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Face the Music

Music producer, Mason Liner, has one passion: the
acts she can bring to the top of the charts. When the biggest
record label in Nashville hands her a new client, country music
royalty, Sophie Roddy, Mason’s reluctant to take on a problem diva
whose excessive lifestyle almost ruined her career, but can't turn
down the challenge.

 


Victoria Roddy has lived in Sophie Roddy’s shadow for
as long as she can remember. Being her mother's assistant is more
than a job description...it’s her life. Now arrogant and
aggravating Mason thinks she can turn Sophie’s career around, but
Victoria doesn’t believe Mason’s ridiculous demands and exhaustive
schedule are what her mother needs right now.

 


Mason and Victoria have to work together, so it’s
really too bad they can’t stand each other, and even worse that
they can’t seem to deny their attraction.
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read every book, you’ll be incredibly happy with this one and will
be thrilled to find a new series to follow in the same
universe.”—C-Spot Reviews

 


“[An] action-packed mafia entertainment with a dash
of romance. It’s quite good fun.”—reviewer@large

 


“[T]here aren’t too many lesfic books like
Double-Crossed and it is refreshing to see an author like
Vali continue to churn out books like these. Excellent crime
thriller.”—Colleen Corgel, Librarian, Queens Borough Public
Library

 


“For all of us die-hard Ali Vali/Cain Casey fans,
this is the beginning of a great new series…There is violence in
this book, and lots of killing, but there is also romance, love,
and the beginning of a great new reading adventure. I can’t wait to
read more of this intriguing story.”—Rainbow Reflections

 


 


Stormy Seas

 


Stormy Seas “is one book that adventure lovers
must read.”—Rainbow Reflections

 


 


Answering the Call

 


Answering the Call “is a brilliant
cop-and-killer story…The crime story is tight and the love story is
fantastic.”—Best Lesbian Erotica

 


“Is there anything better than a smoking hot butch
woman in uniform?…If you enjoy stories with stakeouts, gun-slinging
butch cops, meddling family members coupled with murder and mayhem
around every corner, then this story is certainly for you.”—The
Lesbian Review

 


 


Lammy Finalist Calling the Dead

 


“So many writers set stories in New Orleans, but Ali
Vali’s mystery novels have the authenticity that only a real Big
Easy resident could bring. Set six months after Hurricane Katrina
has devastated the city, a lesbian detective is still battling
demons when a body turns up behind one of the city’s famous
eateries. What follows makes for a classic lesbian murder
yarn.”—Curve Magazine

 


“The plot is engrossing and satisfying. A fun aspect
of the book is the images of food it includes. The descriptions of
sex are also delicious.”—Seattle Gay News

 


 


Beauty and the Boss

 


“The story gripped me from the first page…Vali’s
writing style is lovely—it’s clean, sharp, no wasted words, and it
flows beautifully as a result. Highly recommended!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews

 


 


Balance of Forces: Toujours Ici

 


“A stunning addition to the vampire legend,
Balance of Forces: Toujour Ici is one that stands apart from
the rest.”—Bibliophilic Book Blog

 


 


Blue Skies

 


“Vali is skilled at building sexual tension, and the
sex in this novel flies as high as Berkley’s jets. Look for this
fast-paced read.”—Just About Write

 


 


Beneath the Waves

 


“The premise…was brilliantly constructed…skillfully
written and the imagination that went into it was fantastic…A
wonderful passionate love story with a great mystery.”—Inked
Rainbow Reads

 


 


Second Season

 


“The issues are realistic and center around the
universal factors of love, jealousy, betrayal, and doing the right
thing and are constantly woven into the fabric of the story. We
rated this well written social commentary through the use of
fiction our max five hearts.”—Heartland Reviews

 


 


Carly’s Sound

 


“Carly’s Sound is a great romance, with some
wonderfully hot sex, but it is more than that. It is also the tale
of a woman rising from the ashes of grief and finding new love and
a new life. Vali has surrounded Julia and Poppy with a cast of
great supporting characters, making this an extremely satisfying
read.”—Just About Write


Praise for the Cain Casey Saga

The Devil’s Due

 


“This is an enthralling, nail biting and ultra fast
moving addition to the Devil series…once again Ali Vali has
produced a brilliant story arc, solid character development,
incomparable bad-ass women in traditionally male roles, leading
both the goodies, baddies and cross-breeds.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 


“A Night Owl Reviews Top Pick: Cain Casey is the kind
of person you aspire to be even though some consider her a
criminal. She’s loyal, very protective of those she loves,
honorable, big on preserving her family legacy and loves her family
greatly. The Devil’s Due is a book I highly recommend and
well worth the wait we all suffered through. I cannot wait for the
next book in the series to come out.”—Night Owl Reviews

 


 


The Devil Be Damned

 


“Ali Vali excels at creating strong, romantic
characters along with her fast-paced, sophisticated plots. Her
setting, New Orleans, provides just the right blend of immigrants
from Mexico, South America, and Cuba, along with a city steeped in
traditions.”—Just About Write

 


 


Deal with the Devil

 


“Ali Vali has given her fans another thick, rich
thriller…Deal With the Devil has wonderful love stories,
great sex, and an ample supply of humor. It is an exciting,
page-turning read that leaves her readers eagerly awaiting the next
book in the series.”—Just About Write

 


 


The Devil Unleashed

 


“Fast-paced action scenes, intriguing character
revelations, and a refreshing approach to the romance thriller
genre all make for an enjoyable reading experience in the Big
Easy…The Devil Unleashed is an engrossing reading
experience.”—Midwest Book Review

 


 


The Devil Inside

 


“Not only is The Devil Inside a ripping
mystery, it’s also an intimate character study.”—L-Word
Literature

 


“The Devil Inside is the first of what
promises to be a very exciting series…While telling an exciting
story that grips the reader, Vali has also fully fleshed out her
heroes and villains. The Devil Inside is that rarity: a
fascinating crime novel which includes a tender love story and
leaves the reader with a cliffhanger ending.”—MegaScene

 


“The Devil Inside by Ali Vali is an unusual,
unpredictable, and thought-provoking love story that will have the
reader questioning the definition of right and wrong long after she
finishes the book…first time novelist Vali does not leave the
reader hanging for too long, but spins a complex plot of love,
conspiracy, and loss.”—Just About Write

 


“[T]his isn’t your typical ‘Godfather-esque’ novel,
oh no. The head of this crime family is not only a lesbian, but a
mother to boot. Vali’s fluid writing style quickly puts the reader
at ease, which makes the story and its characters equally easy to
get to know and care about. When you find yourself talking out loud
to the characters in a book, you know the work is polished and
professional, as well as entertaining. Ever just wanted to grab a
crime boss by the lapels, get in their face, and tell them to open
their eyes and see what’s right in front of their eyes? If not, you
will once you start turning the pages of The Devil
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Chapter One

Damn, damn, damn, damn…fuck. The string of
curses running through Victoria Roddy’s mind was a mantra that kept
her from screaming until she passed out, or running into the great
beyond to start living as a hermit in the first cave she came
across.

“Damn it to hell, kid. Is she ready?” Bryce Benton
asked Victoria with barely concealed aggravation.

Victoria glanced at the door to the studio’s
bathroom and tried not to grimace. There really wasn’t anything to
say that would sound believable, and she wouldn’t lie or make
anything up to try to con her mother’s longtime guitarist. Bryce
had been there from the beginning and hadn’t retired to his goats
and chickens because Victoria had begged him not to.

In the last couple of years he’d been her ally in
trying to keep her mother, Sophie Roddy, in check so they didn’t
miss any professional obligations. Sophie was country music royalty
and the reigning queen of Nashville, but it was hard to see the
glamour when she had her head in the toilet and mascara smeared
around her eyes.

“She’s not feeling well.” The statement was the one
she’d said with more frequency in the last year. “Give me ten
minutes, and she should be good to go.”

He shook his head and leaned against the doorframe.
“I love you, kid, but it’s time for either rehab or a vacation so
she can drink herself into the oblivion she’s gunning for. Some of
the guys are starting to put feelers out for new gigs, and I can’t
blame them. I owe it to you to give you a heads-up. Pretty soon the
band is going to be me and the crazy guy that plays banjo over on
Main.” Bryce put his arms around her when she couldn’t hold back
the tears over the whole situation. “I know you love her, but it’s
time to stop covering up all the stuff that’s not your fault.”

“She’s my mother, Bryce. You know I can’t do that.”
She took a deep breath and kissed his cheek before stepping back.
“Give me ten minutes.”

“This is going to be a long day, sweetheart. Blowing
off a time in the studio is one thing, but tonight we’re going to
the Opry. She’s got to be ready. That’s a big stage to fuck up
on.”

No matter how famous an artist was, they were as
awed as a newcomer when it came to walking out onto the Grand Ole
Opry stage and into the circle. That six foot section that had come
from the mother church of country music, the Ryman, gave the new
building some of the tradition and magic of the old place. Her
mother had been there dozens of times in her career, but tonight’s
performance was about to give Victoria hives. Drinking was one
thing, but her mother’s new boyfriend Weston Cagle had introduced a
cocktail of pills for Sophie to chase down with her drink of
choice, Cinclair Whiskey.

“She’ll be ready.” She said it, but there was no
part of her that believed it.

Sophie’s life of recording, touring, and performing
was the only thing Victoria had ever known because Sophie had
dragged her along for all if it, although all she’d really wanted
was to stay with her grandparents. The only normal life she’d
carved out for herself was the four years she’d gone away to
college, but her absence had knocked the wheels off her mother’s
runaway train.

Any dreams of pursuing her love of playing her own
music had been sidelined when Sophie’s manager quit a month after
Victoria’s graduation because he’d been fed up with Sophie’s
behavior. Victoria had taken over, but the last three years were
about to drive her to drink as a way of escaping the hell
her life had become.

No time to dwell, so she opened the door to Sophie’s
moaning and retching. “Are you okay?”

“What have I told you about this fucking early
morning shit?” Sophie got off her knees, staggered to the sink, and
stared at the running water like she didn’t know what to do with
it.

“It’s one in the afternoon, and we got here twenty
minutes ago. We were already an hour late, and it’s really not fair
to the guys.” She handed Sophie a wet paper towel and crossed her
arms. “You realize you’re the headliner at the Opry tonight, right?
You need to get it together.”

“And you need to reel the judgment back…a lot,”
Sophie said, taking a moment to spit out the water she swished
around her mouth. “You know I’m a damn professional who doesn’t
need anyone to tell me my goddamned job.”

“Your job’s been waiting for you for over an hour,
and I’m shocked they stuck around. Why is it you’re the only one
who doesn’t see that you’re killing yourself?” Her mother rinsed
her mouth again and glared at her, making her bloodshot eyes really
stand out. It was like looking at a racoon having a piss-poor day.
“Get mad all you want, but it’s the truth.”

“Let’s go before the world comes to an end, since
that’s how you’re spinning it. I just wasn’t feeling well, and
y’all all act like it’s a crime.” Sophie smoothed down her
platinum-blond hair that was a shade or four too garish to be her
natural color and circled her shoulders as if to relax them. The
big hair that was her mom’s signature and the moves she was making
only highlighted how thin and frail she looked.

Sophie totally schmoozed the guys in the control
room like she always did, but the band didn’t appear at all
enamored. They seemed furious until they began, and Sophie started
singing. The song that’d probably be the first single off the first
album her mom was putting out in four years sounded fantastic with
her iconic smoky voice.

Weston had floated a few songs and expected them to
be chosen because of his relationship with Sophie, then got angry
and disappeared when they were rejected. He’d made himself scarce
around rehearsals and such, and he’d handed Sophie a bottle before
they’d left the house. Victoria wanted to throw it away, but that
would only start another argument when her mother found it
missing.

“That was wonderful, ma’am,” the guy in the control
room said, seeming really starstruck. They wouldn’t start recording
until the producer arrived. This session was for the benefit of the
mixer and audio guys, to get things tweaked, and would hopefully
make things go smoother when whoever Sophie’s longtime label, Banu
Records, sent over arrived.

“Quit with the ma’am stuff. It’s Sophie.” Her mother
had a way about her that made it easy to gather new fans, no matter
how young or old they were.

“Thank you, Sophie, and we’ll go ahead and take it
from the top. We’re hoping to get through two today, and the rest
in the couple of weeks Banu set aside for you.”

Victoria was encouraged as Sophie drank four bottles
of water and a cup of coffee while they worked and didn’t take long
in the restroom when she excused herself. Sophie actually appeared
sober by the time they wrapped, a little after five. That gave them
time to have dinner before they headed to the Opry.

“I’m not hungry, but I do need to lie down for an
hour. You should’ve thought about the strain of a day like this
before you scheduled stuff.” Sophie leaned back and closed her eyes
in the passenger seat as Victoria started her car. “You’ve been
here long enough to know better.”

“I do know better, Mom. This was to warm up your
voice for tonight. I know how you feel about the Opry over any
other venue.”

“Shut up—stop being patronizing, and bring me home.”
Sophie was acting like a petulant child, and it was about to get
worse. Victoria could feel it in her gut, like an old man could
feel rain coming in his arthritic joints.

“Mom, we don’t have time to go back to Brentwood. If
you need to lie down, you can come to my place.” Once Weston had
moved in with her mother, she’d found an apartment in town.

“Call Weston and have him meet me there, then. He
can bring me tonight.”

The word fuck replaced the string of damns in
her head, and she took a deep breath to calm her thoughts. “Mom, do
you think that’s a good idea? You and Weston like to have a good
time, and tonight isn’t about that.”

“Let’s remember our places, okay? And you could do
with a little fun yourself. All you need to do right now is keep my
schedule and make sure everyone’s paid. That’s it. I’m responsible
for me, and it’s been me who’s gotten this far.”

Victoria sighed at Sophie’s cruelty. Only an unlucky
few got to see this side of her, and Victoria always got the brunt
of it. “Sonny Liner gave you a warning after what happened in Baton
Rouge. Do you remember that?”

The way Sophie grabbed her arm and tightened her
fingers made Victoria swerve the car. “Sonny Liner knows as well as
I do that the Banu label would be shit without me as its
cornerstone. If you’re smart, you’ll shut up about Baton Rouge.
There was nothing to that except bad timing.”

“I don’t think he was kidding, but you know best, so
I’ll remember my place.” It was an unkind thought that came to her
as she said it, but if the head of her mother’s label finally got
fed up with her, they’d cancel her contract and Victoria would be
free.

“Don’t get dramatic on me, sugar. Spending all day
locked in a studio puts me in a bad mood, but I’ll feel better
after a nap.” Sophie relaxed her hand into more of a caress, but as
usual, it was too little too late.

“You know best, and you have a key, so I’ll see you
later. I know you hate me saying it, but try to remember how
important tonight and this album are. Tonight is the beginning of
the PR buildup Banu is doing before it’s released. You’ve
got to be on your A-game.” There was no way she was going to
hang around and get yelled at for the rest of the afternoon. Her
mother liked reminding her that she was an adult and responsible
for her own decisions, and those decisions had landed her on top of
the charts. And to add to that, Weston gave Victoria the
creeps.

“It’ll be a show no one will forget.” Sophie opened
the door before the car stopped, having spotted Weston lounging on
Victoria’s front steps.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

 


* * *

 


“How can you say no?”

Mason Liner glanced up at the waitress before
turning her attention to the young guy who’d begged for a meeting.
She couldn’t remember his name. “Look, I appreciate your enthusiasm
for your girlfriend—”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” he said with the
indignity of an old church marm in a whorehouse on a Sunday.

“Kid, never start any negotiation with bullshit. You
love this girl, and good for you, but the last thing Nashville
needs is another Taylor Swift lookalike in everything but the
height and talent. Get her a few gigs on Broadway, then give me a
call, but try some voice lessons first.” She put her hand out for
him to shake, hopeful he’d recognize it as closure to their
meeting. It was doubtful any of the bars along the famous street
that was Nashville’s entertainment district would hire this girl to
do anything but bus tables.

“The regular, Mason?” the waitress asked when she
came back. They’d both watched the slow walk of rejection the guy
had done, but that wouldn’t be the last time he’d do it, so it was
good he was getting some practice in.

“Let’s mix it up and have it with fries this time.”
She smiled when the woman kissed her before going to put her steak
order in.

That order and the table where Mason was sitting had
been her Friday night ritual for the last six months. Skull’s
Rainbow Room wasn’t at all a new place in Nashville, but a lot of
the locals sometimes forgot it served up great food as well as good
entertainment. On Fridays, though, after the band and the dinner
service, they’d added burlesque, and Madame Belle Lenox was the
only woman she’d ever known who’d turned down a recording deal.

What Mason hadn’t turned down was an
invitation for a drink at Belle’s place the first night she’d come
to see the show, and that had turned into a mutually satisfying
relationship with very few of those annoying strings that usually
came with spending time in a woman’s bed. Belle was a little older
than her, but the way she worked a crowd and danced made you forget
everything but Belle.

Her cell phone flashed on the table, and she was
surprised to see her father’s name on the screen. Friday nights
were usually his time to sit in his recliner in his boxers, eat
wings, and drink a few beers with her mother. Business was put on
the back burner on Friday nights.

“Hey, Pop.”

“How’s my little Buckaroo?”

She laughed at the nickname and at how her dad’s
voice made her happy. “Good, I’m having a steak at Skull’s, and we
put the finishing touches on Colt Kenny’s tour. All I need is an
opening band, and we can start advertising.” She nodded at the
waitress as she put her plate down, and Mason immediately salted
everything on it. “And I’m an inch taller than you, so keep that in
mind when you call me little anything.”

“Little Buckaroo sounds better than big Amazon, so
keep that in mind.”

Mason heard her mother laughing in the
background.

“You should thank me for your good looks, and
hopefully you can do it in person tomorrow. Are you free around
ten?”

“For you I’m always free, Papa. I’ll come earlier
than that and bring some doughnuts.”

“Good. Just one more thing, and I hope it’s not
messing up your night, but I need you to head to the Opry and catch
Sophie’s set. The studio called me today, and we might have some
problems on the horizon when it comes to Ms. Roddy, and that’s
going to be one of the things we need to talk about tomorrow.”

“I’ll be happy to, Pop,” she said, even though it
was the last thing she wanted to do. “I’ll see you in the morning.
Do you need anything else?”

“All I need is to see you and that brilliant brain
of yours you got from your mama. The great hair and eyes—that’s all
me.”

“At least you have me to remind you what great hair
used to look like.”

“You’re killing me, kid, so bring those doughnuts as
well to make it up to me.”

She laughed at that too as she stared at the
black-and-white checkered linoleum stage floor where Elvis, then a
nobody, had been given a chance to perform. Skull’s had been the
first stop for a lot of famous names, and another reason Mason
liked it. And all the women backstage ready to dance weren’t a bad
reason to visit either.

Belle came out an hour later with her signature big
yellow feathered boa and prowled the stage as she sang, looking
like the truest definition of a sexy woman. The boa dropped on
Mason’s head as Belle winked at her, but every pair of eyes in the
room stayed on Belle. Her body in a sheath dress was something
songs should be written about.

The show was an hour long, and Belle’s girls packed
the place and kept the patrons drinking. Skull’s was a Friday night
must if you wanted a change of pace from the row of honkytonks on
Broadway. Mason downed her drink when the manager waved her over to
the end of the bar. The next show wasn’t for another hour, and the
band started up again to fill the time.

“Belle said to go on back,” the guy said, shaking
her hand. “And thanks for the recommendation on the band. They’ve
been a good addition, and the folks really like them.”

“Let them start playing their original stuff.” She
waved to the lead singer who’d lifted his hand after noticing her.
“Trust me, everyone will love them as much as the old standards
they’re doing now, and they won’t be around for free much
longer.”

“You signing them?”

“Not yet, but they have potential, and they have
that connection with the crowd you can’t teach.” She stayed for the
beginning of their first song before heading to the dressing room
past the storage area.

Belle was in a bustier and fishnet stockings held up
by garters when she opened the door, and Mason couldn’t help but
stare like a horny teenage boy. “How is it you get better looking
every time I see you?” Belle asked.

“It’s all the dim lighting in these places. It works
to my advantage.” She gladly stepped forward when Belle tugged her
by the belt and pushed her down on the couch. “You were as gorgeous
as ever, and that voice of yours gives me shivers.”

“Hopefully that’s not the only thing that gave you
shivers, lover.” Belle straddled her lap and threaded her fingers
into her hair. “You looked so delicious sitting there that I can’t
wait for you to bring me home.”

“Oh yeah?” She untied the top of the bustier and
worked it down to expose even more of Belle’s cleavage. “What can’t
you wait for?”

“First I want you to touch me, since I could almost
feel your hands on me the way you were staring, and then I need you
to fuck me. And I really need you to do that right now, baby.”

Mason glanced down, enjoying the way the black
garters contrasted against Belle’s legs, and how sexy she was with
only that and the bustier on. “Are you wet?”

“Mason, you might get pinched for silly questions.
Give me what I want.”

Belle lifted onto her knees a little when Mason ran
two fingers from the opening of her sex to the top of her clit.
That made Belle hiss and pull her hair hard enough to cock her head
back so she could kiss her.

“You want it fast or slow?” The way Belle was
chasing her fingers with the movement of her hips made it
clear.

“Are you going to fuck me or talk me to death?”
Belle bit her bottom lip before sucking it into her mouth. “God,”
she said as she stilled when Mason filled her up. “You always
know.” Belle moaned when Mason stroked her clit and pressed their
foreheads together. “Fuck…fuck me.”

Mason slid her fingers out and in rapidly, making
sure to hit Belle’s clit every time. The sight and feel of her made
Mason hard, and she wasn’t stopping until Belle came on her hand.
“Let me see you.”

Belle leaned away from her and tugged the blood-red
bustier down until it was well below her breasts, and she moaned
when Mason sucked one in. “Yeah, baby, harder.” Mason pressed into
the sofa and put her hand behind Belle’s head so she could lean
back, giving her room to really move her hand. “Like that, oh, fuck
me, like that,” Belle said with her eyes closed. Belle’s hips
pumped in rhythm with Mason’s thrusts, and it didn’t take long
before Mason felt Belle grip her fingers in the most intimate of
ways.

“You aren’t Nashville’s most sought after producer
and record executive for nothing, baby,” Belle said, squeezing her
fingers one more time after she came. She leaned forward and kissed
Mason before letting her hand go. “You certainly know how to
produce all kinds of things in me.”

“Thank you, and if you form a fan club, I want to be
nominated for president.”

Belle got off her and slipped into the bathroom
before coming out in the costume she’d started the show with.

“Are you in pain, babe, or you want to wait?”

“You’re a hard one to say no to, but I have to leave
early. I promised my father I’d run an errand for him, so I have to
get going.”

“No time for me to return the favor?” Belle asked as
she reapplied lipstick.

“Believe me, I’d like nothing better, but I have to
go. Are you okay for a ride?” She usually gave Belle a lift home,
but she doubted the night would end anytime soon.

“I’ll ask one of the girls, and remember, I owe you
one.” Belle kissed her and pressed their bodies together.

“That I won’t forget, and believe me, the chore
Sonny assigned me will be doubly hard considering how hard I
am at the moment.” She laughed and slapped Belle’s ass. “Have fun
tonight.”

“And you try to do the same.”

“I’ll do my best, darlin’, but I very much doubt
it.” From what her father had said about Sophie, and what she
remembered of her past behavior, the rest of her night wasn’t going
to be fun at all. “I very much doubt it.”


Chapter Two

The Opry was filling with both tourists and locals
alike who were there for the variety of acts the place delivered
for every show, and backstage, the stagehands were working hard to
get everything together. Victoria loved the history and tradition
of it, and the way people still embraced it. Some of it was corny,
but in the end it was all about the music.

“Where’s Sophie?” Bryce asked when he joined her
right offstage.

“She should be here by now. Weston texted they were
on their way. Traffic, maybe?” She went from enjoying the
atmosphere to full-blown anxiety.

“Are you sure that’s all it is?”

“Let me go find out.” The entrance for the
performers was behind her, and as she headed for it, the show
started. There was a new band opening, but they were only doing two
numbers before Sophie would be introduced for her first set. Once
the show got started she’d come out again a few times before they
wrapped up. Sophie should have been there way before now.

“Did Sophie Roddy arrive?” Victoria asked the
doorman. “I’m her manager.”

“She hasn’t checked in yet.”

Shit, she should’ve stayed with her. She headed back
to her purse for her phone. Maybe Weston or her mom had called and
she’d missed it. “She’s not here,” she said to Bryce as the opening
band finished their first song. Weston’s phone went to voice mail,
as had Sophie’s. Why the hell did her mother do this? She had
everything, and she was throwing it all away.

The band was done, and the night’s emcee asked them
a few questions before introducing Sophie. Bryce and the guys had
gotten into place and started playing, and he shrugged when he
glanced her way, then winced when he looked over Victoria’s
shoulder.

Her mother swayed past her as she stepped out to a
sea of cheering people. She saw the impending disaster when her
mother couldn’t make it to the microphone in a straight line. Bryce
didn’t stop playing, but Victoria could see his worried expression
when Sophie finally made it, though she almost fell backward when
she ripped the microphone off the stand.

“Hey, everybody.” Sophie was slurring her words and
teetering like she wasn’t on steady ground. Her speech and her
movements seemed to chill the crowd, and silence descended. “Let’s
get—” Sophie turned quickly and lost her balance, sending her
stumbling backward.

There was a collective gasp when Sophie flew off the
stage, landing on the floor right in front of the first row.
Victoria ran to the edge of the stage and blew out a breath when
she saw Sophie was breathing. But her eyes were closed and she
wasn’t responding, no matter how much Bryce yelled at her from
where he knelt beside Victoria.

The stage manager called for help and brought out a
blanket to hold in front of Sophie to protect her from the people
taking pictures and video. Victoria was lowered down with Bryce to
where Sophie still lay, and she couldn’t stop the tears of
disbelief. There would be no glossing this over. Her mother’s
career was over.

“Vic, we need to move her,” Bryce said.

Her gaze stayed on her mom’s chest as she knelt next
to her, holding her hand. Losing a career would be a small price to
pay if her mom lived, and that’s what she was praying for. “Help is
on its way, and I don’t want to hurt her more.”

She heard running along the wood floor of the stage,
and an EMT was next to her a second later. They worked to stabilize
Sophie and were able to leave by the side of the stage. Victoria
heard the emcee ask everyone to pray for her mother and that the
evening’s show would continue. Who gave a crap about that?

Bryce gave her a ride to the hospital, since she was
shaking so badly after watching the EMTs speed away with their
lights and sirens on, as if time wasn’t on their side. They
followed when they rushed Sophie into the ER, where a doctor
administered medication to counteract the effects of whatever
Sophie had taken. It took a few minutes before Sophie started to
show signs of life, and Victoria had to sit, her knees were so
weak.

She couldn’t quite pinpoint what to feel,
considering both relief and terror were at war in her chest. Her
mother didn’t seem to care anymore, but Victoria couldn’t get to
that place. Sophie was her mother and she loved her, but watching
this decline was making her ache, and there was no cure for it. Her
desire to be enough for her mother flitted through her head again,
but nothing in the world would grant her that, so she concentrated
on Sophie’s face.

“What happened?” Sophie opened her eyes and the
nurse stopped her from ripping out her IVs.

“You overdosed. That’s what happened.” She didn’t
want to yell, but the stress of the day was almost too much to
handle. Anger won out over fear. “And you picked the perfect place
to do it. Well done.”

“I wasn’t feeling well.” Sophie spoke softly with
her hand over her eyes.

“Stop it,” Victoria yelled louder. “Stop fucking
lying to me, to the people who love you, and, more importantly, to
yourself.”

“None of you understand shit.” When guilt and
sympathy didn’t work, Sophie always went straight to hostility.

“Give it a rest, Mom. No one’s falling for
this—”

“Am I interrupting something?” A tall woman who
didn’t look like a doctor simply walked in, and she didn’t seem
apologetic about doing so. “Haven’t you made enough headlines for
one day? You should know the drill by now about keeping a low
profile until all this blows over. You’ve been in the business long
enough to know that little tidbit.”

“Who the hell do you think you are? Get out—this is
none of your business.” Victoria stood and pointed to the door.
“Get out,” she said, when all the woman did was give her a
condescending smile.

“Sit down and take a breath before you hit shrill,
babe. Believe me, it’s not a flattering look.”

“Fuck you.” If what had happened was the crappy ice
cream sundae, this asshole was the cherry on top. “Get out or I’ll
get security.”

“You want to break it to her, Sophie, or shall
I?”

“Sugar, sit, and let’s see what our future’s going
to be,” Sophie said, holding her hand out. “I must be in big
trouble if they sent the right hand of the music god. How are you,
Mason, and how the hell did you get here so fast?”

“Slightly better than you, Sophie, and I was
rerouted here on my way to the Opry to watch your set tonight. What
the hell happened?”

“I wasn’t feeling well.”

The woman smiled, making Victoria think she was an
idiot as well as an asshole if she was falling for this. Victoria
managed Sophie’s schedule and events, but when it came to the
business side of things, her mom had insisted on handling
everything. It meant Victoria didn’t know many of the business
contacts her mother made. Clearly, this was an important one she’d
missed. She knew Sonny and some of the other execs, but she hadn’t
heard of anyone below him.

“You barely made it through a show in Biloxi because
you were flying higher than Elon Musk’s Dragon, and you completely
missed the one in Baton Rouge. Sonny covered all of it up because
he loves you. That love, though, had some stipulations that you
agreed to, and tonight you screwed the poodle on your promise.”

“Come on, Mason. People are probably praying for me,
and they’ll forget about it when I sing again. Everyone loves a
comeback story.”

Mason took her phone out and start tapping something
out as if she was bored. The video she pulled up showed Sophie
staggering, then taking a header off the stage. “You’re trending on
three different social media sites, and the comments have not been
kind.”

“Do you and Sonny have any idea who the hell I am?”
Sophie practically spat the question, and the damn smug smile was
back.

“We thought we did, but let’s see,” Mason said,
glancing down at her phone. “Turns out you’re a big-haired, tacky,
has-been drunk,” Mason read. “Here’s a good one—Sophie, get your
head out of your ass and head back to the farm. Put us out of our
misery.” Mason looked up. “Those don’t sound like prayers or
pity.”

“There’s no reason to pile on,” Victoria said,
having an urge to defend her mother even though it was all
true.

“If you’re here to dump me, Mason, get on with it.”
Sophie acted like she didn’t need defending, and Victoria blamed it
on the residual impairment of whatever the hell she’d taken. “I’ll
be signed by someone else tomorrow morning.”

“Good luck, then, but let’s all agree you were in
breach of your contract and save us all the time and aggravation of
any kind of legal action.” Mason stepped closer to the bed. “I was
here to offer you another chance, but it sounds like you’re not
interested in that.”

“All you give a shit about is the money, so save the
act.” Sophie was getting more venomous by the minute. “You’re going
to be sorry when I get the new album out and start giving
interviews. I’m not holding back on your father, or you.”

“Banu owns the rights on three-fourths of the songs,
so there’ll be no new album until you come up with new material.”
Mason held her hand up when Sophie appeared ready to rev up again.
“I’m not your enemy, Sophie, and you have a short window of time
here.”

The statement seemed so final, and it was probably
true, but Victoria wasn’t a fan of the messenger Banu had sent.
Mason, whoever the hell she was, was a good example of what was
wrong with the music industry. They acted like music gods who cared
way more about the profit and nothing about the music.

She followed Mason out and stopped her in the
hallway. “In the future, come to me first. I’m her manager, and I’m
responsible for her.” Mason didn’t face her until she stopped
talking, but then she turned around, as if waiting for her to keep
going. One look at her, and Victoria wished she’d kept walking. The
messenger might’ve been an asshole, but she was extremely
attractive, making her level of anger hard to maintain. “That
wasn’t professional, and Sonny Liner is going to hear about
this.”

“Why do you think I’m here, sunshine? Sonny Liner
already heard about it, and he’s pissed. If you are
responsible for her, you need to up your game.” Mason turned and
started walking but stopped again when Victoria grabbed her sleeve.
“If you don’t start making the tough calls, then you won’t have to
worry about them any longer. Are you blind as to what kind of
trouble she’s in?”

“Mason, isn’t it? You don’t know shit about me or
Sophie Roddy, and if I can talk her into it, I’ll definitely have
her sign with someone else once this blows over. If you’re running
your business by what people say on social media, Sonny Liner will
fire your ass by morning.”

Mason actually chuckled, making the skin around her
eyes crinkle as if she really did find her humorous. “Do you really
think so? Maybe the social media stuff and your scathing review of
my professionalism will convince him I’m not cut out for this, and
I can finally sleep in whenever I want to.” Mason stared down at
her hand, still gripping Mason’s sleeve, and her fingers
automatically opened. “Until then, keep Sophie away from the media,
and refrain from giving any statements. But I’m not responsible for
you or Sophie, and I can’t keep you from committing career suicide.
Well, more than you have already.”

“She’s Sophie Roddy, and she built the Banu
label.”

“Just because Sophie keeps telling you that, over
and over, doesn’t make it true.”

The way Mason exhaled made Victoria think she was
about to lose patience.

“Actually, she is a big-haired, tacky, has-been
drunk. Hashtag #bighair will be trending by tomorrow and will be
forever synonymous with Sophie Roddy. Call me crazy, but I’m not
thinking that’s a good thing.”

“Fuck you and Twitter.”

“That’s the best insult ever—I’ll have to remember
it.” Mason sighed. “There’s a very small window of opportunity here
to get her healthy. Forget about the music for now and concentrate
on her. Your assignment is to remember everything I said.”

“Believe me, asshole, I’m not forgetting a
word.”

 


* * *

 


Mason waited until morning before thinking about her
father and his reaction to what had happened. After leaving the
hospital it was a tie as to what had her most on edge. She was
horny after having to leave Belle before she’d wanted to, and she
was aggravated at the insulting little bitch who obviously had no
clue who she was. But then, Sophie wasn’t on her list of
responsibilities, so she didn’t really know that much about her or
anyone in her orbit. At her father’s urging, she’d spent a few
years in LA expanding their talent pool outside country music. Her
three years in California had kept her out of the country music
scene in Nashville until only very recently, and after meeting
Sophie and her representative, she was happy to have been out of
that loop. She wasn’t wasting time finding out if Sophie was
serious about leaving their label.

She drove into Nashville to get her dad a variety of
choices from Fox’s Donut Den before turning around and heading back
to Hendersonville. Her parents had decided to go north of the city
instead of south like most of the big names who’d settled in places
like Brentwood and Franklin.

Mason’s horse ranch was ten miles from her parents’
place, and they were her closest neighbors. The Blue Heaven Ranch
already had that name when she bought it four years before, but the
heaven part fit, and she’d kept it. It was still an
adjustment living out there with all the rolling hills and quiet,
but after the first month it was hard to think of anyplace else as
home.

She’d learned the ins and outs of the business from
her dad, who she talked to daily, along with a few of his friends.
It was an education that had started early and wouldn’t end until
Sonny took his last breath. That anyone would think he didn’t care
about the music infuriated her.

They worked together, and she was happy Sonny still
loved being the Sonny Liner. That was why yesterday was so
refreshing. Once people heard the name Mason Liner, ninety-nine
percent of the time their attitude changed from ambivalence to kiss
ass. Sophie’s manager was the one percent odd man out.

“Yo, Mason,” Wilbur Corsot, the young guy behind the
counter, called out when he saw her toward the back of the line.
“You want the usual?”

“Double it, my man, we’re having guests.” She was
going to have to start mixing it up if practically everyone in town
knew her usual. “Don’t forget my mama’s box.”

“And have Miss Amelia call my daddy?” Wilbur laughed
as he worked. “No way, I don’t need that kind of negativity in my
life.”

“How are the guitar lessons going?” She got her
wallet out as he bagged her order. The kid played some good blues,
but he needed to perfect some stuff before she’d agree to place him
somewhere he’d have a career doing
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