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        Waiting for a Girl Like You By Foreigner
      

      	
        Lie To Me By Jonny Lang
      

      	
        Sunrise By Norah Jones
      

      	
        I Dare You By Kelly Clarkson
      

      	
        I Write Sins Not Tragedies By Panic! At The DIsco
      

      	
        Shake It Off By Taylor Swift
      

      	
        The Drug In Me Is You By Falling In Reverse
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        Kissing Strangers By DNCE, Nicki Minaj
      

      	
        Fuck Me Like You Hate Me By Jutes
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        Moon By Austin Georgio
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        I Can’t By Caitlyn Smith (Ft. Old Dominion)
      

      	
        Beggin For Thread By BANKS
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        Manchild By Sabrina Carpenter
      

      	
        Believe By The Bravery
      

      	
        Come With Me Now By KONGOS
      

      	
        How You Like Me Now By The Heavy
      

      	
        Superposition By Young The Giant
      

      	
        LABOUR - the cacophony By Paris Paloma
      

      	
        Shut Your Eyes By Snow Patrol
      

      	
        Love Me Harder By Steven Rodriguez
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        Dylan

      

      

      
        
        Waiting for a Girl Like You By Foreigner

      

      

      The smell of old vinyl and worn leather hits me the second I enter the Clemsons’ house. It’s like walking into a living memory—soft, lived-in. It’s been years since I’ve stepped into this house, but somehow it’s still warm, familiar, where time slows down long enough for the past to catch up.

      It’s strange, coming here for Bret’s Celebration of Life. It feels more like a reunion, where his absence is louder than anything else. He meant a lot to my parents—to all of us. More than a friend of the family or the head of Left Turn Records—he made everyone feel like they mattered. A father figure who’d shaped so many lives, mine included, even though I wasn’t his kid.

      I glance around the foyer, taking in the scene. And then I hear it—the unmistakable sound of Maggie launching into a tirade in the kitchen. I pause at the archway, angling myself enough to see them before they spot me.

      She’s perched on the counter like she owns the place, legs swinging, hair a mess of blonde chaos. Her twin, Joey, leans against the fridge, patient as ever, arms crossed, and that soft, knowing smile on her face. Jesse slouches on a barstool at the island, a glass of soda in front of him, attention on Maggie, clearly amused.

      “We’re not talking about technical skill, we’re talking about soul,” she insists, tapping her temple dramatically. “Name one band this year that made you feel like your guts were being rearranged in the best way.”

      “Paper Skies,” Jesse deadpans.

      Maggie rolls her eyes so hard I’m worried they’ll get stuck. “They’re good, but let’s be honest—Paper Skies is one marketing deal away from becoming a brand.”

      Joey chuckles. “She’s got a point.”

      “Okay, what about Hollow Reign?” Jesse offers. “I hear they’re not signed yet, so there’s all kinds of potential there.”

      Maggie huffs. “Kinds of what? Auto-tune?”

      I can’t hold back the grin tugging at my lips or the way my chest eases as I’m pulled into their orbit.

      “What kind of unhinged righteousness have I walked into?” I say, and three heads snap toward me in unison.

      “Look who finally decided to grace us with his presence. Graduated to CEO and became too good for us.” Jesse grins, standing to clap me on the back.

      I know it’s been a while since we’ve all been in the same room together, and it’s sad that Bret’s passing had to be the occasion to bring us together. “I’ve been busy,” I explain.

      “He’s barely old enough to rent a car,” Maggie says, shaking her head behind her camera. “And someone gave him a whole record label?”

      I reach over and shove it out of my face.

      “I’m twenty-four,” I protest. “Which makes me the only one here legally allowed to drink.” I pluck the glass of amber liquid from Maggie and take a swig. “Good whiskey. Swipe this from Bret’s stash?”

      She throws her hands up. “Oh, listen to him—Dylan, the boy genius, CEO of rules and regulations. Next thing you know, he’ll be checking IDs at the door and writing people up for jaywalking.”

      “Absolute power comes with an ID scanner and a spreadsheet.” I press my lips together in a sarcastic smile and keep the drink out of her reach.

      “Buzzkill,” she mutters, hopping off the counter and grabbing a cookie from a tray instead. “I liked you better when you didn’t have rules.”

      “Well, now I have a whole legal department,” I sigh.

      Joey steps forward and wraps her arms around me in a quick but warm hug. “Well, I’m proud of you,” she says softly. “You earned it.”

      “Thanks,” I say, meaning it.

      “What are Wade and Adam going to do with their time now?” she asks.

      “Hopefully have spotty reception on their anniversary cruise,” I say, downing the rest of the drink.

      Maggie lifts an eyebrow, shoving the remaining cookie in her mouth. “Good strategy.”

      I let myself breathe here, for a second. With these people. The constants in my life. We grew up in and out of each other’s houses, running barefoot through backyards in the summers, trading secrets we thought were sacred at the time. Our parents, lifelong friends, were always throwing us together for family gatherings, holidays, and once a year, a weekend spent at Jesse’s house on the beach in Malibu.

      Some things I took for granted: the way my dads seemed to find me no matter where I’d wandered off to. Adam’s quiet understanding, Wade’s boundless energy—both of them choosing me, making me theirs. It’s why family—the one you’re born with and the one you choose—has always meant everything to me.

      But growing up means moving on, going separate ways, and no one went farther than Morgan Clemson.

      I let my eyes drift over the crowd, pretending to admire the floral arrangements, the framed photos of Bret with his family—Morgan as a kid on his shoulders, and staged holiday portraits. There’s one of him with my dads—Wade and Adam—grinning like misfits in matching leather jackets. Another with Jack and Cash, when they were in a band together under Left Turn, all of them looking young and dangerous and absolutely untouchable. Really, I’m scanning the room for her. Casually. Or at least trying to appear casual. Not like the guy who hasn’t laid eyes on her in years and still remembers the sound of her laugh like it’s been playing on a loop in the back of his head.

      “Have you seen Morgan?” I ask.

      Jesse looks at me with a quiet, knowing expression and takes a slow sip of his soda. “She’s around here somewhere.”

      I nod but continue to scan the room anyway, like she’ll appear if I want it hard enough.

      “It’s been a long week,” Joey sighs. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through…” She trails off, sharing a look with Maggie. Losing Bret was a shock. He was young—relatively. Far too early for a heart attack. That kind of loss puts things into perspective.

      I let my gaze drift to the window. Outside, our parents are congregating in the backyard—lawn chairs pulled into a circle, wood at the ready for a bonfire later.

      I lean next to Jesse, and laugh.

      “My dad’s holding court already,” I say, nodding toward the patio, where Wade’s at the center. One arm’s slung over the back of his chair, his hand lingering on my other dad’s, shoulder. He’s gesturing wildly with the other as he launches into some tale that clearly involves dramatic stakes and questionable facts.

      I may complain that they’re always in my space, second-guessing my decisions, but I wouldn’t be where I am today without them. I’ve always known I was adopted, but there was never a day I questioned whether I was loved or wanted.

      “Oh yeah,” Jesse replies.

      Joey shifts closer. “They’ve told the same tour stories for twenty years. How many times do I have to hear about the time they got arrested for fighting with their own security? There are some things a daughter doesn’t need to know.” She groans.

      Maggie lifts her camera toward the window, trying to get a good angle. “Like get the memo, that era is over and all that’s left is back pain and lost eyeglasses,” she snickers.

      Jesse leans against the counter, sipping his soda like this is the best entertainment he’s had in weeks. “You realize this is what we’re gonna look like in thirty years, right?”

      “Speak for yourself,” Maggie scoffs. “I’m aging like a rockstar. Which means total implosion followed by a comeback tour.”

      Joey smirks. “So… meltdown at thirty-five and rehab by forty?”

      “Exactly,” Maggie says, raising her cookie like a toast. “Legacy.”

      A hand clamps down on my shoulder. “Hey, glad you made it,” Wade smiles. “Have you seen my glasses?” He starts moving things on the counter. Maggie’s barely holding it together, nearly doubled over and I think she might break a rib.

      “Sorry, no,” I say with a strained voice. “I just got here.”

      “Dammit, I swear I set them down here somewhere,” he mutters with irritation.

      Maggie releases a strangled squeal, trying to play it off like she has something stuck in her throat and hides behind her camera.

      “What’s her problem?” my dad gestures in her direction, oblivious, and I shrug. “If you find them let me know.”

      He lingers in the archway.

      “And by the way, I do not have back pain,” he says in a serious tone, looking pointedly at Maggie before leaving through the patio doors.

      She lets loose and the rest of us follow.

      “How did he even hear that? I thought the hearing would be the first thing to go,” she laughs.

      “You’re going to hell,” Joey whispers, biting her lip to hold in her laughter.

      “If I am, I’m going with a front-row seat and a flask.” She points at Joey. “That is, if the fun police with the ID scanner doesn’t ruin it.” She smirks at me.

      “I can have a good time, Maggs—just not the kind that allows you to call the shots. Unless you’re on your knees, asking real nicely.”

      Maggie’s mouth drops open with uncharacteristic silence.

      Jesse chokes on his soda. “We should stop encouraging her.”

      “It’s a lost cause.”

      “You think you’re funny,” Maggie scoffs as her mother Sasha breezes into the kitchen. Both Maggie and Joey look like miniature versions of her—fair features and light eyes.

      “Maggie, I need you to help me bring out more chairs,” she says.

      “Jesse, you get older every time I see you.” She gives his hair a little tousle before grabbing more plastic cups and shoving them in Joey’s arms. “Can you take these into the dining room?”

      I lean toward Maggie. “Your mother’s calling,” I whisper with a smirk, and in return I get a death glare that could melt glass.

      “Come on, Maggs,” Joey grabs her arm and pulls her out of the kitchen, trailing their mom.

      “You’ll pay for that later,” Jesse says, and I nod.

      We fall quiet; the gravity of everything settling in between us.

      I exhale slowly, pressing the heel of my palm against the counter like that might help ground me. The buzz of laughter fades enough to let the ache slip back in—the one I’ve been ignoring since I stepped through the front door. I glance down, count to three, and lift my head.

      “I’ve been thinking about Left Turn,” I admit, keeping my voice low. “About what happens to it now.”

      Jesse raises an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Rumor has it Bret didn’t leave it in good shape,” I say. “The industry’s evolving. Streaming has changed everything, and Left Turn’s been slow to adapt.”

      “You want to buy it?” he asks.

      I nod. “Stonewall could use their roster, and their legacy connections. We could modernize it, give it the kind of digital presence it needs, make sure what Bret built doesn’t fade away.”

      Jesse stiffens slightly. “That changes the label in a significant way.”

      “Of course it does. We’ll get their artists, contacts…we’ll finally be in a position to compete with the bigger record companies like Anthem,” I explain, the excitement building as I articulate the vision that’s been forming in my head for months. “The marketing potential alone⁠—”

      “I don’t want to be a product in a machine,” Jesse cuts in.

      I nod slowly. “Fair. But look at the reach and the advertising dollars I could put behind you and all the other artists. It’s something we haven’t been able to do because of capital.”

      “How do you think Bret’s family is gonna feel about that?”

      “I’m not trying to gut what he built. I’m talking about saving it.”

      Jesse doesn’t respond. Just sips his soda and stares out the window.

      “You’re quiet.” He’s always quiet.

      “I don’t know what I want to do yet,” he says.

      “What do you mean? You’ve been working on this album all year.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Apparently.”

      Jesse crosses his arms over his broad chest.

      “Touring is what brings in the fans, and fans bring in sales,” I say, not sure how I feel about where this conversation is going. “Jesse, studio time costs money… producers cost money, and everything else that goes into it.”

      He runs his hand through his thick dark hair. “I know.”

      “If this is because of Left Turn…”

      “It’s not,” he admits. “I don’t know if I can handle it. I’m not like my dad.” He points out the window where Jack is standing, and just his presence commands attention in any room.

      “We can minimize your exposure to the press. We do that all the time for artists who can’t handle criticism,” I explain.

      “I don’t give a fuck if the critics don’t like the music. We play for ourselves,” he says.

      “That’s noble, but that kind of self-righteous attitude doesn’t keep the lights on. And the only reason we get to ‘play for ourselves’ is because fans are willing to buy into it. Without them, you’re just another guy strumming in his garage.”

      His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t argue.

      “I don’t want the spotlight. I’m not built for it.”

      “You’re far too talented to let that go to waste,” I say, running a hand through my hair.

      Jesse runs his thumb over the condensation on his glass of soda. “I need time to figure things out.”

      I sigh. I’ve given him nothing but time.

      “We’re not gonna solve this right now.” I run a hand over my jaw. “But we need a compromise. A win for both of us.”

      Maggie breezes in from the hallway like a hurricane dressed in fringe, waving a half-burned marshmallow like it personally offended her.

      “Emergency,” she deadpans. “My dad’s tuning an acoustic guitar, and Adam’s digging through the closet for Bret’s old cowbell. We’re one chorus away from a midlife crisis cover band.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “No, but it’s not like it couldn’t happen.” She rolls her eyes, grabbing Jesse’s arm and pulling him with her.

      Joey lingers behind. “You know what they’re like when they get together.”

      I laugh and follow them out, but my thoughts stay behind—caught between business and something much more complicated.

      And that’s when I see her.

      Morgan.

      Standing across the room, her hands tucked around a glass she hasn’t taken a single sip from. Her black dress hugs her curves in a way that manages to be elegant and effortless, but it’s the sadness in her eyes that wrecks me. She’s in the middle of a conversation with someone offering condolences, nodding politely, listening, but there’s a weariness—grief clinging to her like smoke.

      And still, she’s the most stunning thing I’ve ever seen.

      My mind flashes to that summer before she left for college—her laugh on the beach in Malibu, the way she’d challenged me to a race along the shore, her fierce competitive streak matching mine stride for stride. The mortifying moment I’d knocked over my soda onto her sketchbook, ruining the designs she’d been working on all weekend. How she’d been furious at first, then somehow forgiven me by the next day.

      She’d always been the one person who could see right through me, call me on my bullshit, push me to be better. And now here she is, standing in her father’s house, looking like a stranger and the most familiar thing in my world all at once.

      I should talk to her. The thought flickers, and lands like a weight in my gut.

      But what would I even say?

      ‘I’m sorry’ feels too small. ‘I’ve missed you’ doesn’t cut it. And ‘I’m in love with you’—well, that’s a truth that’s been living quietly in the back of my chest since I was fifteen, too loud to ignore and too fragile to say. Seeing her again after all these years brings it rushing forward—those buried feelings I thought I’d outgrown, especially when she moved to New York after college, more so when I heard she got married.

      Now it’s all unraveling inside me like a song I never forgot the words to, and being near her resurrects that forgotten melody.

      “Her and Christian divorced,” Jesse says, and my chest squeezes.

      “I know.”

      I shift my stance, stuff my hands deeper into my pockets, and try to swallow it all down. Her eyes flick up and meet mine.

      The air shifts, like something unseen tilting on its axis. A pull I wasn’t ready for. Her green eyes—sharp, familiar, and a little haunted—catch mine with the kind of intensity that makes it hard to breathe. Like the past pulling me under before I have a chance to look away.

      It’s not a smile, but there’s something in the tilt of her mouth. A spark of recognition. Her eyes hold my gaze for a breath too long—and a small blur of motion barrels into her side. Her daughter, Hazel, in a puffed-sleeve dress and sparkly sneakers, tugs insistently on the hem of Morgan’s skirt. Her raven curls bounce with every breathless word she whispers up at her mother, demanding attention the way only a four-year-old can with such unfiltered urgency. The moment disappears, delicate and unfinished, like a chord that never resolves.

      I swallow hard.

      “She’ll stay long enough to tie up the loose ends at Left Turn,” I say to no one in particular. “Then she’ll be on the first flight back to New York.”
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        Lie To Me By Jonny Lang

      

      

      I clear my throat as the elevator glides upward, offering glimpses of Los Angeles through its glass walls. With each floor number that lights up, the press of scrutiny from the other occupants is suffocating. Three record executives, in their perfectly pressed suits, all eyeing me like I’m an imposter in their exclusive club.

      “Stop fidgeting.” Rachel leans in. “You remind me of my five-year-old.”

      “Geez, thanks for coming tonight,” I grumble.

      “Are you kidding?” She smooths down her black cocktail dress. “A night away from screaming kids where I get to wear something other than yoga pants and drink adult beverages? I should be thanking you.”

      “That’s odd, because when I ask you to stay late at the office, you whine about not seeing them all day,” I remind her.

      “And you fall for it every time,” Rachel quips.

      I roll my eyes. She may come with an attitude, but she was both my fathers’ right hand and has been with the company for years. Her loyalty to Stonewall Records runs deep—something I’ve learned to value above all else in this industry.

      The elevator doors open to a sprawling rooftop bar, with floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of the city lights. As we step out, I catch my reflection in the glass—disheveled hair that refuses to stay in place—and for a split second, my confidence wanes.

      Rachel’s practically bouncing in her heels.

      “Don’t forget the signal for when I need you to rescue me,” I remind her as I survey the room.

      She plants her hands on her hips. “Is that the only reason you brought me, to play interception?”

      “Well, it certainly isn’t your winning personality,” I say dryly.

      “Hey, I’m offended.” She turns her attention toward the bar.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I was promised adult beverages,” she huffs.

      “Fine, but stay vigilant.” Before she walks away, I stop her. “Two drinks max,” I warn.

      “You’re no fun. Are you sure you’re twenty-four?” she tsks.

      I follow her. “Remember this is still a work function.”

      She waves me off and orders us both a cocktail.

      I scan the room, clocking familiar faces from various labels. Maxwell Kane is holding court near the far window. His tailored suit probably costs more than my monthly salary, his confident stance betraying none of his forty-something years. Three junior executives hang on his every word as the CEO of Anthem Records gestures with his old-fashioned glass.

      He catches me looking and raises his drink in acknowledgment, a predatory smile stretching across his face. Great. Just what I need.

      He strides across the room with effortless confidence.

      “Well, well, the boy wonder of Stonewall Records,” Kane says as he approaches, deliberately loud enough for nearby conversations to pause. “Enjoying your moment in the spotlight?”

      I straighten my shoulders, adjusting my worn leather jacket, and extend my hand. “Maxwell. Didn’t expect to see you slumming it with the kids tonight.”

      He chuckles, the sound entirely without humor as he shakes my hand with calculated firmness. “I like to keep tabs on the industry’s… shifting landscape.” His gaze drifts pointedly toward the Left Turn Records logo on a promotional banner across the room. “That’s what this business is all about, isn’t it? Recognizing value before others do.”

      My stomach tightens. “Value comes in different forms.”

      “Indeed.” Kane swirls his whiskey. “Their roster alone is worth considering. Jack O’Donnell’s back catalog still generates significant streaming revenue, and artists like Jaxson Steele have promising futures.” He says it casually, like he’s discussing auction items rather than people’s careers and legacies.

      I struggle to keep my expression neutral. “Those artists are loyal.”

      Kane’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Loyalty is negotiable, son. Especially when a company lacks direction.” He leans in slightly. “I’ve been watching Left Turn. His daughter’s in over her head—fashion background, no industry connections. It’s only a matter of time before the wheels come off.”

      The thought of what Bret’s built being picked apart by Kane makes my blood boil. “Bret built something special with Left Turn,” I say, voice low but firm. “He cultivated artists who might not have found homes elsewhere. Artists who needed time to develop.”

      “True,” he concedes, surprising me. “But that was then. Today’s market isn’t kind to sentiment or tradition. The smart money’s on consolidation.” He studies me with calculating eyes. “I haven’t put in a formal offer yet, but it’s coming. Just doing my due diligence first.”

      “Due diligence,” I repeat, the words tasting bitter. “Is that what you call circling a family company while they’re still grieving?”

      Kane laughs. “We’re not in the grief counseling business, Dylan. We’re in the entertainment business. And any hesitation is fatal.” He drains his glass. “Anthem’s board is meeting next week. Left Turn is on the agenda.”

      If Kane gets his hands on Left Turn, he’ll strip it for parts—keep the valuable catalogs and artists, discard the rest. All that history. All those people. Everything Bret stood for.

      My throat constricts as memories flash—summers at Jack’s place, Bret’s hearty laugh echoing across the yard, his patient explanations of audio engineering while I hung on every word. The way he’d talk about music like it was alive. The thought of his legacy ending up in Kane’s portfolio makes something raw and protective rear up inside me.

      The industry whispers about Left Turn’s struggles have been circulating for months—canceled studio sessions, delayed releases, distributors grumbling about missed deadlines. Nothing concrete enough for a formal acquisition proposal, but enough to keep my attention. On paper, it could be the perfect target—strong catalog, loyal artists, respected legacy. But every time I consider approaching them, I hesitate. Because saving the company means Morgan would have no reason to stay in L.A. She’d go back to New York, back to fashion. Back to a life that doesn’t include me.

      The conflict twists in my gut. I want to preserve Bret’s legacy my way. But I also want… her. Even if she doesn’t know it yet.

      But business is business. And sometimes preservation means acquisition.

      “Good seeing you, Dylan,” Kane says, clapping my shoulder with enough force to intimidate. “Give my best to your fathers. They built something impressive with Stonewall. Smart enough to evolve with the times.” He smiles thinly. “That’s the difference between companies that survive and those that become footnotes.”

      He drifts away, leaving me with a gnawing sense of urgency. If Left Turn is in trouble, and if Kane is circling… there has to be a better option. One that preserves what Bret created while bringing it into the future.

      I down my drink. I need to make a move before Kane does.

      Jaxson Steele catches my eye from across the room. Rockstar personified with an effortless charm and charisma that makes a star. He’s not a Stonewall artist—yet, and the fact that he’s making his way toward me says that I’ve piqued his interest. Because if Kane is already circling, Paper Skies will be his first target.

      Rachel makes a disapproving noise.

      “What?” I ask, but she doesn’t get a chance to answer my question as he approaches.

      “Dylan,” he says, extending a hand. He turns to the bartender and orders a drink.

      “Your performance at Live Wire last year was great,” I offer. “Paper Skies should have had higher billing and more coverage.”

      “Don’t you need to make that important phone call?” Rachel interrupts.

      Annoyed, I ignore her.

      “The promoters were giving us a hard time,” he explains.

      “If your streaming numbers were higher, that wouldn’t have been an issue,” I tell him.

      Rachel, not so subtly, kicks me in the shin with the pointed toe of her shoe.

      “Shit!” I mutter under my breath and try to regain composure even though my leg is throbbing.

      Jaxson gives me a contemplative look. “I’ve been hearing some things about Left Turn lately. After Bret…” He trails off, uncomfortable.

      An opportunity presents itself, and I’d be a fool not to take it—especially after learning about Kane’s interest. If he’s eyeing Left Turn’s roster, securing talent like Paper Skies would be a strategic win.

      “It’s a challenging time for smaller labels,” I say diplomatically. “The market rewards scale and resources. Artists need infrastructure to maximize their potential.”

      “That’s what Maxwell Kane’s been saying,” Jaxson remarks, watching my reaction closely.

      My jaw tightens involuntarily. “His approach is scorched earth. There are more elegant solutions.” I pause, choosing my words carefully. “Left Turn built its reputation on developing artists who didn’t fit the mainstream mold. That vision doesn’t have to die with Bret.”

      “And what’s your solution?” he asks, curiosity evident.

      “I looked at the numbers,” I say simply. “Streaming analytics, audience growth trajectories, marketing optimization. The data doesn’t lie.”

      I meet his eyes directly. “Paper Skies has potential that’s not being fully leveraged. That’s just business reality. But you don’t need a vulture like Kane to fix that.”

      He seems to be weighing something in his mind. “We have a little free time before the Summerfest tour starts. Are you busy tomorrow morning?”

      I turn to Rachel to ask about my commitments, but at the disapproving look she’s giving me, I decide it’s best not to give her an opportunity to talk. “I’ll clear my schedule,” I tell him.

      He lifts his drink and takes his leave, putting his arm around a beautiful redhead who’s been waiting patiently for his attention.

      “What is your problem?” I grit out, rubbing my leg.

      “You’re playing with fire, Dylan,” Rachel warns. “He’s signed with Left Turn. How do you think they’ll feel about you poaching their artists barely three months after Bret’s funeral?”

      The reminder hits like a punch. I remember the rain, Morgan’s pale face as she accepted condolences. The way she’d hardly looked at me when I offered mine.

      “Nothing wrong with a little healthy competition.” I shrug, pushing away the uncomfortable memory. “Besides, he came to me.”

      Rachel narrows her eyes. “Right.”

      “I’m not offering him anything… yet,” I clarify. “But if Kane’s targeting Left Turn’s roster, we should consider our strategic position.”

      Bret Clemson’s legacy deserves better than dismemberment.

      A hand grips my shoulder. “Dylan, good to see you again.”

      Remy Shah recently sold his streaming start-up for a pretty penny and loves to drone on about algorithms and data. He’s a nice guy but I can only take so much.

      “Remy.” I force a smile.

      “Did you catch me on that panel last week?” he asks but doesn’t wait for an answer. “The future of music is moving in a direction that no one is ready for. How are your numbers?”

      “Fine,” I say noncommittally, which I realize too late is a mistake.

      “Fine isn’t cutting it,” he scoffs.

      I try to discreetly get Rachel’s attention using my hand signal and winking, but she looks at me like I’m having a seizure and turns away with a smirk.

      “Is there something in your eye?” Remy asks, squinting at me.

      “No, no, but uh, don’t we have that thing—you know…” I say to Rachel, hoping she’ll get the hint.

      “Nope, you have all night,” she shoots me a saccharine smile and I narrow my eyes at her.

      “Excellent,” Remy says excitedly. “You should look at your numbers,” he continues. “I developed this algorithm…”

      Goddammit.

      “You’re fired,” I mouth as discreetly as I can while giving her a menacing glare for leaving me alone with the human calculator.

      I hate these events.

      “Does your marketing team know how to accurately predict future streaming?” Remy asks as I tune him out.

      My attention is drawn across the bar to a woman standing near the patio. She’s wearing a deep blue dress that flows like water when she moves, making the sea of gray suits around her dull in comparison. I tug at my collar, suddenly feeling the balmy air of the summer night.

      She turns, and the recognition hits me like a physical blow.

      Morgan.

      What is she doing here? I thought she’d be in New York by now.

      “Earth to Dylan.” Remy waves a hand in front of my face and he tracks my gaze. “Should I grab you a napkin for the drool?”

      “What? No. I know her,” I say, still staring. “That’s Morgan Clemson.”

      “Oh, I heard she took over Left Turn Records,” he laughs. “Good luck bringing that dinosaur back to life. Their numbers are spiraling. Last quarter’s release slate was a disaster—sales down forty percent, year over year.”

      “Excuse me,” I say as I make my way across the room. She spots me approaching and something flickers in her gaze—recognition, maybe surprise. Up close, her dress is even more stunning, clinging to curves I definitely shouldn’t be noticing—one of her own designs, I’d bet. She was always talented, even when she was sketching during those summer gatherings.

      The scent of her perfume hits me as I approach—jasmine with undertones of something warm and spicy that’s uniquely her. It’s unexpectedly intoxicating, making my focus waver for a split second.

      “Morgan,” I say softly. “I’m so sorry about your father. I wanted to say more at the celebration of life, but there were so many people there that day.”

      “It’s okay,” she offers. I’m sure she’s tired of hearing countless condolences over the past few months. Her shoulders relax slightly as she adds, “I’m actually glad you’re here. I barely know anyone at these industry events, and it’s nice to see a friendly face.”

      “I imagine how overwhelming this can be,” I nod, understanding. “I’ve been coming to them since I was in college, and they’re still intimidating. Everyone sizing each other up, looking for the next big thing to sign.”

      I pause, then add more softly, “Bret meant a lot to the industry. To me.” I try to find the right words. “His approach to developing artists, the way he valued creative independence—it shaped how I think about this business.”

      “I remember all the times he’d stop by the house to visit my fathers,” I tell her. “I used to hide on the stairwell and listen, enthralled by their wild stories about the early days. The way they’d laugh about that first South by Southwest when they were all sharing a tiny motel room.”

      Morgan laughs. “I bet that was interesting. Dad would say Adam saved his life that weekend with his emergency sewing kit.”

      “I don’t think Bret ever realized the impact he had on me—about as much as my own fathers,” I admit. “Which is why I wanted to…”

      “I’m sure he never thought I’d be taking over the company for him.”

      “Taking over?” I ask, pretending this is news to me, though Remy had just confirmed it. “What happened to fashion design? I thought you’d be going back to New York.”

      “Things change,” she says sadly. “I can’t let my father’s legacy die or get pulled apart by some money-hungry company who cares more about the bottom line than the music.”

      My heart sinks. She’s not talking about Stonewall—is she?

      “The fashion industry is cutthroat, and I wasn’t getting anywhere,” she explains, a shadow crossing her face. “Just another aspiring designer with a portfolio full of dreams.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true. You’re very talented.”

      She lets out a small laugh. “You follow fashion?”

      “Of course not.” That’s a lie. “So you’re staying in L.A?” I ask casually, not wanting to sound too eager. It’s a double-edged sword—if she stays and runs her father’s company, it means we’ll be seeing more of each other. But the fact that she thinks she can save Left Turn makes it all the more difficult for me to separate business from the past—from family.

      Part of me has been waiting for this chance—to see her again, to find out if the memory I’ve held of her matches reality. But now that she’s here, determined to save Left Turn when I’ve only heard industry whispers about its struggles, everything gets complicated. If the rumors are true and the company can’t be saved, she’d have no reason to stay in L.A. She’d go back to New York, back to fashion, back to a life that doesn’t include me. The realization hits harder than expected.

      “Yeah. This is where I need to be,” she says firmly as if she’s trying to convince herself and not me.

      “How is Left Turn doing?” I ask carefully.

      A flash of defensiveness crosses her face, but then she lets out a sigh. “My father left a pretty big hole and…” she pauses. “The last few releases haven’t performed. Our marketing department needs an overhaul. The streaming strategy is practically nonexistent.”

      Her eyes suddenly sharpen with a fierce intensity I hadn’t expected. “But I’ve been restructuring our distribution deals to strengthen our digital footprint. I’ve spent the last two weeks analyzing data and identifying growth opportunities in markets where Paper Skies already has traction. The fundamentals are solid, it’s just the execution that needs work.”

      The confidence in her voice catches me off-guard—she’s not just playing at running a label; she’s diving into the data, thinking strategically. Something stirs inside me—respect, and something else I don’t want to examine too closely.

      “You don’t have to take all that on yourself,” I start to say. “There are other options⁠—”

      “The employees are like family. If I don’t step in, people will lose their jobs, and I don’t want it to be because I couldn’t handle it.”

      I finish the rest of my drink, discarding it on the nearby table while I try to think of a way to broach the subject of buying Left Turn, but the reality is, if I bought the company, I would have to let people go. It’s the cost of doing business. Duplication of roles, efficiency metrics, economies of scale… the very things Bret had always railed against.

      “Thirty under thirty most influential music executives,” she says, pulling me from my thoughts and causing me to blush at the mention of a recent article in Vibez magazine.

      So she’s been following me too.

      I mockingly adjust my jacket and cock an eyebrow, and she laughs. The sound cuts through the dim atmosphere of the bar.

      “Modest, I see,” she teases.

      “I worked hard to get that acknowledgment.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t deserved,” she corrects, and the compliment, coming from her, makes my chest tight.

      I sigh. “It’s tough being the one to make the hard decisions. Makes me the bad guy most of the time.”

      She tilts her head. “CEO, Dylan Kernish-Grant admitting he has weaknesses.” Her smile is mischievous.

      “Allow me to be human, and admit when I can’t solve a problem,” I laugh.

      “Oh, I’d love to hear this,” she teases.

      “Ok,” I settle in, leaning against the high-top table. “I have this artist who’s brilliant but he doesn’t want to perform.”

      “Stage fright?”

      “Something like that.” I don’t want to give away that it’s Jesse. “But I don’t know how to solve the issue. We’ve put a lot of time and money into recording, but without a tour or press, we might not be able to recoup any of that. Let alone give the artist a space to create.”

      Her brows knit, thoughtful. “Is it really just stage fright? Or do you think it’s something deeper? Burnout? Not wanting the spotlight?”

      “Could be all of it. He loves the music but hates what comes with it. He’s looking for total anonymity, to let the music speak for itself without any of the pretense of who he is.”

      She drums her fingers against her empty glass, considering. “So… why not take that part away? Make it part of the artistry instead of an obstacle.”

      I blink. “What do you mean?”

      “Hide his identity,” she says simply, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Turn it into a persona, a whole stage presence. A mask, maybe. Something fans can latch onto. The mystery becomes half the buzz.”

      I tilt my head, actually impressed. “You’ve thought about this before.”

      She smiles knowingly. “We did something similar for a designer I worked for. No one ever saw his face—just his work. People went crazy trying to figure out who he was. Sales doubled overnight.”

      I can’t help the low whistle that slips out. “That’s… brilliant.”

      “I had great mentors,” she says. “It’s funny how things turn out. I never pictured I’d be taking over my father’s company, but I always knew you would.”

      “It’s what I’ve always wanted to do. Growing up around music it just seemed inevitable. Ever since we all got together at Jack’s summer kick-off parties growing up.”

      “I loved those summers,” she laughs and it’s good to see her happy. “Even if I got stuck babysitting most of the weekend.”

      A waiter passes by with champagne, and I grab a couple glasses off the tray. Holding it out to her she shakes her head. “I shouldn’t.”

      “Come on, how often do we get a chance to enjoy one of these events?” I prod and she takes the flute from me.

      “I don’t get out often. Hazel keeps me pretty busy,” she sighs.

      “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s four going on sixteen,” she laughs. “She’s good—stubborn as they come but sweet.”

      “She looks like you,” I say, thinking of her green eyes, determined chin and raven hair.

      “Everyone says that, but the older she gets, the more she starts to resemble Christian.” There’s a hint of sadness in her tone.

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out.”

      She smirks. “We got married mostly because of Hazel, and that’s not a reason to be together. He’s a great father when he’s around, but…” she trails off. “Anyway, I never expected to be divorced with a toddler at twenty-nine.”

      I wonder what he thinks of Morgan moving to L.A., but I resist the urge to pry.

      “And dating—how’s that going?” I ask not so subtly.

      She smiles knowingly. “Smooth, Dylan,” she laughs, “but having a toddler puts a damper on dates. Besides, I’m busy getting settled in at Left Turn, so there’s no time for anything else.”

      The words say one thing, but her body tells a different story. She holds my gaze a beat too long, the corner of her mouth quirking up slightly. Her fingers fidget with the stem of her champagne flute, twisting it back and forth. She’s not looking away like someone shutting down a conversation. She’s waiting for my response.

      “Well, since you’re back, you should come to Jack’s next weekend. We’re all gonna be there—it’ll be like old times,” I offer. “They’d all love to see you again under different circumstances. Bring Hazel.”

      “Maybe,” she says, giving me hope of seeing her again. Her shoulders relax, angling toward me rather than away—another contradiction to her words. She leans against the table, closing the space between us by a few inches. “Will there be another Monopoly flipping incident?” she laughs hard.

      “Jack landed on Park Place with four hotels.” The memory makes me laugh. “He accused Maggie of cheating.”

      “Maggie was always a handful,” she reminisces.

      “Still is.” I take a sip of the champagne.

      Her gaze drops to my mouth when I lower my glass, lingering there before snapping back up to my eyes. Heat flares in my chest. That wasn’t casual interest. That was something hungrier.

      “I always felt a little out of place though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, back then, being five years older was a huge gap,” she says.

      “And now?” I ask, curiously as I lean against one of the high-top tables.

      She shifts closer—definitely not accidental—her knee nearly brushing mine. “I’ll get back to you on that,” she laughs, setting her glass down. “Twenty-nine and twenty-four doesn’t seem quite so insurmountable, especially now that you’re a CEO and all.” She lifts her eyebrows before picking up the flute and taking a sip of the champagne.

      The room narrows to just us. The air is charged with something electric, making my skin prickle. She’s not moving away. Her pupils dilate slightly, her lips part. Everything about her screams interest, despite her words about being too busy for dating.

      “You know, I’m not that skinny kid who used to follow you around anymore.”

      “I know.” It’s the way she says it. Her gaze travels down my body, slow and deliberate, before meeting my eyes again. Hope blooms in my chest, making me bold.

      “I had a crush on you back then,” I admit, the words slipping out before I can catch them. “Still do, if I’m being honest.”

      Her cheeks flush pink and she glances away, vulnerability flashing across her face. But she doesn’t step back. Instead, her teeth catch her bottom lip briefly—a gesture that sends my blood rushing south.

      She meets my eyes again, then taking in my outfit, drifting down to my feet and glistening with amusement. “I see you didn’t inherit Wade’s obsession with Italian leather.”

      I teasingly pick up a scuffed and battered Converse as if I didn’t know I was wearing them. “Didn’t you get the memo? I was adopted. It’s not in the genes,” I wink.

      She laughs, a soft sound laced with memory. “You’ve changed—a little more sure of yourself, a little harder. But there’s still something in your eyes… something that feels like home.”

      I smile, lifting my eyebrows. She has no idea what those words do to me, how they bloom inside like a living thing.

      “Do you still play the drums?” she asks.

      “On occasion, when I need to blow off steam. I head over to Studio A…”

      “My dad’s favorite. He always like the vibes there.”

      A silence settles between us, but still filled with shared memories.

      “When did you get this?” She reaches up but stops short of touching my lip ring. “I bet your fathers love that.”

      I smirk, running my tongue over the metal, and my heart races as her eyes track the movement. The flicker of heat in her gaze sends electricity straight down my spine. Her breath hitches, barely perceptible, but I catch it—the slight parting of her lips, the flush spreading across her collarbones. She’s not just looking; she’s imagining.

      “About the same time I stopped caring what people thought about my choices.” I catch her hand.

      “How do you even kiss someone with that?” Her voice drops lower, husky at the edges. Her pulse jumps visibly at the base of her throat.

      No time for dating, maybe. But this tension between us isn’t dating. It’s something honest and unfiltered, stripped of pretense.

      “If you want to find out, step forward another inch,” I challenge, with broken breath.

      She leans in, close enough that I can smell her perfume—like summer. The jasmine stronger now, mixed with the champagne on her breath. My entire body tenses with anticipation, every nerve ending firing at once. She doesn’t hesitate or pull back—her body gravitates toward mine as if we’re completing a circuit, inevitable and
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