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Chapter 1: The Last Honest Man In Chicago
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“The music business is a cruel and shallow money trench, a long plastic hallway where thieves and pimps run free, and good men die like dogs. There is also a negative side.”

— Hunter S. Thompson

Elias Hawthorne stared at the blinking cursor like it had personally offended him.

The review was due in four hours, and Glowstick Reverie by Neon Eclipse deserved every drop of contempt he could summon. He took a slow sip of his lukewarm black coffee and began typing.

Neon Eclipse has achieved the impossible: they’ve made nostalgia sound like a dental drill. Twelve tracks of recycled 80s synth, Auto-Tuned yearning, and lyrics so profound they could have been written by a motivational fridge magnet. If this is the future of music, I’d like a refund on the present.
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HE LEANED BACK IN HIS ancient leather chair, the one that had occupied his office longer than most of his colleagues had been alive, and allowed himself a small, satisfied grunt.

A sharp knock rattled the door.

“Elias. You in there, or are you day-drinking already?”

“Depends,” he called back. “Is it before noon?”

The door opened anyway. Margaret Kline, his editor of twelve years and one of the few people on earth who could tolerate him, stepped inside carrying a tablet and the expression of someone about to deliver bad news.
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“YOU’RE FORTY-EIGHT, not eighty-four,” she said, eyeing the precarious towers of vinyl. “One of these days that chair is going to swallow you whole.”

“Better than being digested by the algorithm,” Elias muttered. He saved the review and turned to face her. “What fresh hell have you brought me?”

Margaret didn’t smile. That was never a good sign.

“Lila Voss.”

Elias blinked. “The TikTok girl?”
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“THE GRAMMY-NOMINATED TikTok girl,” Margaret corrected. “She just sold out the Paramount in Austin in eighteen minutes. We need a cover story. You’re doing the interview.”

He laughed once — a dry, dusty sound. “No.”

“It’s not optional.”

“I don’t do puff pieces, Marge. Especially not on twenty-four-year-old ingénues who rhyme ‘heartbreak’ with ‘never gonna be the same.’ Send Parker.”

“Parker’s in rehab. Again.” Margaret perched on the edge of his desk. “This comes from upstairs. They want gravitas. They want the guy who tore apart the last three Taylor Swift albums to sit down with the new darling and actually listen. Humanize her. Find the depth.”

Elias rubbed his temples. “Depth. In a woman whose biggest hit is called ‘Butterfly Effect (You Stepped on My Heart).’ I’d rather interview a foghorn.”

Margaret slid the tablet across the desk. On screen was Lila Voss: wild honey-blonde curls, wide green eyes, and a smile that looked dangerously sincere. She cradled an old Martin acoustic like it was part of her skeleton.

“She’s talented. Writes her own stuff. The label swears she’s the real deal.”

“They always swear,” Elias said. “Then the real deal drops a synth-pop album and suddenly she’s headlining Coachella in a light-up jumpsuit.”

Margaret crossed her arms. “Plane leaves tomorrow morning. Three days. Shadow her, watch her rehearse, do the interview, and write something that doesn’t make our female readership cancel their subscriptions. Try not to be yourself.”

Elias stared at the photo. Lila Voss looked like the human equivalent of a major chord — bright, unapologetic, and probably in desperate need of a minor key.

He exhaled through his nose.

“Fine. But I’m not promising sunshine. If she’s manufactured, I’m saying so.”

“You’re not promising anything except showing up,” Margaret said, heading for the door. “And Elias?”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Try the matcha. It won’t kill you.”

“Over my dead vinyl collection.”

The door clicked shut.

Elias turned back to his monitor, but the cursor had lost its appeal. Instead, he pulled up Lila Voss’s latest single and hit play, volume low. A warm, lived-in voice filled the room — smoky in the verses, cracking beautifully on the chorus. No heavy Auto-Tune. Just a woman, a guitar, and what sounded suspiciously like actual feeling.

He hated how good it was.

“Christ,” he muttered, pausing the track. “Don’t do this to me.”

Outside his window, Chicago traffic crawled through the gray spring drizzle. Forty-eight years old. Divorced. One grown daughter who texted him memes he didn’t understand. A fridge full of takeout and a record collection that had outlasted every relationship he’d ever had.

And now this.

Elias Hawthorne closed his laptop, stood up, and shrugged into his wool coat. He paused at the threshold, looking back at the organized chaos of his office.

He could already feel it — the faint, irritating itch of curiosity.

“Three days,” he told the empty room. “I’ll give her three days.”

He almost believed it.
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Chapter 2: The Last Gunslinger
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“I once had a dream that I could change the world. Then I woke up.”

— Neil Young

The plane to Austin gave Elias too much legroom and too much time to remember who he used to be.

He slid into the exit-row seat, loosened his tie, and pulled out the same pair of vintage Sony headphones he’d owned since 2005. As Neil Young’s ragged voice filled his ears, the years peeled back whether he wanted them to or not.

In 1997, twenty-year-old Elias Hawthorne had stepped off a Greyhound in Chicago with two hundred dollars, a secondhand Fender Telecaster, and the unshakable conviction that rock and roll was dying and he was the man who could save it. The city still smelled of rust and ambition then. He slept on friends’ couches in Wicker Park when it was still gritty, wrote furious zine reviews by day, and played in a noisy, half-decent band called The Bitter Ends by night. They were terrible. He was good—at least with words.

One review changed everything. He called a overhyped Smashing Pumpkins knock-off band “a bloated corpse wearing cool sunglasses.” The piece was photocopied and passed around record stores like contraband. Suddenly people quoted him. The Chicago Reader gave him a column. Then The Independent Pitch came calling.

By 2005 he was the critic who could make or break a career in four hundred words. He championed the White Stripes when most writers were still sniffing at garage rock. He wrote the definitive piece on Wilco’s Yankee Hotel Foxtrot that made Jeff Tweedy send him a polite thank-you note. Rolling Stone profiled him under the headline “The Last Gunslinger of Rock Criticism.” Another magazine, in a fit of early-2010s hyperbole, crowned him “The Savior of Rock and Roll.”

He had believed the title. For a while.

The fall was gradual, then sudden. Streaming replaced album sales. Algorithms replaced taste. He watched legends phone in cash-grab records while critics pretended not to notice because the story was easier that way. He watched talented songwriters get buried under influencer marketing budgets. The industry didn’t want saviors anymore. It wanted content.

And then there was Caroline.

His wife had lasted eight years—longer than most people expected. She was a photographer who loved his passion until it became clear the passion had sharp edges. “You don’t review music anymore,” she told him during their final fight. “You audit it for purity. And nothing ever measures up. Not even me.”

Their daughter Sophie was twenty now. She texted him memes he didn’t understand and sent him Lila Voss songs with the message: You’d actually like this if you weren’t allergic to joy.

Elias stared out the airplane window at the patchwork of Midwest farmland sliding by below. The savior of rock and roll, reduced to flying coach to interview a twenty-four-year-old whose audience measured success in two minute clips.

What would the twenty-year-old version of himself think of this assignment? He’d probably call the older Elias a sellout for even showing up. Or worse—a hypocrite.

Because the truth, the one he rarely admitted even to himself, was that he was tired. Tired of being right about how bad most things were. Tired of winning arguments no one else cared about anymore. Tired of the quiet apartment that smelled like old paper and solitude.

The captain announced their descent into Austin. Warm air, live music, and a bright-eyed singer-songwriter awaited.

Elias Hawthorne, once hailed as rock’s last honest gunslinger, adjusted his headphones and muttered under his breath:

“Let’s see if she’s any good, then.”

He almost hoped she wasn’t.

It would be easier that way.
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Chapter 3: Major Chords and Minor Chaos
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Write what you know. Write what hurts. Write what you can’t live without.”

— Joni Mitchell

Lila Voss stepped off the private shuttle into the warm Austin evening like she was walking onto a stage. The humid Texas air wrapped around her, thick with the smell of barbecue smoke, live music drifting from Sixth Street, and the faint sweetness of creosote bushes. She tilted her face upward, eyes closed for half a second, and smiled.

“God, I love this city,” she announced to no one in particular.

Behind her, controlled chaos spilled out of the van. Her producer, Marcus “Mick” Rivera, was already on his phone, pacing in tight circles while balancing an iced coffee the size of a fire extinguisher. He was thirty-two, perpetually frazzled, and the only person alive who could successfully argue with Lila about bridge melodies at 2 a.m. Her manager, Priya Patel, efficient and glamorous even after a long travel day, handed Lila a key card and a color-coded schedule printed on pastel paper. Zoe, her assistant, juggled three phones at once while roadies hauled guitar cases.
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UP IN THE SUITE, LILA kicked off her boots and flopped onto the couch, staring at the ceiling. At twenty-four she had already lived three lifetimes in the music industry. Discovered on TikTok during the pandemic, singing raw breakup songs from her childhood bedroom in Oregon. Viral hits. A surprise EP. Sold-out tours. And now this showcase at the Paramount—the one that could push her from “internet darling” to “next big thing.”

She wasn’t naïve. She knew half the industry still saw her as a fluke. Pretty girl with a guitar and a sob story. But the songs were hers—all of them. Every messy lyric, every chord change that came from staying up too late crying or laughing or falling in love with the wrong person.

The wrong person being Miles Reed.
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THEY’D DATED FOR ALMOST two years. He was the brooding indie guitarist who inspired half the heartbreak on Wildflower War. The fights had been spectacular. The make-ups even more so. When it finally ended, she’d written “Paper Cuts” and “Butterfly Effect” in a three-day fever, then cried in the vocal booth while recording them. Miles had been her first real love and her first real heartbreak. She still felt the ghost of him in certain songs, even though she hadn’t spoken to him in over a year.
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MICK WANDERED IN AND collapsed into the armchair across from her. “Soundcheck tomorrow. The critic from Chicago is coming. Elias Hawthorne.”

Lila spun a curl around her finger. “The scary one?”

“The legendary one,” Mick said. “Apparently he eats young artists for breakfast. Our label rep used the phrase ‘emotional support human’ when describing how to handle him.”

Lila laughed, but there was a nervous edge to it. She had read his old articles. The man used to believe in music so fiercely it made you want to cry. Now he mostly seemed disappointed by everything.

She picked up her battered Martin and strummed a few idle chords. The opening riff to her newest unreleased song filled the room, tentative and hopeful. Then, almost without thinking, she started singing under her breath:

“He’s probably gray at the temples, drinks his coffee black,

Calls my generation a glitch and my best song a hack...”

Mick snorted. “You’re already writing about the critic? Bold.”

“Research,” Lila said innocently, though her eyes sparkled with mischief. “If Chicago’s last real music critic is going to dissect me, I might as well get a good song out of it.”

Outside the hotel window, Austin hummed with early evening energy—distant guitar riffs drifting up from Sixth Street, the promise of another night where anything could happen.

Lila Voss didn’t know it yet, but the man who once wanted to save rock and roll was about to land in her city, armed with skepticism and a battered reputation.

And for the first time in a long while, she felt the rare, electric thrill of not knowing exactly how a song was going to end.
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Chapter 4: Soundcheck in A Minor
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“Some people feel the rain. Others just get wet.”

— Bob Dylan

The Paramount Theatre smelled like old wood, dust, and decades of anticipation. The work lights cast harsh shadows across the stage while cables snaked across the floor like black rivers. Elias stood just off stage left, arms crossed over his chest, wool coat feeling far too heavy for Texas. He tried to look like he belonged there and failed spectacularly.

A young production assistant had handed him a laminated “VIP” pass and then fled, as if warned.

On stage, the band was running levels. Drums thumped. A bass guitar growled. Then Lila Voss walked out carrying her Martin acoustic like it weighed nothing, and the entire room seemed to tilt toward her.

She wore faded jeans, scuffed white sneakers, and an oversized band tee from a group Elias actually respected. Her honey-blonde curls were piled messily on top of her head with a pencil stuck through them. She looked exactly like her press photos, only more alive—warm, chaotic, and stubbornly optimistic.

“Mic check, one two,” she said, tapping the microphone. Her speaking voice was lower and warmer than he expected. “Testing... testing... how’s my existential dread coming through?”

A couple of crew members chuckled. Elias didn’t.

Lila strummed a clean G chord, let it ring, then launched into “Butterfly Effect.” This wasn’t the polished TikTok version. It was slower, rawer, just voice and guitar. The notes floated out into the empty theater with an easy confidence that made Elias’s jaw tighten.

Damn it, he thought. She’s good.

He had spent the flight convincing himself she would be mediocre in person. Pretty packaging, thin talent. Instead, her voice wrapped around the melody like it had grown there. 

When she hit the pre-chorus, something cracked beautifully on the high note—not a mistake, but a choice. It sent an unwelcome shiver down his spine.

The song ended. Lila shielded her eyes against the work lights and peered toward the shadows where he stood.

“Mr. Hawthorne?” she called. “You the tall, brooding figure lurking back there, or should I call security?”

Elias stepped into the light. “Guilty on the first count. Security’s optional.”

She hopped off the stage with surprising grace and walked straight up to him, extending her hand. Up close she was even younger-looking, all wide green eyes and freckles he hadn’t noticed in photos. She smelled faintly of vanilla and guitar polish.

“Lila Voss. Huge fan of your takedowns. Especially that piece on the manufactured boy band from last year. Brutal. I loved it.”

Elias shook her hand. Her grip was firm, calloused from strings. “Most people don’t admit that to my face.”

“Most people are scared of you,” she said cheerfully. “I figured honesty was the best policy. You’re here to roast me, right?”

“I’m here to listen,” he said, which was technically true. “Whether I roast you afterward is between me and my deadline.”

Lila’s grin widened. “Fair enough. Want to sit in on the rest of soundcheck? We’re trying a new song. Might be good fodder for your ‘this generation has no soul’ essay.”

Before he could answer, she was already climbing back onto the stage and waving him toward a folding chair near the monitor desk. Mick gave Elias a wary nod from the mixing board.

They ran through three more songs. Elias took notes in the battered Moleskine he’d carried since 2008. He told himself he was being objective. But every time Lila leaned into the microphone, eyes closed, pouring herself into a lyric about messy love and second chances, his pen slowed.

During a break, she wandered over with two bottles of water and handed him one without asking.

“So,” she said, twisting the cap off her own. “What’s the verdict so far, Mr. Last Honest Critic?”

Elias took a long drink to buy time. “You’re in tune.”

Lila laughed. “High praise. Coming from you that’s practically a love letter.”

“You write your own material,” he continued, ignoring the jab. “That’s rarer than it should be. The new one—third song. The bridge is clever. Risky modulation.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You caught that? Most people don’t.”

“I’m not most people.”

“No,” she said softly, studying him. “You’re not.”

For a moment the theater felt smaller. The hum of amps and crew chatter faded. Elias became uncomfortably aware of the age gap, the way her eyes held his without flinching, and the dangerous spark of genuine curiosity he felt.

Lila tilted her head. “You used to believe in this stuff, right? The savior of rock and roll and all that. What happened?”

The question landed like a perfectly placed chord change—unexpected and slightly painful.

Elias stood up, brushing imaginary dust from his coat. “Soundcheck’s over. When do you want to do the actual interview?”

Lila watched him for a beat, something unreadable flickering across her face. Then the easy smile returned.

“Tonight. After the showcase. There’s a quiet bar nearby. Or are you afraid of Austin after dark, Mr. Hawthorne?”

“I’ve survived worse than Texas honky-tonks,” he said dryly.

“Great. Wear something less funeral director if you can.” She flashed him a grin and jogged back toward the stage. “See you tonight. Try not to pre-write my obituary.”

Elias watched her go, curls bouncing, guitar slung across her back like a weapon and a shield.

He looked down at his notebook. The page was more blank than he expected. Only three words were written under her name:

Dangerously authentic.

He closed the notebook with a snap.

This assignment was going to be a problem.
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Chapter 5: Full Rotation
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“A great record doesn’t just play — it rewires you.”

— Tom Waits

Elias returned to his hotel room in a foul mood, which for him was practically a spa day. The Austin evening was still bright and obnoxiously cheerful, the kind of weather that mocked his Chicago bones. He hung up his coat, loosened his tie, and poured himself a miniature bottle of bourbon from the minibar. One glass. Professional research purposes only.

He kicked off his shoes, sat on the edge of the king-sized bed, and stared at his laptop like it had betrayed him.

“Objectivity,” he muttered. “Just do your fucking job.”

He pulled up Lila Voss’s debut album, Wildflower War, and hit play. Twelve tracks. No skips, according to the streaming numbers. He leaned back against the headboard and prepared to dissect.

Track one, “Start Again,” opened with nothing but fingerpicked guitar and that smoky, lived-in voice. No glossy production tricks. Just vulnerability wrapped in melody. Elias found himself leaning forward before the first chorus even hit.

By track three he had refilled his glass.

She wasn’t reinventing the wheel—indie-folk with pop sensibilities, traces of Joni Mitchell’s introspection and a dash of early Taylor Swift storytelling—but she made it feel fresh. Personal. The lyrics weren’t trying to be profound; they simply were. Small heartbreaks. Quiet hopes. The terrifying realization that you might be the villain in someone else’s story.

“Jesus Christ,” he whispered during the bridge of “Paper Cuts,” a song about emotional self-sabotage. The modulation she’d used in soundcheck appeared here too, but fully realized. Clever. Earned. Not the cheap trick he’d half-expected from a TikTok star.

He closed his eyes for “Butterfly Effect.” Stripped of the viral dance challenge version that had dominated the internet, the studio cut revealed layers: regret, defiance, and a surprising self-awareness for someone so young. Her voice cracked on the final chorus exactly where it needed to. Not polished away. Kept. Weaponized.

Track seven, “Ghost in the Key of Me,” stopped him cold.

It was a piano ballad—sparse, devastating. Lila sang about watching her parents’ marriage dissolve while she was writing her first real songs. About becoming successful enough to send money home but not successful enough to fix what was broken. Elias caught himself nodding along, then stopped, annoyed at his own reaction.

He paused the album, stood up, and paced the room. The carpet felt too soft under his socks. Everything in this goddamn city was too warm, too bright, too hopeful.

When he restarted the music, he lay back down and listened straight through to the end without taking notes. That was dangerous. He always took notes.

The closing track, “Carry the Light,” was a slow-burn anthem built around a single repeating guitar riff and layered harmonies. By the final fade-out, Elias realized he had goosebumps on his arms.

He sat in silence after the album ended, bourbon forgotten on the nightstand.

“Shit.”

Lila Voss wasn’t just good. She was good. The kind of good that reminded him of the artists he used to champion before the industry taught him that taste was a liability. Her songwriting had teeth and heart. Her voice had character—imperfect in all the right places. She understood dynamics, space, and emotional honesty in a way that made most of her contemporaries sound like they were performing feelings instead of having them.

Elias rubbed his face with both hands. For the first time in years, he didn’t know what he was going to write.

The savage review he’d mentally drafted on the plane had evaporated. In its place was something far more treacherous: respect. And underneath that respect, something even worse—interest.

He thought of her onstage earlier that afternoon, teasing him about being the “last honest critic,” green eyes sparkling with challenge. Twenty-four years old. Practically a child by his standards. And yet she had more artistic integrity than half the legends he’d interviewed in their decline.

Elias opened his notebook. The only thing he wrote was:

She means it.

He stared at those three words for a long time. Then he closed the notebook, killed the rest of the bourbon, and muttered to the empty room:

“This is going to end badly.”

Outside, Austin kept humming with music and neon and young dreams. Inside room 1427, Chicago’s last real music critic sat surrounded by the quiet wreckage of his carefully maintained cynicism, wondering how the hell he was supposed to interview a woman whose album had just quietly ruined his entire worldview.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
 MJ KESKEYS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





