacting to his old friend.

“Well?” Jonathan asked, clearly
impatient.

Rowan tried to speak, coughed, then cleared his
throat. “Yeah, these are the ones.” He squinted down at the pages.
“ ‘Green Sonata,’ ‘Grief in the Shadows,’ and ‘Magic Always Sings’
by Jesse Rhodes.” He looked up at his producer. “Never heard of
this guy.”

“Look at the fucking music and stop jerking me
around, for God’s sake, Rowan,” Jonathan spit out, clearly
exasperated. “I don’t give a flying fuck who the songwriter
is.”

Rowan sighed and shifted his weight. “Hmm.” He read
through the lyrics, adding the music in as he went. He could hear
this shit in his head as he turned the page, and fuck if it wasn’t
brilliant. “Shit.”

“Yeah?” Jonathan opened the bag and pulled out
a bagel, unwrapping it. “You like?”

Rowan started in on the second song, humming the
tune. “Fuck.” His erection throbbed. Something about this music had
his entire body lit up like a live wire. “This is good.”

“Thank fuck.” Jonathan took a big bite,
chewed, and then swallowed. “That song is now yours.”

Rowan frowned. “I don’t play other people’s
music.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes. “The guy writes music for
other people. That’s what songwriters do. You know this.” He took
another bite of his lunch.

“No songwriter writes songs for other people.
They write for themselves, and then sell the songs for money
because they need to eat.” He slumped on the sofa, skin still
buzzing with arousal and magic. “And pay rent. I should know.
That’s how I got started.”

Jonathan handed him a pumpernickel bagel, toasted
with cream cheese. “Eat. You can deal with your existential
creative crisis after lunch.”

Rowan took it from him and absently unwrapped it
while reading the last song. “This is the best one.” For some
reason, the lyrics were exactly what his magic felt like right now:
buzzed and electric, like energy dancing along his spine. He sat up
and started singing, bagel forgotten in his hand. When he reached
the end, he turned the page over, frowning when he saw the
signature. It looked familiar.

“You’re going to record that, right now,”
Jonathan said, snatching the bagel out of Rowan’s hands.

“I thought you wanted me to eat?” Rowan stared
at his producer.

Jonathan shook his head. “Not anymore.” He stood up
and dragged Rowan to the door of the sound room. “Get in there.” He
gave the singer a push.

Rowan stumbled over the threshold and then turned to
stare through the glass. His friend slammed the door, trapping him
inside. “You’re insane, you know that?” He glared at his
producer.

Jonathan waved by his ears, then hit a button. “You
realize I can’t hear you, right?” He pointed to the microphone.
“Stand there and sing, for fuck’s sake.”

Rowan sighed, trying to ignore the prickling of
energy still poking at his bones. “Fine.” He smoothed the papers
out on the music stand, then tapped the microphone. “Is this thing
on?”

Jonathan rolled his eyes. “Ready when you are.”

Rowan frowned down at the song, feeling some emotion
rising in him that he couldn’t understand.

“Dude. Start singing.” Jonathan gestured
impatiently at him.

“You want me to do this acapella?” Rowan knew
he was procrastinating, but he’d never felt like this before. It
was as if his entire life up until now was merely a rehearsal, and
then suddenly he’d been thrust out on stage and told to perform.
And I’m completely unprepared, he mused, running a thumb
over his lower lip. His cock was still half hard, and his magic
wasn’t fucking helping the matter, either.

“I know you can hear fucking music in your
head, Mr. Perfect Pitch,” Jonathan said, the tone of his voice
telling Rowan he was fast losing patience.

Rowan sighed, then cleared his throat. When he
looked up, Jonathan had three fingers up. Rowan nodded. The
producer counted down with his fingers, and when he’d folded the
last one down, Rowan sang.

****

Four hours later, Rowan threw himself down on the
leather sofa and tore into the bagel he hadn’t been able to eat
earlier.

“Holy fucking shit, this is fucking amazing,
Rowan,” Jonathan crowed, still fiddling with the mix on his
computer. “Do you hear this? It’s fucking lit.”

Rowan had to agree. After a half hour of singing,
he’d grabbed his acoustic guitar and started adding music. All
three songs were gorgeous, and he couldn’t help but feel a weird
stab of affection for whoever the songwriter was who’d sent them
in. “I still feel weird using those songs, though.”

Jonathan gave him the finger. “Too fucking bad.”

Rowan finished his bagel and swallowed down an
entire bottle of water. “We need more, though. Three songs aren’t
enough for an album.”

“An album?” Jonathan looked up, eyebrows
raised. “Whatever happened to ‘I don’t play other people’s music’?”
He air-quoted his words sarcastically.

Rowan scowled. “I don’t want other people’s music. I
want this songwriter’s music.”

Jonathan smirked. “His name is Jesse Rhodes.”

“Okay.” Rowan’s magic prickled. “So, we bring
him in. See what else he’s got.” He fidgeted with his water bottle.
“I wonder if he can sing, too?” he mused.

“Bring him in?” Jonathan stared at him. “You
do realize there’s this thing called email.” He rolled his eyes.
“Or I could call him. Or text him. Or do a video call.”

“All right, all right.” Rowan ran a hand down
his face, strangely disappointed. “Just … whatever. Get me some
more songs. There’s no way this guy doesn’t have more.”

Jonathan nodded. “Also, just so you know, I called
Esme. She’s on her way in.”

“What? Why?” Rowan frowned, wondering why his
producer had called his sister. Yeah, sure, she was his manager,
but… “The label doesn’t need the album today,” he said,
confused.

“Because I think you should put these out as
acoustic, that’s why. You’ve been making pop rock albums with all
the bells and whistles for years now.” Jonathan wandered into the
lounge area and sat down across from Rowan. “You need a new sound.
Part of your problem is that you’re burnt out and don’t even
realize it.”

“Trust me.” Rowan pursed his lips. “I realize
it.”

Jonathan shrugged. “Then you know I’m right.”

“Maybe.” Rowan tipped his head back and
massaged the palm of his left hand. “You realize that an acoustic
album is intimate. And these aren’t even my songs.”

“So?”

Rowan glared at his friend. “So, it’s going to feel
doubly weird singing these songs when I didn’t write them.” He dug
his thumb into his palm, willing the ache from guitar playing to
dissipate.

Jonathan eyed him for a moment. “Did you feel weird
singing them today?”

Rowan sighed. “No.” Which is just a total mind
fuck, he thought, knowing exactly where his producer was going
with this. Since when do I connect so deeply with someone else’s
work? Never, that’s when.

“Then what’s the problem?” Jonathan pulled out
his phone. “And it’s actually too late anyway, my friend. I sent a
video of you singing one of the songs to Esme, and she’s already
uploaded it to your social media accounts.” He stuck his phone on
the table between them and sat back, smiling smugly.

“What?” Rowan snatched the phone up. “Shit.”
He stared at himself singing on the tiny screen. His face flushed.
He usually couldn’t stand watching himself, but this was worse than
usual. Fuck. I look like I’m just about to fucking orgasm.
“I’m going to kill her,” he muttered, tossing the phone back
down.

“For what? Making sure your career doesn’t
tank?” Jonathan hit the “pause” button on the small screen. “This
video is pure gold, my friend.” He looked up, eyes serious. “I
haven’t seen you this immersed in your music in years.”

Rowan rubbed his eyes. “We didn’t even pay the
songwriter yet. Or get permission. Or anything. Jesus.”

“Dude.” Jonathan laughed. “I don’t know how
this is possible, but sometimes you forget how fucking famous you
are.” He lifted the folder of songs still piled on the table.
“People send me shit for you every freaking day. How do you not
know this? Getting you to play one of these songs is literally
their dream.”

Rowan twisted off the cap of his water bottle, then
sipped at it before replying. “I’m not that guy, Jon.” The truth
was, he didn’t feel famous. He’d never wanted to become the kind of
performer who was all ego and no soul. “I don’t think like that.
You know this.”

Jonathan nodded. “Yeah, I know. And that’s why I
love working with you, even when you’re a pain in the ass.”

Before Rowan could reply, someone flung the door
open so violently it hit the wall. Both men looked up.

Shit. Rowan stared at his sister and manager
who held her phone up triumphantly. “Esme—” he began, but she cut
him off.

“Rowan, this is the shit.” She strode
in grinning. “I’ve already shot off a copy to those assholes at the
label. You’re going to make them a fortune with an acoustic album
and these songs, so they can just fuck the hell off and stop
calling me every fucking day.”

“Wait, what? They’ve been calling you every
day?” Rowan sat up, sudden guilt gnawing at him.

Esme rolled her eyes. “Little brother, I love you,
but you’re a bit clueless at times.” She held up a hand before he
could speak. “Which is fine. I’m here to keep those bozos off your
back so you can make your music, but that means they call me
instead.” She kicked the door shut behind her and flopped down on
the sofa next to him. “And they’ve been calling me a
lot.”

“Shit, Esme. I’m sorry,” Rowan said, shaking
his head. “I had no idea.” He eyed his sister, taking in her dark
hair and hazel eyes. She was lovely, and they looked alike enough
that sometimes people thought they were twins even though she was
three years older than his thirty.

“I know you had no idea, because I didn’t tell
you on purpose.” She smiled crookedly. “I know how stress screws up
your process.”

Rowan scowled at her. “I’m not a fragile fucking
flower, Esme.”

Jonathan laughed. “Yeah, you kinda are, Rowan.”

Rowan glared at his producer. “Are the two of you
conspiring?” He glanced at his sister, not surprised to see her
sharing looks with his friend. “Shit.”

His sister’s phone binged, and she glanced at it,
then grinned. “It doesn’t matter if you’re a fucking flower or not,
bro, because the label loves this new song and wants to get it on
the radio like yesterday.” She looked at Jonathan. “And they like
the idea of an acoustic album, so we’ve got a go for that, too,
Jonathan. That was a fantastic idea.”

“Thank you, thank you. I’m brilliant, I know.”
Jonathan fake-bowed from his seat.

“Yesterday?” Rowan ignored his friend’s
antics. His brain hurt just trying to keep up with the two of them.
He still had a buzz from the music, and his magic hadn’t settled
down one iota, either. His fucking balls ached with the arousal
he’d been ignoring all afternoon. “What does that even mean? It
takes forever to release anything.” Rowan thought through all his
other song releases and they’d taken weeks to months after the
initial recording.

“Dude, the music business has changed. It’s
all streaming now. You need to keep up,” Esme said, typing
something on her phone. She looked at Jonathan. “How long will it
take to get a radio-clean version of that one song? ‘Green Sonata.’
Nothing fancy. Just an acoustic.”

Jonathan shrugged. “I can have it by tomorrow. It’s
a good thing Rowan’s a genius musician. The guitar track is already
done. I just need to tweak the vocals a bit so they’ll sound good
compressed for streaming.”

“Wait, what? Tomorrow?” Rowan stood up and
started pacing. “Are you guys serious right now?” He hadn’t even
memorized the lyrics yet. “This is crazy.”

“No, it’s good business,” Esme said, and then
she hugged her brother. “Look, you deserve this. You deserve all of
this.” She waved her hands at the studio, but Rowan knew she meant
his career.

He turned his back and looked into the sound booth,
knowing exactly what she meant. She’d lived the same childhood as
him, after all. “We’re not teens anymore, Esme.”

“I know, but that shit we went through sticks
like glue, as you know,” she told him. “I mean, isn’t that why
you’re not out? Because our dickhead father is such an asshole?
Best thing we ever did was get that restraining order on
him.”

Rowan’s shoulders went tight. “I don’t really want
to talk about it.” What did she know? She was straight. She hadn’t
had to deal with their old man like he did. He turned around and
pinned her with a glare.

She raised her eyebrows at him. “Letting your fans
know you swing both ways is not going to tank your career, Rowan.
If anything, it’ll help it. Queer sells now. It’s a thing.”

“First Jonathan says I need an
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