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        Pressure by Dark Signal

      

      

      Sound rises from the piano, raw, and unfiltered, like a confession blooming beneath my fingertips. The soundproofed walls drink in every note, guarding each secret I give away.

      Hayley hunches over the mixing board across the room, headphones half-on as she tweaks the sound in real time. She’s sacrificed more nights here than in her own home lately, abandoning two kids to their sitter while Finn, her husband, is on tour. She could be with her kids, but she’s here, giving her best to a brother still trying to prove he deserves it.

      “That bridge crashes too hard.” I yank at my hair until my scalp burns. “We need to…”

      The studio door swings open. Dylan strides in with his leather jacket slung over one shoulder, paired with a worn t-shirt and jeans ripped at the knees, tension radiating from him. Dark hair spills across his forehead in permanent bedhead. He looks more like he’s headed to a basement punk show than running Stonewall Records. Only the custom Rolex peeking from beneath his sleeve betrays his corporate status, a gift from his fathers when he took over the company.

      “Hey.” I nod without lifting my hands from the keys. “Didn’t expect you here this late.”

      “I need to let off steam,” Dylan replies, stepping inside. His voice carries a sharp edge. “Mind if I join?”

      “Be my guest.” I gesture toward the drum kit in the corner. Heat crawls up my neck. Another witness to my creative stalemate. “Your timing works. I need a second opinion from someone without genetic obligation.” My gaze slides toward Hayley.

      She spins in her chair and rolls her eyes. Hayley’s effortlessly cool in worn jeans and a vintage concert tee despite pushing forty. Her blonde hair falls in waves around a face that could’ve graced magazine covers like her model mother once did. Clear blue eyes are the only feature we share besides Dad’s stubborn jaw. She’s an amazing producer, having escaped the spotlight years ago, trading red carpets for soundboards. My half-sister understands the weight of the O’Donnell name better than me, growing up when our dad was at the height of his career. Which also meant she had a front-row seat to his turbulent years.

      “Dylan! Thank God. Maybe you can talk sense into him. He’s recorded twelve tracks of pure genius and refuses to perform any of it live,” Hayley says.

      My gut twists and my heart rate spikes as a familiar tightness wraps around my chest.

      “I haven’t refused,” I protest, the half-truth tasting bitter. “I’m just… considering my options.”

      “For what, the next decade?” Hayley quips.

      Dylan drops into the chair by the mixing board.

      I leave the piano behind and cross to my guitar, where it rests in a stand in the corner. The muscles in my shoulders relax as soon as my hands wrap around the neck, settling the familiar weight across my lap. Some instruments demand reverence, like the piano with its history and gravitas. But this guitar? My dad’s old Fender is an extension of me just as much as it was for him. A weapon and a shield all at once.

      My fingers find a progression without permission—the same handful of chords I’ve been circling for weeks, a melody that showed up one morning with the smell of sunscreen and salt water and hasn’t left. I shut it down before it takes shape. Some songs aren’t ready to exist outside of my head, and this one belongs to someone who doesn’t know I’m writing it for her.

      “The board’s been asking about your album for months now,” Dylan says.

      My jaw tightens. I’ve been signed with Stonewall with nothing to show for it so far. The thought of releasing these songs, these pieces of my soul, makes my breath stutter. A weight settles in my chest at the idea of every note being measured against an impossible standard.

      “Now play me something from this allegedly genius album,” Dylan says, breaking through my spiraling thoughts.

      I hesitate, then sigh. Hayley takes my silence as permission and leans forward to hit a button on the console.

      The studio fills with a haunting piano line. The melody floats ethereally before the distorted guitars crash in like a tidal wave. My voice, processed through layers of effects that Hayley masterfully engineered, shifts from ghostly whispers to soaring choruses. I close my eyes, letting the music wash over me. In these moments, everything slows to a manageable pace.

      When the last note fades, there’s a beat of silence.

      “That’s… incredible,” Dylan finally says.

      Something loosens in my chest. Dylan doesn’t offer praise lightly, especially not when there are business implications.

      “Told you,” Hayley says triumphantly. “The choir sample in the bridge and the layered voice modulation took it to another level.”

      “The low-end distortion hits perfectly,” Dylan adds. “The production is half of what makes this work.”

      I run a hand through my hair. The pressure builds again, crushing the momentary relief. “It’s different in a studio. No eyes watching, no expectations. The second I step on a stage…” Music has always quieted the noise, but I don’t know if I can handle being on that stage, losing my anonymity. The spotlight will suffocate me. “I want to have the kind of connection you can only have with a live performance, but not as me.”

      “You can’t hide in here forever,” Dylan says, leaning back in his chair. “This music deserves to be heard.”

      “It’s not about hiding,” I say quietly.

      Dylan nods, understanding in his eyes. “Actually, I might have a solution.”

      I sit up straighter, willing to hear him out.

      “You’d wear a mask. No one would know it’s you,” he says.

      I roll my eyes. “Are you fucking serious? A mask?”

      Dylan scoffs. “Not like, a Halloween mask, but something more artistic. Leave the lower half of your face exposed so you can still sing but hide your eyes. No one will know who you are.”

      “Hmm, that’s not a bad idea,” Hayley says, folding her arms over her chest.

      “You can’t be serious,” I groan.

      “I mean, think about it,” Dylan continues. “It would be weird, but weird can be good. Weird gets attention.”

      “Weird gets mocked,” I counter.

      “Or it becomes your trademark,” Dylan challenges. “A hook that lets people focus on the music instead of the name, just like you wanted.”

      “So what, I show up in a mask and hope they don’t laugh me off stage?” I ask, but there’s less resistance in my voice now.

      “Not just a mask. An entire persona. Something mysterious. Silent Revenant.” He motions with his hands like displaying it on a billboard.

      “You’re actually serious about this.” I laugh, but not dismissively.

      “Deadly,” Dylan confirms. “The mystery would be part of the appeal.”

      I strum a few contemplative chords, letting the idea settle. “And what would this artistic mask look like?”

      “Musical notation flowing across it,” Dylan muses, “like the notes are literally part of your face. Sound waves etched into the surface, something that feels like an extension of the music rather than just a disguise.”

      “That’s… actually not terrible,” I admit, the spark in my chest growing brighter. The possibility of freedom from expectation unfurls inside me. A chance to let the music stand on its own merit. And I would remain out of any headlines.

      I’m not completely sold yet.

      “Well, I can’t take full credit,” he says sheepishly. “It was Morgan’s idea.”

      “Morgan? How am I gonna be anonymous if everyone knows?” I throw my hands up.

      “Relax, she doesn’t know it was you. But that brings up a good point. We’d have to keep this close, only those that need to know, keeps it from getting out,” he says.

      I look to Hayley for confirmation because I trust her judgment. “Could work.” She shrugs.

      I consider the possibilities as the weight in my chest lifts slightly. “Stella and the guys might actually go for this. We’ve only been playing together officially for what, six months? And only in the studio. It’s not like we have some established image to protect.”

      “The board would eat it up too,” Dylan adds. “Mystery sells, and it solves our problem. You get to play without the pressure, and Stonewall gets a potentially viral new act.”

      For the next twenty minutes, we bounce around ideas. The aesthetic, backstory, potential venues. My leg bounces beneath the console, adrenaline pumping through me. For the first time in months, the prospect of playing live doesn’t turn my stomach inside out.

      The mask wouldn’t be a gimmick; it would be freedom. Freedom to be me.
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        Way Out by Nicolina

      

      

      “What are you doing in here so early?” Mom’s familiar voice causes me to straighten, vertebrae popping in satisfying succession along my spine.

      “Couldn’t sleep.” The excuse rings hollow even to my ears. The truth sits heavier: Maggie’s impending departure carves a hole in my chest no amount of manual labor fills. “The stalls need to be cleaned for the new guy.”

      Mom approaches with two steaming mugs, her faded jeans and flannel shirt, unable to hide the kind of beauty that has nothing to do with effort. At forty, she still draws eyes whenever we go into town, something I’ve watched happen my entire life. The same blonde hair and blue eyes as me, but somehow on her they look elegant, perfectly styled even when she’s mucking stalls. I got the basic template but missed whatever magic ingredient transforms those features into something worthy of attention.

      “Drink before you collapse.” She hands over the mug, the ceramic warm against my calloused palms.

      “Thanks.” I blow a bit of the steam from the mug. “How’s the grant paperwork coming along?”

      Mom’s fingers brush a wisp of hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear with practiced ease. “It’s coming,” she sighs.

      The coffee scalds my tongue the minute I take a sip, but I welcome the caffeine jolt through my veins.

      She leans against the stall door just as the sound of tires on gravel draws her attention, and she pushes off the beam. “Sounds like our new arrival is here.”

      I abandon my coffee and follow her out of the barn to the waiting truck and trailer.

      Dad strides across the yard from the house grumbling. His tall, broad frame moves with purpose. The familiar crease forms between his brows, the one that appears whenever we bring another project horse home.

      I’m already scanning the trailer for signs of what we’re dealing with—height of the kick marks, position of the tie points, whether they’ve used a butt bar.

      “Joey.” He steps closer, shoulders tensing as he eyes the trailer. “Transport guys are paid to handle the dangerous ones.”

      I straighten, meeting his concerned gaze with steady eyes. “I’ve got this, Dad.”

      The crease deepens, but he gives a slight nod.

      The transport driver climbs down from the cab, clipboard in hand, face grim beneath a weathered ball cap. “Fair warning, he’s rough. Nearly took my head off just to get him in the trailer.”

      I hear Dad grumble beside me.

      When the ramp lowers with a metallic groan, the unmistakable scent of neglect hits first, sharp and sour.

      His ribs protrude like accusatory fingers beneath a dull, patchy coat. But his eyes are what guts me. Wild terror swims in the bloodshot pools, whites showing as he fights against restraints with desperate abandon.

      “Christ,” Dad breathes beside me, moving protectively closer. We see this on the regular but it never fails to shock us.

      My movements are slow and deliberate. “Hey there,” I whisper gently, keeping my hands visible. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you here.”

      His ears pin flat against his skull, nostrils flaring with each panicked breath. Scars crisscross his flanks in a roadmap of cruelty.

      “Round pen first,” I say quietly to the driver. “He needs space to decompress.”

      We release him into the round pen, where he explodes into the space as if shot from a cannon. His hooves churn the dirt, body twisting in furious bucking against imaginary enemies. I observe his frantic circling, waiting as he eventually slows, sides heaving with exhaustion.

      When he finally stops, he positions himself in the corner furthest from us, head high, muscles coiled.

      “Project horse,” Mom states, appearing at my side.

      I rest my hands on the round pen’s cool metal rail. “Aren’t they all?” I knock my shoulder into hers. I may have my dad’s quiet disposition, but the instinct and nature to work with horses comes entirely from my mom.

      The horse watches me from his corner, ears flicking toward my movements.

      Dad’s hand settles on my shoulder. “Give him room to breathe. Go check on Maggie to make sure she’s ready. Her ride will be here soon.”

      I flash him a smile, and then give the horse one last look, noting how his ears track my movement as I head toward the house, despite his effort to appear disinterested.

      Inside the bedroom Maggie and I have shared our entire lives, she kneels amid a hurricane of discarded clothing, cramming items into an already bulging duffel. Typical Maggie, known about this trip for weeks but packing twenty minutes before her ride arrives.

      “Where are my platform boots?” Maggie asks, digging inside the closet while pieces of clothing fly out.

      “What do you need platform boots for? You’re filming, not joining a rave,” I tease, dropping down onto the bed.

      Maggie’s head pokes out from the closet glaring at me. “Yeah, I’m filming but I don’t need to look the part,” she grumbles.

      “Oh, I see.” I smile at her. “You want to look hot for the rock star you’re filming.”

      “Ha! Because that’s where you’re wrong. I have one rule. No rock stars. They’re trouble.”

      She had that the other way around. We both knew it but I wasn’t gonna say that to her face.

      “How’s the new horse? I heard the trailer pull up. Score!” A pair of platform boots fly out of the closet, nearly missing my head.

      “He’s a handful, bucking around that round pen tiring himself out,” I scoff. “He’s gonna need a lot of work.”

      “Translation: you’re already in love with him.” She tries and fails to zip up her duffel.

      “You seriously aren’t taking any of this?” I survey the mess carpeting our floor.

      Where my existence centers on practical jeans and sensible boots, Maggie embodies indie rock rebellion: ripped fishnets under cutoffs, combat boots, and a vintage band tee artfully slashed to expose one shoulder.

      “Three months on a tour bus with five sweaty musicians. I’m packing light.” She blows a strand of blonde hair from her eyes, the shoulder-length mess already escaping its halfhearted ponytail. “Besides, this stuff,”—she picks up a pair of artfully distressed denim—“graduated from the Joey Archive to the Maggie Collection. It’s called fashion evolution.”

      “Those jeans were mine?”

      “Were being the key term.” She holds up a threadbare vintage tee with strategic holes and then tosses it at me. Like I would ever wear it. “I’m doing you a favor. You dress like someone who gets eight hours of sleep and has a 401k. It’s alarming.”

      “I need my sleep. I have to get up by dawn and…”

      She levels me with a glare. “My point exactly.”

      I scoff, waving a hand in her direction. The room quiets, and it’s a potent reminder of Maggie’s impending departure.

      “Are you gonna be okay?” she asks.

      “Of course,” I fake a smile. “I have the new horse and the volunteers are coming this weekend. Not to mention helping Mom with the anniversary party…” I trail off.

      Maggie’s gaze narrows, reading me with twin precision. “You’re not fooling anyone, Joey. You look like you’re about to throw up.”

      Her assessment hits too close. The knot in my stomach tightens with each minute that brings her departure closer. Behind her smartass comments and easy shrugs, the slight tremor in her hands betrays her. She feels it too, she just hides it better.

      “Velvet Drift can’t be that bad,” I say, redirecting. “Dylan must see something in them.”

      “Please. They’re one step above a garage band with connections.” She tries and fails to zip the duffel again. “When’s the last time you did something that didn’t involve hay and horse shit?”

      The comment stings more than it should. “I’m not boring. I’m responsible,” I say with indignation.

      “Same diagnosis, different prescription.” A balled-up sock flies at my head. “Your idea of living dangerously is sorting the recycling wrong. Live a little, Joey! You’re twenty going on seventy-five.”

      The accusation lands like a splinter under my skin, small but impossible to ignore. Am I really living, or just existing in the safe little box I’ve created? I stare at my hands, calloused from rope and reins, wondering what else they could be doing, who else they could be touching. My mouth opens to defend myself, but no words emerge.

      “That’s what I thought,” she says, voice softening around the edges. “I love you, but sometimes I worry you’re out here playing horse whisperer while the rest of us actually live.”

      “I’m doing what I love.”

      “Are you? How would you know when you’ve never done anything else?” She shoves a camera lens into its padded case. “What if there’s something out there that would make your heart race instead of just keeping it safe?”

      A horn blares from the driveway.

      “That’s my ride.” She checks her phone, slings her overstuffed duffel over one shoulder, and grabs her camera bag. At the doorway, something shifts in her expression, vulnerability flashing across features usually animated by confidence.

      “This is weird, right?” Her voice drops to a whisper. “Us not being together?”

      Something twists behind my ribs, a physical ache spreading from sternum to throat. We’ve shared a bedroom our entire lives—twin beds on opposite walls, her side an artistic disaster zone, mine ordered and precise.

      This separation tears through our lifelong connection.

      “Super weird,” I admit, voice sandpaper-rough. “But it’s just for the summer, right?” I let out a halfhearted laugh. This isn’t just for the summer and we both know it. When Maggie’s done with the tour there’ll be another job. And I’ll still be here.

      She nods, a muscle jumping in her jaw as she swallows.

      “Who’s going to steal my clothes and return them with mysterious stains?” I ask.

      “Who’s going to lecture me about leaving wet towels on the floor?” she counters.

      The weight of our shared history hangs between us. Then she drops her bags and pulls me into a fierce hug. I bury my face in her hair, my lungs filling with coconut shampoo and cherry lip gloss.

      “I’m going to miss your boring ass,” she murmurs against my shoulder, voice uncharacteristically thick.

      “I’m going to miss your smart mouth,” I whisper back, blinking against the burn behind my eyelids.

      The ridiculous thing about twins: when she leaves, half of me goes with her. Who am I when I’m just Joey, not Joey-and-Maggie?

      She pulls back, hands gripping my shoulders, face composed but her eyes suspiciously bright. “Promise me something?”

      “What?”

      “While I’m gone, do one thing that scares you. One thing that isn’t safe or planned or predictable,” she says, which I wasn’t expecting.

      My eyes roll, grateful for the return to normal. “Like what? Rob a bank?”

      “Don’t be dramatic. I mean, go out. Meet someone. Have crazy, spontaneous sex with a hot stranger. Preferably one with tattoos and questionable life choices.”

      “Maggie!” My gaze darts toward the hallway, mortification heating my cheeks.

      “What? You’re twenty, not dead.” Her wicked grin stretches wide. “Just because you’re still carrying a torch for Jesse O’Donnell doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “I am not.” The words hiss through clenched teeth, face flaming. “That was years ago.”

      Maggie taps her temple with two fingers. “You can’t hide anything from me. Twin telepathy.” She wiggles her fingers mysteriously between our faces.

      I giggle despite my irritation. “There’s no such thing.”

      “True,” she concedes with a shrug, “but your diary from high school should be classified as a tragic women’s fiction novel.”

      “It was not,” I start, outraged, but the horn blares again, longer and more insistent. There’s never enough time to say goodbye.

      Expression softening, she squeezes my hand. “Promise me. One unpredictable thing.”
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        Emergence by Sleep Token

      

      

      “You’re out of your fucking mind.”

      Tommy’s voice ricochets off the concrete walls as he stares at the contents of the case Dylan just flipped open. He drops his drumsticks onto the snare with a crack.

      Graffiti crawls up the walls, a symphony of tags beneath leaking pipes. The floor vibrates with perfect acoustics; the only reason Dylan chose this shithole for our rehearsal space. No connection to Stonewall. Complete anonymity.

      “You already agreed to this,” I remind Tommy, guitar hanging heavy across my shoulder as my pulse hammers against my throat. “We’ve been planning this for weeks.”

      “Agreeing to something in theory is different than—.” Tommy gestures wildly at the masks nestled in black velvet. “This is some creepy cult shit. We look like we’re about to sacrifice virgins, not play music.”

      Stella leans forward from her bass stool, eyes flashing with mischief. “Oh perfect, Tommy. We finally found a use for you.”

      “Don’t worry, Sugar Tits, I’ll be gentle,” Tommy teases.

      “No need to be gentle,” Luke says, “this one has more miles than my Corolla.”

      “Fuck off,” Stella gives her brother a hard enough push that he stumbles into his keyboard, then turns to Tommy. “And stop calling me Sugar Tits.”

      “It’s a term of endearment,” Tommy feigns disappointment.

      “Endear this.” She holds up her middle finger.

      “She definitely wants to fuck me,” Tommy says to me, and I shake my head.

      “Can we all pay attention?” Dylan scolds, arms crossed, clearly not in the mood for any of our theatrics. “The concept was clear from day one. We’re launching Silent Revenant tonight as an anonymous collective.”

      “Yeah, but,”—Tommy runs a hand through his long hair, frustration radiating from his rigid posture—“now that it’s up close and in my face, I’m having serious second thoughts.”

      “Says every woman who’s been with you when you flick on the light,” Stella says.

      Tommy puts a hand over his heart. “I’m wounded. You know I’ve been saving myself for you.”

      Stella rolls her eyes and then turns her attention to the case. “Stop being such a drama queen, Tommy. These look fucking incredible.”

      The door to the rehearsal space swings open before Tommy can respond. Rachel strides in, tablet clutched against her chest like a shield, expression suggesting she’d rather be anywhere else. “Your wardrobe is here,” she announces, gesturing to the metal garment rack she’s wheeling in, black clothing hanging in precise order. “And for the record, I draw the line at helping any of you into leather pants. That’s outside my job description—and my pay grade.” She gives Dylan a pointed look.

      Dylan raises an eyebrow. “Thank you, Rachel.”

      Luke turns the mask over in his hands. “Comfortable?”

      “Breathable,” Dylan confirms. “And they won’t interfere with singing or visibility, but no one can see your eyes.”

      Rachel flips through screens on her tablet. “After extensive testing by yours truly, I can confirm you won’t suffocate on stage.” She wiggles her eyebrows. Dylan rolls his eyes. “Though,” she adds with a pointed look at Tommy, “some of you might benefit from less oxygen to the brain.”

      “You’re hot in a MILF kinda way.” Tommy says, and then he turns his attention to Stella. “But I promise, my dick only has eyes for Sugar Tits.” He winks.

      “That’s disturbing.” Stella walks away.

      “Keep your dick away from my sister,” Luke says.

      “Tonight is about the music,” I say, confidence threading through my voice for the first time. “Once we start playing, they’re gonna forget all about the masks.” Music in its purest form, without anything getting in the way.

      Tommy paces in front of his drum kit. “I’ve spent years building a reputation in this scene. People come to shows because they know me, know what I can do.”

      Stella steps forward, but I stop her with a look. I set my guitar down carefully and face him. “Remember why we started this band in the first place?”

      “To play music, not to join a fucking masquerade,” Tommy snaps.

      “No,” I say quietly, but with enough conviction that everyone goes still. “Because when the four of us played together that first night, something clicked. Something that had nothing to do with who we were or where we came from. It was the sound.”

      Tommy looks away, but I can see his resistance wavering.

      “The masks aren’t about hiding,” I continue. “They’re about removing everything that gets between the music and the audience. It’s not about self-recognition, it’s about recognition for the music.”

      Tommy runs a hand through his hair. “Fine,” he mutters finally. “But if anyone laughs⁠—”

      “Then we’ll drown them out,” Luke interjects, surprising us all.

      Stella rolls her eyes, already adjusting the straps on her mask. “Since when do you care what people think anyway? You wore a tie-dyed jumpsuit to that dive bar opening last month.”

      “That was a fashion choice,” Tommy argues. “And you said it looked sexy.” He winks.

      “I said you looked sketchy,” she says.

      “It had one of the holes in the front for easy access in case you wanted a quickie in the bathroom,” Tommy motions to his crotch and chases Stella around the room. She lets out a high-pitched laugh when he catches her around the waist.

      “Stop touching my sister with your grubby hands,” Luke warns.

      Tommy sets her down, backing away from Luke. “That’s no way to talk to your future brother-in-law.”

      Luke groans.

      “In your dreams, Loverboy,” Stella quips.

      “Every night, baby.”

      “The venue is perfect,” Dylan says, bringing us back to the plan. “Dark as hell, intimate stage setup. No one who matters in the industry will be there, which means you can make mistakes without consequences. Tonight is just about testing the concept, seeing if the music connects.”

      He pulls out his phone, swiping through his screens. “We have a strict protocol for arrival and departure. Masks on before you exit the vehicle, masks stay on until you’re back inside. No interacting with fans afterward.”

      Tommy tucks his mask under his arm. “The whole secret agent routine seems excessive if this is just a one-off.”

      “We have to think ahead, look at the big picture,” Dylan counters, his tone serious. “Protocol, always. No one breaks it. If you’re in, you’re in. This is why we had all of you sign NDAs.”

      “Fine, I get it.” Tommy spins a drumstick between his fingers. “But if this bombs, I reserve the right to say I told you so, loudly and repeatedly.”

      “If it bombs, we drop it,” I promise. “We’ll figure something else out.”

      Tommy points the mask at Stella. “And I can find another use for this.” He gives her a wink and she returns it with a look of disgust.
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      “Jesus,” Luke murmurs beside me, adjusting his mask for the dozenth time. “Did you expect this many people?”

      I shake my head, mouth too dry for words. My fingers tap against the guitar neck: pointer, middle, ring, pinkie, then reverse. The mask sits heavy against my skin, simultaneously a barrier and a promise of freedom.

      Stella bumps her shoulder against mine, already vibrating with pre-show energy. “You good?”

      I manage a nod, focusing on breathing. In for three, out for three. The rhythm steadies my pulse, grounds me in my body.

      She squeezes my arm, understanding without needing explanation.

      Tommy paces behind us, drumsticks tapping restlessly against his thigh. The mask hasn’t improved his mood.

      Dylan approaches from the wings, practically bouncing on his toes.

      “How did you manage to get this many people here on such short notice?” Luke asks, peering through the door.

      “The buzz is insane,” Dylan reports. “People are already curious about who this mystery band could be. Everyone wants to be the first to discover something new.”

      The ceiling tiles above me blur, twelve across, sixteen deep.

      “Just wait until they actually hear you play.” His grin stretches wide. “No names, no backstory. Pure mystique.”

      Rachel tucks her tablet under her arm. “Security knows the exit protocol. Cars are waiting at the back entrance. Absolutely no mingling after the show.” She taps a pen to Tommy’s mask. “And for God’s sake, don’t talk to anyone.”

      Closing my eyes, I tap the familiar quiet rhythm against my guitar strings again: pointer, middle, ring, pinkie, reverse, focusing on the subtle vibration under my fingertips.

      Stella grabs my shoulders, turning me to face her. “Look at me.” Her voice cuts through the growing static in my head. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “They hate it. They laugh. They film it, and it goes viral as the biggest disaster in music history.” The words tumble out, thoughts racing faster than I can process.

      A snort of laughter escapes her. “And if that happens?”

      “My career ends before it starts.”

      “No,” she says firmly. “If that happens, we play another show somewhere else. And another after that. Until someone gets it.” Her fingers tighten on my shoulders. “You’re too talented to fail, Jesse. The mask just lets you prove it without all the baggage.”

      Rachel appears at my elbow. “Don’t fuck this up,” she says loudly.

      “Great, thanks,” I say dejectedly.

      Dylan claps a hand on my shoulder. “Ready to become someone else?”

      “Ready to become myself,” I correct him quietly.

      We take our positions in the darkness of the stage, hearing the whispers from the crowd. My heart thunders so loudly I’m certain it’s audible over the PA system. The mask presses against my skin, simultaneously confining and liberating.

      The crowd noise fades to expectant murmurs. Through the darkness, I find my mark, guitar a familiar weight against my body.

      Stella’s fingers coax the opening bass line. When the lights go up confused murmurs ripple through the audience. Someone laughs nervously. A few heads turn toward the bar, as if checking whether they’ve had too much to drink. No one seems quite sure how to react to the masked figures emerging from darkness.

      The confusion grows, whispers turning into questions. “What the hell is this?” someone stage-whispers loudly enough to carry.

      Tommy’s drums crash in with perfect precision despite his misgivings. The rhythm section locks together, building tension that stretches taut across the room. The audience’s bewilderment slowly begins to shift, curiosity replacing their initial confusion as they realize this is intentional, not some bizarre mistake.

      Guitar slung low, I stand motionless as the crowd’s confusion peaks. Someone wolf-whistles. Someone else laughs.

      The moment stretches, a knife’s edge between disaster and triumph.

      I close my eyes behind the mask and let my fingers find the opening riff. The first notes ring out, and something miraculous happens. My mind, which moments ago raced with a thousand fragmented thoughts, narrows to this single moment. The melody builds, until the moment arrives for my voice to join the instruments.

      Thanks to Luke’s vocal processing through his synth rig, as well as hiding my real voice from exposing me, it layers the harmonies with Stella, adding an ethereal reverb, and weaving in electronic textures. The sound that we’ve perfected becomes haunting and atmospheric.

      Behind the mask, I’m not thinking about failure or judgment or everything that’s wrong in my head. I’m just the music, pure and uncompromised.

      Sound waves ripple against my skin like physical touches. Each chord progression anchors me deeper into the moment, wiping the static from my brain and replacing it with perfect clarity. The crowd surges forward, pulled by something they recognize but can’t name: authenticity.

      I move across the stage toward Stella for the bridge, and she matches my energy instantly. She’s got a voice like an angel, the mouth of a trucker, and can destroy a bass unlike anyone I’ve met. Our instruments converse while our bodies mirror each other’s movements. She smiles, giving me the confidence I need to just let loose.

      As we progress through the set, our connection deepens. Notes flowing into each other, spaces between songs filled with a tension that builds rather than dissipates. The masks don’t hide us, they reveal us, stripping away everything but the pure language of music.

      The forty-minute set ends not with the frenzied reaction of superfans, but the satisfied appreciation of people who’ve discovered something moderately interesting and maybe a little unexpectedly good.

      Backstage, we stand in stunned silence. Sweat rolls down my chest, the adrenaline still coursing through me. Tommy reaches up to pull his mask off, but Rachel slaps his hand away.

      “Not until we’re in the car,” she hisses.

      “Hey!” Tommy protests, rubbing his hand. “I can’t fucking breathe.”

      Stella bounces on her toes beside me, barely containing the energy vibrating through her. She bumps her hip against mine hard enough to knock me sideways.

      “Told you,” she says, giving her ass a little shake.

      “Baby, you know what that does to me,” Tommy says. “Especially wearing that mask. It’s making me all hot.”

      “Huh, I guess covering up your face does make you more attractive,” she quips.

      “That was solid,” Dylan interrupts. “Genuine interest. They’re curious.”

      Rachel checks her tablet. “The cars are waiting. Oh, and there’s already some positive comments online.”

      Tommy’s voice comes muffled behind his mask. “You’re telling me that worked? They actually liked us?”

      “If this comment is any indication of your success,”—her voice raises in a valley girl-like accent—“okay but like, why do they look like they’re about to sacrifice someone to the music gods?”

      “See, I fucking told you,” Tommy spouts.

      Rachel glares at him and he closes his mouth. “Also, the singer’s voice wrecked me a little, and I’m not dealing with it yet.” she continues to read with deadpan delivery.

      Tommy tries to lean over her shoulder to read. “Anything about the drummer in there?”

      Rachel scrolls down with deliberate slowness. “Oh, here we go. ‘The drummer has serious premature problems, like he rushes every beat and finishes way too early. Bet this guy’s the type who thinks thirty seconds counts as foreplay.’”

      Tommy’s mouth falls open. “What the fuck,” 

      “Wait, there’s more,” Rachel continues with obvious satisfaction. “‘Zero rhythm, no stamina, and clearly doesn’t know how to make anything climax properly. Feel sorry for any girl who has to fake it through his performances.’”

      Luke dissolves into laughter while Stella covers her face, shoulders shaking with suppressed giggles. 

      Tommy snatches the phone from Rachel’s hands. “That can’t be real. Who the fuck,” His eyes scan the screen. “@sugartits69.”

      His head whips toward Stella, who’s crossing her legs, laughing so hard tears stream down her face. “You little,” Tommy drops the phone and lunges for her. 

      “Tommy, no!” Stella shrieks, but she’s laughing too hard to run effectively. He catches her easily, slinging her over his shoulder like a sack of flour. 

      “I’ll show you how to climax properly, Sugar Tits,” he growls, heading toward the door. 

      “Put me down! I’m gonna pee my pants!” Stella screams, pounding on his back while still giggling uncontrollably. 

      “Jesus, quit playing with my sister!” Luke shouts, but he’s laughing too hard to sound threatening. 

      “Everyone stop!” Dylan barks. “Cars are waiting. Don’t make me—” He stops mid-sentence, running both hands through his hair. “Jesus Christ, I sound like someone’s dad. Don’t make me be the dad! I’m twenty-four fucking years old!”

      “They liked the music,” I interrupt him, still riding the high of the performance. “The masks just got them to listen. We need to step it up next time.”

      I can’t stop the grin spreading beneath my mask. For the first time in my life, I played without the crushing weight of expectation.

      And I’m already addicted to the freedom.
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      I pull on my worn jeans and work boots, tying my hair back in a loose ponytail and fitting it through the hole in the back of my ball cap. The kitchen is quiet this early. I grab an apple from the bowl on the counter, polishing it against my shirt as I step outside.

      The air hangs heavy with salt from the nearby Pacific, mingling with the earthy scent of horses and hay. My boots kick up familiar dust as I cross the yard toward the barn, the path so worn I could walk it blindfolded. A row of sunflowers stands sentinel along the pasture fence, their broad faces already turning to follow the morning light.

      Inside the barn, the temperature drops ten degrees under the high ceiling. The new horse’s stall sits at the far end. An isolation protocol for new arrivals, especially ones as unpredictable as this one. His ears pin back the moment I approach, nostrils flaring in alarm.

      “Easy,” I murmur, keeping my voice low and steady. “Just checking on you.”

      He responds by kicking over his water bucket, the contents soaking into the stall bedding. Perfect. I grab the hose from the aisle, stretching it toward the stall, keeping my movements as slow and as non-threatening as I can.

      “That’s quite the tantrum.” I keep my distance. He backs up to the far side, watching me, huffing through his nostrils as if that would deter me. “You’re pretty dramatic, aren’t you?”

      His coat darkens where perspiration soaks through, not quite black but a stormy gray that darkens around his legs and muzzle. When he shifts, silver hairs scatter throughout his coat like frozen lightning in dark clouds.

      His ears swivel forward, head lowering slightly to study me with suspicious interest. For the briefest moment, our eyes lock, and I feel it, that fragile thread of connection forming.

      “You remind me of Pete Townshend. He used to smash perfectly good guitars for no reason.” I right the bucket and refill the water.

      He stares at me stubbornly.

      “Townshend it is, then.” I make a note on the chart. “Suits your dramatic personality.”

      He stamps once, as if insulted by the assessment, while I place a scoop of morning breakfast consisting of oats, barley, corn and supplements into his feed container.

      He doesn’t knock it over like he did the other morning.

      After everyone’s had their breakfast, I turn out a couple of the horses in the pasture, clean up the stalls and check the feed inventory. A run to the feed store is needed.

      The route to Parker’s winds along coastal cliffs, offering glimpses of blue that stretch forever. Salt hangs heavy in the air, mingling with eucalyptus and sun-warmed asphalt. The ocean sparkles below, white-tipped waves breaking against the shoreline in hypnotic rhythm. On particularly clear days, I can sometimes spot the distant silhouette of Catalina Island on the horizon, but this morning’s slight marine haze keeps it hidden.

      I pull into the parking lot of Parker’s Feed & Tack, the suspension protesting as I navigate around a particularly vicious pothole.

      The bell jingles as I push through the door, my boots leaving dusty prints on the worn wooden floor.

      “Joey Morgan.” Mr. Parker nods over his reading glasses. “Usual order’s already pulled. I can load it for you.”

      “Thanks,” I say, heading toward the stockroom. “We’re low on joint supplement too.”

      “Got it,” he says, heading into the back while I head toward the custom leather halters near the register, the ones on display for tourists and horse hobbyists. But I can’t help the pull of rhinestones. I’m a girl, what can I say.

      Impractical and gaudy.

      I trace the butter-soft leather of a bright pink halter with a brass nameplate anyway, the kind that costs more than a month’s worth of hay.

      Reality hits like cold water. This is my life. While Maggie’s out documenting rock stars and living her dreams, I’m fantasizing about halters. I drop my hand and step away from the display.

      The bell jingles again, and in walks Becca Edwards, with her long brown hair sporting purple streaks, and wearing a halter top with tiny denim shorts. Despite being indoors, she’s wearing oversized designer sunglasses that hide half her face, and she stifles a yawn as she pushes them up onto her head. Behind her, a tall girl with a buzz cut follows, keys jingling from a carabiner on the belt loop of her skinny jeans. I try to turn away but I’m not quick enough.

      “Joey Morgan? Oh my God, it is you!”

      “Becca.” I plaster on a smile, trying to place when we last spoke. Junior year? Senior? We’d shared a few classes but occupied entirely different social circles, hers firmly planted in the drama department, mine nonexistent beyond Maggie.

      “It’s been forever,” Becca gushes, gesturing to her companion. “You remember Zoe? We’re roommates at SDU. Isn’t that awesome?”

      “Yeah.” I fake enthusiasm. “What brings you to the feed store?” I ask, desperate to make this encounter as short as possible.

      Becca rolls her eyes dramatically, sweeping her hand through the air with theatrical flair. “My mom sent me on a thrilling quest for organic plant food. Something about her precious tomatoes needing special nutrients.” She holds up the bag. “Apparently the fancy garden center was closed.”

      “Becca’s mom thinks we have nothing better to do than run her errands,” Zoe adds. She checks her phone for the third time in thirty seconds.

      “God, it’s so early I can barely function,” Becca groans, massaging her temple. “But when Queen Mother commands, I obey. She’s paying my tuition, so…” She shrugs with exaggerated resignation. “Small price for freedom, I guess.”

      I nod politely, already calculating how quickly I can load the truck and escape.

      “So where’s Maggie?” Becca asks, glancing around as if my twin might be hiding behind a display of mineral blocks. “You two were attached at the hip in high school.”

      “She’s on tour with Velvet Drift,” I say, trying to keep the note of abandonment out of my voice. “She’s documenting their summer tour for a film project.”

      “God, you must be going through withdrawals,” Becca laughs. “You two couldn’t even go to separate classes without texting constantly.”

      The comment stings more than it should. Was I really that co-dependent?

      “That sounds like such an incredible opportunity,” Zoe says, suddenly animated, slipping her phone into her back pocket. “Getting to follow a band on tour, capturing all those intimate moments most people never see. My cousin works sound at The Troubadour and says it’s a completely different world backstage.”

      “That’s so Maggie,” Becca says, admiration dripping from every word. “Always doing the coolest things. Remember when she convinced everyone in our senior year to wear black armbands to protest the cancellation of the arts program, then got the local news to cover it? Principal Harrison practically begged the school board to reinstate funding.”

      A reluctant laugh escapes me. “Yep, that’s Maggie.”

      “God, she was always getting away with murder, while the rest of us followed the rules.” Becca’s eyes sparkle with nostalgia. “So what are you up to? Still doing that horse thing?”

      “Yeah, actually we’ve expanded,” I say, surprising myself with the hint of pride in my voice. “We have volunteers now, and my mom’s filling out grant paperwork so we can get funding for…” I trail off, noticing Becca’s attention is now on her phone.

      “That’s cool,” Zoe says, though her gaze has drifted toward the door. She shifts her weight from one foot to the other. “Horses are… big.”

      “So,” Becca leans in conspiratorially, “have you heard about this new band that’s been playing around? Silent Revenant? They’re completely mysterious, perform in these elaborate masks so no one knows who they are.”

      “Masks?” I echo, my tone neutral despite a flicker of curiosity.

      “It’s this whole artistic statement thing,” Zoe explains, suddenly animated. Her hands gesture expressively as she speaks, all previous boredom evaporating. “They’ve been playing underground venues around town. People are losing their minds trying to figure out who they are. It’s like the music hits differently when you can’t see their faces.”

      “The lead singer is insanely hot,” Becca adds, fanning herself dramatically. “Even with half his face covered. His voice is just… God, it does things to me. He could sing Wheels on the Bus and I’d swoon.”

      “We’re going to see them tonight at The Hollow,” Zoe says. “It’ll be packed, but I know the door guy. You should come, it’ll be epic.”

      A club isn’t really my scene, but then Maggie’s words come back to haunt me: one unpredictable thing.

      “Sure,” I say before I can change my mind.

      Becca’s face lights up as she grabs my phone, entering her number. “You won’t regret it, I promise.”

      Zoe glances at her watch. “Becks, we need to drop this shit off and get going. We still have to go clothes shopping for tonight’s show.”

      Becca is already backing toward the door. “Nice seeing you, Joey!” she calls over her shoulder. “I’ll text you the address. Doors open at ten!”
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      For a wild moment, I consider opening Maggie’s drawer, borrowing those artfully distressed jeans. And her red top that hangs in the closet, the one that barely covers her navel and scoops at the neck.

      But I’m not Maggie, never will be.

      Turning back to my own clothes, I pull out a pair of dark jeans that actually fit instead of purposely hanging off my hips. A simple black tank top with a scooped neckline, modest but not prudish. My favorite boots that Mom gave me for my nineteenth birthday. A delicate gold necklace with a tiny horseshoe charm rests at the hollow of my neck.

      The mirror shows someone I recognize. The clothes fit properly, complement my figure rather than disguise it. For once, I look intentional rather than incidental.

      My phone buzzes with Becca’s response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Becca: Meet you out front at 10. Dress to kill, girl!

      

      

      

      

      

      I exhale slowly, that same mix of anxiety and excitement bubbling in my stomach. Is this dressing to kill
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