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The Timeline - Author’s Note

Life is Strange is a world of choices. Some are small and others are downright cosmic. None are inconsequential. Though Steph’s life exists outside Arcadia Bay and Haven Springs, she is greatly impacted by events in both. Steph’s Story occurs in a timeline where Arcadia Bay was destroyed but Chloe Price was not, one of many possibilities in the vast multiverse. Whether your choices mirrored these or not, I hope you choose to read Steph’s Story with an open mind and continue to bring your creativity to the infinite universes of Life is Strange.
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One

They say home is where the heart is, but I’ve never been in love. Sure, I’ve had my crushes—some attainable and others… not so much. My childhood bedroom used to be covered in posters of Kristen Stewart and Avril Lavigne. Not anymore.

I stand before the plain wooden door to my bedroom. Or what will become my bedroom the second I walk across the threshold.
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I tap out a text to Jordie, fingers too jittery to spell anything right. Luckily, autocorrect has my back. He replies almost immediately.
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My chest clenches and my throat closes up a bit. Dad’s cleared a room for me in his new house. It’s not really new. He’s lived here since we moved to Seattle five years ago. I’ve managed to stay away as long as I can, between college dorms and couch surfing. But it’s time to say goodbye to mooching off friends and hello to mooching off my father, since I’ve got my diploma and a knot the size of a small country under my shoulder blade.

Maybe I’ll hang that on the wall. The diploma, not my shoulder knot.
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I tuck my phone into my back pocket and take a deep breath before turning the knob and letting the door swing open.

Dad’s put in his best effort to make it feel like a real room. There’s a plaid duvet covering the bed and it’s not even an ugly color—blue and yellow, my favorites. Plus he’s built an Ikea dresser and some shelves all by himself, like he doesn’t realize I’m a lesbian.

“You got everything, Steph?” Dad calls up the stairs.

It’s strange, hearing his voice. We’ve lived in the same city all this time, but I can count on one hand the number of times we’ve actually been in the same space. Mostly we email. It’s not that we don’t get along; it’s just that we thrive in text format. Guess it would be weird to email him my response to such a simple question, though.

“Yep. I’m all set!” I glance down at my belongings. It’s a meager showing. Just my trusty purple suitcase and backpack. Commence: the great unpacking.

It should take me a grand total of ten minutes to unload my clothes and toiletries and so on. I cut way back on all my stuff when I graduated. It just wasn’t practical to be lugging around full-size shampoo bottles or my boxes full of vinyl. Only the essentials for me. The one exception I made was my art supplies.

They’re the first thing I unpack—a sketchbook with a tattered cover and a plastic bag full of colored pencils at various lengths. My favorite color is near the end of its life—RIP Unmellow Yellow—so I’ll need to scrounge up some more before starting the next issue of my zine. For now, I stow them in the top drawer of the desk and turn back to the rest of the room.

The walls are bare in this sanitized way that makes me nostalgic for DigiPen. Back in my dorm room there wasn’t an inch of wall to be seen there behind all my posters, concert tickets, and concept art for my senior project—a fully realized tabletop RPG set underwater that culminated in a battle between mecha mermaids and an undead legion of shipwrecked sailors. It got a little overwhelming near the end there, but now I actually miss those drawings of zombie pirates.

Organized chaos. That’s my jam.
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Jordie’s reply takes a few seconds—he must have customers at the shop.
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I groan. He’s right, of course. Never thought I’d complain about having too much space, but it feels like this bedroom was put here specifically to mock me with its white walls, clean floor, and empty surfaces.
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Even if I had cash to burn, I’m not sure what I’d want to display. My life these days is mostly working at the board game café and figuring out whose couch I’ll be crashing on. Now that I don’t have to worry about the latter, it’s like there’s this void to fill. Like if I don’t figure out who I am, I’ll disappear against a backdrop of eggshell paint.

My gaze snags on some loose papers on the dresser by the window. On top is a brochure for a coding boot camp. Snore. If I wanted to sit behind a desk all day, I’d have actually applied for jobs in the video game industry with that fancy game-design degree of mine. Maybe someday I’ll see the appeal, but for now I want to be on my feet in the world, not staring at a screen. Underneath the brochure is a flyer for the Oregon Shakespeare Festival down in Ashland. I know it’s famous and a tech job might be fun, but I can’t see myself going back to Oregon. Besides, I lost my taste for the bard after doing The Tempest back in high school.

Turns out storms really aren’t my thing.

My phone buzzes, but it’s not Jordie. I have a new email—from Dad. I roll my eyes, but it’s not like I have room to judge since I considered doing the same thing just a few minutes ago. We really are hopeless at communication. Maybe we’ll get better now that we’re cohabitating.

The email is a forwarded job listing for an IT position at his work.

Thought of you, sweetie! Let me know if you apply and I’ll put in a good word.

I sigh and type out a quick reply.

Thanks, Dad!

What I don’t say is I’d rather eat my own hand than have him get me a job, especially one I don’t want. You couldn’t pay me to exchange the freedom of my hourly barista job for corporate IT. Not for all the health insurance and 401(k)s in the world. I’d much rather be slinging coffee beans on my feet all day than repeatedly telling people my dad’s age to stop using Internet Explorer.

I check the time. Still a few hours before I need to be at my actual job, the one I got all by myself, thank you very much. But one more glance around this room that feels more hotel than home sends me out the door. I can always unpack later.

*   *   *

It takes me thirty minutes of fast walking downhill, across the Ballard Bridge, then through a sketchy parking lot to reach Save Point from my dad’s house in Queen Anne. Not a bad commute to the board game café I’ve worked at for the past six months. I shove open the door with my shoulder and the electronic bell announces my arrival with the victory music from Final Fantasy.

Jordie Abdullah’s round brown face covered in fresh black stubble pops up over the counter. He’s wearing a rumpled button-up with a purple morning glory print under his apron and a pained expression. “Steph! Oh my god, I could kiss you!”

“Yeah, but you won’t.” I amble over and lean my elbows on the laminated menu.

“Ollie didn’t show, and Amy couldn’t find anyone else to take the shift, so I’ve been working a double.”

“Wow, so we hate Ollie today, yeah?” I slip around the counter and grab an extra apron.

“Nah, he’s out sick—time of the month.” Jordie sighs and wrinkles his nose. “Can you cover for a sec? It’s T-time, plus I have to pee.”

“Release the river!” I shout in the deepest Treebeard impression I can manage as Jordie does a little skip over to the bathroom.

It’s afternoon, so the shop isn’t very crowded. A guy in a flat cap sits by himself, sipping a house coffee—or ‘homebrew’ as we call it at Save Point—while typing furiously on a laptop with a proudly displayed ‘Plant Dad’ sticker in the corner, and over by the window, a small group of teenagers are playing Codenames.

There will be a rush any minute with school letting out at three, so I set up the grinder and unload the dishwasher while I wait for Jordie. A John Mayer song plays over the speakers and I eye the store’s tablet plugged into the wall. I may not be technically scheduled, but if I’m working, at least the music isn’t going to suck. I sneak over and swipe to a different playlist.

‘Cherry Lips’ by Garbage blares from the speakers and I shimmy my shoulders to the beat. The techno intro is punctuated by a single rendition of victory music as the café door swings open and closed, and I turn to greet our new customer.

And there she is. A windblown white girl with long black hair, blunt-cut bangs, and an ear full of gold rings and studs stands opposite me, clutching a stack of loose papers to her chest.

I extract myself from my one-woman dance party and meet her at the counter. “Welcome to Save Point. What can I do ya for?”

The girl’s gaze sweeps over and past me, her brown eyes lined with sharp black and purple liner. “Is Jordie in?” she asks.

“He’s on break.” I jam my thumb behind me toward the back of the store. Jordie hasn’t been gone long, but I know it can be a bit of an ordeal to take his testosterone at work and I’m not about to be the asshole who interrupts his legally mandated fifteen minutes. “It’ll probably be a bit if you want to wait.”

She nods, glancing over at the empty tables, but doesn’t move to sit.

“Can I make you something?” I gesture toward the espresso machine.

“Uh…” her eyes find the menu on the counter. “I’ll have a cinnamon roll for initiative and… I guess an Eldritch Baja Blast?”

“Long or short rest?” I say, pointing to the ceramic mug and to-go cup on display. At the lost look on her face, I add, “For here or to go?”

“Here.”

“On it!” I give her my best smile, and turn to make her drink—a pineapple and mango smoothie topped with blackberry cream. My gaze drifts from the blender full of fruit chunks to follow her movement as she sits on a stool at the bar, carefully guarding her papers like a windstorm might come along and blow them all into the air—which, to be fair, isn’t outside the scope of normal for Seattle. “Whatcha got there?” I ask, nudging the papers with my pinky as I slide her cinnamon roll across the counter.

“What? Oh.” She looks down at the stack in her arms as though she’s only just remembered she’s carrying them. “Flyers.”

I start up the blender, letting the loud sound fill the space between us. Working here, I see all types of people—shy, loud, weird, rude—but I’ve never encountered this exact combination of nervous and cool. I can’t tell if she’s blowing me off because I’m obviously a nerd or if there’s something else distracting her. It’s strange to see someone so clearly confident in who they are be so uncomfortable in a space as normal as a coffee shop.

“They’re for my band,” she offers after the blender whirs to a stop and she holds up a flyer for me to see. “We’re playing at Bar-None this weekend.”

The page is filled with art deco lettering on a black background spelling out the words ‘Vinyl Resting Place.’ Beneath is a drawing of a drum kit with records instead of cymbals and a dark gold sound wave.

“Jordie said I could stick one of these in the window.”

“Definitely!” I rustle in one of the drawers and pull out a roll of tape. “That’s rad. I love music!”

“This your playlist?” she asks, pointing to the speakers while I make room by tearing down a poster for a haunted corn maze that definitely isn’t still going in April.

“Oh, yeah. Just threw something fun on to liven up the place.” I press a line of tape to her flyer and stick it to the window before turning back to find her gaze on me. I catch her eye and hold it for a beat too long. They’re bright and brown like a whole planet lives inside her irises. Maybe I won’t bother unpacking at Dad’s house; I’ll just move to whatever solar system she’s hiding in there.

At that moment, the song changes and ‘Rebel Girl’ by Bikini Kill fills the room.

“I like it—old school.”

Relief knocks my shoulders down a solid inch. I’m an equal opportunist when it comes to music, so it just as easily could have been Weird Al or the Wicked soundtrack. I don’t get embarrassed by my taste in music as a rule. I like what I like, and if someone has a problem with it, that says more about them than me, but for some reason I really want this girl to think I have good taste. Whatever good taste is, anyway.

“Izzie!” Jordie returns quicker than expected. “You made it! Glad to see you found the place.” He gestures to our surroundings with a flourish.

The girl’s—Izzie’s—demeanor changes immediately. Her shoulders straighten and her eyes brighten. Jordie reaches out to hug her, and for a second I wonder if there’s something he forgot to tell me. Like that he’s suddenly into girls. I give him a look, but all his focus is on Izzie.

“It’s like a two-minute walk from my place. I’d have to be decapitated to get lost,” says Izzie, pulling back.

“Could be cool, though, right? You could carry your head around under your arm and freak people out, headless-horseman style.” I return to the counter and throw a mint sprig on Izzie’s drink before sliding it over to her.

“Izzie, this is Steph. Steph, Izzie—she was the coolest French tutor I ever had.”

“Did you have more than one French tutor?” Izzie’s voice has lost some of its restraint and her lips upturn in a smile.

“Nope! Doesn’t make you less cool!” Jordie tears a piece off Izzie’s cinnamon roll, then says through a mouthful of pastry, “You two have that in common.”

“He’s right,” I say, tipping my head just a bit closer to Izzie’s and sliding forward on my elbows. “We are exceptionally cool.”

Jordie leans in conspiratorially, a twinkle in his warm brown eyes that almost always precedes some mischief. “You’re also both lesbians. Discuss!” He hops up and ducks behind the counter to clean the blender, leaving me face-to-face with Izzie.

“I, um…” Izzie glances up at me, expression entirely unreadable.

“Jordie!” I swear he is the worst wingman in the history of wingmen. Honestly, for a fellow queer person, Jordie should know better. Being into girls is the bare minimum requirement for my dating pool, and as much as I’m all about Izzie’s vibe, if she’s accepting girlfriend applications, it probably won’t be from the barista at the game café. I know I should say something else to save Izzie from having to reject me here and now, but before I can think of a joke to cut the tension, she raises one eyebrow, the hint of a smirk on her lips.

“So, what kind of lesbian are you?” she asks.

“The kind that… likes… girls?”

She nods and sips her smoothie. “Same.” “Izzie’s the rock-star kind of lesbian!” Jordie supplies helpfully. “Her band rocks—pun not intended.”

“Liar!” I say at the exact same time Izzie says, “Yeah, right.”

I catch her eye and scrunch my face in a way that is absolutely the least attractive I’ve ever looked, not counting the year I dressed up as a mayonnaise packet for Halloween.

Jordie just shrugs. “What can I say? I’m a pun gay.” He turns his glittering gaze on me. “And Steph’s a gamer gay. A gaymer, if you will.”

“I absolutely will not,” I mutter.

“Oh, come on, you’re an amazing GM.” Jordie elbows me, mistaking my objection to his pun for self-deprecation. “Really, you should see Steph in action. Last week she had us fighting these giant gargoyles in dense fog with an acid pit on one side of the battlefield and steep cliff on the other.”

“Sounds harrowing,” Izzie says.

I’m not into judgment from anyone as far as my hobbies go. If people think I’m a nerd because of it, well, they’re right. I am a nerd and proud of it. Still, something about Izzie has me checking her expression for signs of disdain. Thankfully, I don’t find any.

“Harrowing is right! Steph’s got a gift—really makes you feel like you’re there.” Jordie taps a laminated copy of our events calendar on the bar. “We play every Friday night if you want to check it out.”

“Oh, I don’t really know how to play.”

“Hey, newcomers are always welcome at my table!” I fish for a copy of the calendar behind the counter and pass it over. “Plus it’s really not that hard. Rolling dice, a little basic math, a vivid imagination… I bet you’d have fun. Think about it.”

“Trade you.” Izzie slides one of her own flyers into my hand, smooth as can be. “Gig’s on Saturday. Maybe you can add something new to that playlist of yours.”

I fold the flyer and tuck it into my pocket, but all through the evening rush it lurks at the back of my mind. I don’t forget, even as a classic Seattle spring rain pelts my face on the way home. And when I get there, I don’t bother to finish unpacking. The last thing I do before flopping into bed is jam a thumbtack through the top of the flyer and pin it to my wall.

I knew it wouldn’t stay empty for long.
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Two

In the magical realm of Windmyre, I am the king of the castle. I’m also the evil advisor, the barmaid with a dark secret, the shopkeeper desperate to offload a cursed dagger, and the ice-blue dragon atop the mountain watching over it all. From behind my GM screen, I have total control—except when I don’t.

“Natural twenty!” Jordie pumps his fist in the air.

With only two hit points left, the beholder they’re fighting really doesn’t stand a chance, but I’m not one to spoil the fun. Besides, I love the clickity-clackity of a satisfying dice roll.

“The beholder turns its massive eye on the great wizard Strive. You see yourself reflected in its iris, the same cerulean color of your skin. Your robes billow out behind you as you reach for the dagger at your waist and press the flat of the blade to your lips. Your whispered spell becomes a mote of flame that engulfs the monster before you.” I point to Jordie’s carefully organized dice tray replete with colorful hand-poured resin dice made for him by our friend Lia. “Roll your damage.”

Jordie grabs a clear d10 with swirls of red and orange, and flips it onto the table. It lands with a gold number three facing up and Jordie’s expression falters.

“Hey—you critted, though, so double the dice.” Faye, one of our regular game-night attendees, nudges Jordie with an encouraging smile uncharacteristic of her stoic and stabby character, a rogue of many knives and few words.

“Okay, so six points of damage,” Jordie says.

“As the flames dissipate, you feel a vibration through the chamber. The beholder falls to the ground, unmoving.”

“Yes!”

There’s a resounding cry of victory from the players, and several of them leap out of their seats. Jordie’s grin is so wide it’s in danger of falling off his face, and Faye is hugging Stephen, a new player who just started tonight. His character, a little bard girl named Osanna, fell in battle only moments before, but he’s taking it like a champ.

This is the good stuff. This is why I play this game. Friends and strangers joining together to triumph over evil. Spellcasters aren’t the only ones wielding magic in the café tonight. It’s the people.

As if on cue, the Final Fantasy victory theme plays as the door to Save Point swings open. My heart jumps into my throat, eyes darting up to look for a flash of black hair, but it’s not Izzie. I try not to let my disappointment show on my face as Pixie rushes in.

“Sorry I’m late!” Pixie crosses over to the table and pulls out a chair. Small and spritely, Pixie’s name fits her perfectly. She’s even wearing a T-shirt with a cartoon ghost holding a magic wand that says Bippity-boppity-BOO in curly purple letters that match her violet hijab. “Band practice ran long.”

Pixie is without a doubt one of my coolest friends. She plays Dungeons & Dragons almost as well as she plays drums. We met during my sophomore year of college when I helped tech her graduation. Pixie’s band, The High Seas, played a set, and it was the most piratey fun I’ve ever had. I’ve gone to every one of their gigs since and Pixie comes out for game night whenever she can. Even when The High Seas are on tour, we play an adventure over video chat so she can still get her RPG fix.

“I’d say no worries, but Osanna’s down and we could use a healer,” Faye says, jabbing her thumb at Stephen.

“Whomp whomp.” Stephen’s face splits into a goofy grin. “Can’t believe I died my first time playing.”

Pixie shoots me an appraising look. “I can—Steph, you’ve got to stop scaring off new players!”

“Hey, I just do what the dice tell me.” I raise my hands and shrug. “Besides, she’s not like fully dead.”

Pixie plops a dice bag as big as her head onto the table and fishes out a couple d8s. “Mouser does a second-level cure wounds.”

Exactly as I’d hoped. I rub my hands together and set the scene. “Mouser, you burst through the door just as the battle ends, red hair tangled with twigs and leaves in your rush to catch up. Seeing Osanna motionless on the ground and the crestfallen faces of your companions, you fall to your knees and grasp the bard’s hand. A few whispered words pass your lips and light travels up Osanna’s arm into her chest.”

Pixie rolls her dice and I turn to Stephen, gesturing at the numbers faceup on the table. “Osanna, you feel warmth spread through your body. A weightlessness that had passed over you fizzles and you feel yourself falling into your own body. With a jolt, you return to life and the first thing you see is a smiling half orc in plate armor with a giant shimmering axe by her side.”

Stephen’s eyes shoot open and he turns to Pixie. “I sit up slowly and say, ‘Thank you, thank you!’” He’s adopted a slight German accent for Osanna, talking quickly.

“Don’t mention it.” Pixie waves him off, her own character voice for Mouser fairly low and even—not at all her usual buoyant way of speaking.

“I shall write about your greatness in my book!” Stephen says in his Osanna voice. “I am a storyteller, you see, and it would be a shame not to make a record of your heroic deeds.”

Pixie just shrugs and grunts.

Jordie leans across the table to murmur, “That’s a lovely sentiment, Osanna, but… Mouser can’t read.”

Pixie winks and her voice returns to normal. “Intelligence is my dump stat. Technically, there’s not a mechanic for literacy, but I thought it made sense for my character.”

“I help Osanna to her feet and give her back her violin bow,” Faye says. “But I sort of twirl it, like I’m doing a knife trick,” she adds as an afterthought.

“Make a dexterity check.” Faye rolls a d20. It clacks across the table to land faceup on a natural one. “Yeah, you break it.”

“Well… I guess that’s as good a quest as any.” Jordie turns to Stephen with a glint in his eye. “What do you say, shall we venture out to find you a new instrument?”

Stephen nods eagerly. “Sure, but first… I have this mending spell. Would that do anything?”

As Faye and Pixie lean in to look at Stephen’s character sheet, I get up to stretch my legs. We’ve been playing for about an hour, so a break is in order, plus I’m starving. I duck behind the counter to grab a couple of day-old pastries for the group. We’re lucky that our store manager, Amy, lets us use the space like this. Technically, Jordie and I are both working this evening, but no one comes in besides the usual crew and the occasional newbie. Still, they’re all good sports about it and usually buy a drink or two so we can keep justifying it.

As I whip together a hot chocolate for Pixie and refills for the others, my eyes keep drifting toward the front door. It stays resolutely shut.

“Waiting for goth Godot?” Jordie sidles up next to me, eyes following my gaze to the door.

I shrug with my best effort to appear nonchalant. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, come on.” Jordie grabs the plate of pastries and passes it across the counter to Pixie. “I may be useless at flirting, but I know chemistry when I see it.”

“I don’t know… I kind of thought she’d come. Like maybe we had a connection or something.” I lean back against the sink. Cool metal bites into my skin where my T-shirt has ridden up, shocking me back to reality. “But it’s a Friday night—probably she had something better to do.”

“Better than fighting a beholder? I don’t know, seems fake.”

“It’s fine,” I say, the words bitter on my tongue.

The truth is, as much as I love playing this game, it’s been a long time since I’ve had much to do on a Friday night besides this. I thought when I graduated from college my life would really kick-start. But classes and homework have just been replaced by working at the café and now a weekly routine of dinners with Dad. Even on the nights I hang with friends, we just do the same thing—on Sundays we chill at Lia’s and watch Game of Thrones, on Thursdays we go to Jordie’s for Critical Role, this awesome live stream where voice actors play Dungeons & Dragons, and then on Fridays we’re here in the shop to play ourselves. I like all that stuff. I do. I just thought my life would have a little more adventure in it—real adventure, not only the kind in my imagination.

“Maybe it wasn’t meant to be,” I say. “Bad roll on the dice, you know?”

“Now that’s some bullshit.” Jordie whips around, planting the tip of his finger against my sternum. “You’re the game master, Steph. You make the rules.”

“In Windmyre, yeah. Not in real life.”

“Why not?”

I swallow hard, thinking of all the things in the world I haven’t been able to control: my parents’ divorce, my mom running out of cash to keep me at Blackwell Academy, a literal storm ripping through my life and changing everything. But it’s silly to compare Izzie to all those things. She’s just a girl. She’s not going to wreck me.

“Fuck it.” I push off from the counter and land on the opposite side beside Jordie. “I’ll just go to her gig tomorrow.”

“Now that’s the Steph I know!”

“But you have to come with me,” I say quickly. “I don’t want to look desperate.”

Jordie’s expression falters for a split second—but he recovers quickly. “Yeah… yeah okay. I was already planning to go with Ollie.”

“Even better! You can be my entourage.”

Jordie makes a guttural retching noise. “Please never call us that again.”

“Fair enough.”

I grab Jordie by the arm and lead him back out to the table where Pixie, Faye, and Stephen are already munching on muffins and croissants. I settle in behind the GM screen and glance down at my notes. I’ve prepared an adventure for them through a haunted crypt, where they’ll eventually fight a lich, but suddenly I’m not feeling the dark and dreary labyrinth I’ve planned.

Instead, I close my notebook and look up at my players. “All right, I believe you wanted to look for a new instrument for Osanna.”

Stephen nods vigorously, putting on his character voice as he replies, “Oh yes! The violin has such a lovely sound, but I think I’d like something a little louder for battle.”

A grin spreads across my face, and the words flow like a wish. “You’re familiar with fables of a nearby mountain where thunder caps its peak. A six-stringed instrument is rumored to be the cause, lightning sparking with every note. As you approach the trailhead, echoing down the rocky path you hear the striking minor chord of an electric guitar.”
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Three

There’s this energy in the air at an indie concert like waiting for lightning to strike in a storm. It’s not the same as the big stadium shows, where every single person there is the biggest fan ever and no one can afford seats within a mile of the stage. Here at Bar-None, people are packed along the walls, drinks in hand. Conversation fills the space as the audience buzzes with anticipation, cast in a purple glow from the stage lights. It feels like being underwater. It feels like standing at the top of the Space Needle. It feels like something great is about to happen.

So, of course, after about twelve seconds of being there, I spill the completely full drink Ollie just handed me down my shirt.

“Shit! Are you kidding me?” I groan. RIP pear cider. You would have been delicious.

“It’ll dry? I guess?” Jordie offers. “Want me to get you another?”

“Nah. Don’t bother.” I hold the front of my Fleetwood Mac T-shirt away from my body, fanning it in a ludicrous attempt to dry it faster.

“Absolutely outstanding. Top-notch Steph content.” Ollie brings his hand down on my shoulder, a smile creasing his face. “Oh my god, remember in school when you—”

“I was there, Oliver,” I grumble.

Ollie’s not even bothering to hide his obvious glee at my misfortune, blue eyes twinkling. He has this deceptive innocence to him. It’s probably his dimples. Round-faced with curly hair and freckles, Ollie looks like a farm boy who’s just found out he has magic powers pretty much all the time. It’s deeply annoying and also adorable.

Already, he’s turned to Jordie to regale him with my many embarrassing exploits from our college days. That’s the problem with working alongside your old roommate. They know all your secrets. But maybe that’s a perk, too, because as Jordie nods along eagerly, eyes fixed on Ollie, I can see the way Ollie leans in, the way his elbow brushes Jordie’s.

I stifle a laugh. This diabolical genius made me spill my drink on purpose to get rid of me.

“I think I saw a merch vendor over by the stage. Maybe they have T-shirts.” But neither of them are listening to me, too wrapped up in each other’s company for little old Steph and her T-shirt emergency.

I squeeze through the crowd, pulling out my phone to shoot Ollie a few quick texts.
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It’s hilarious and a little sad that, even after all these years, Ollie and I are still so bad at this. In the two years we roomed together, before he came out and switched to the boys’ dorms, I walked in on him clearly making a move in our room too many times to count. Those memories are etched into my brain forever. At least this time they’re both wearing clothes.

Thankfully, the merch booth in the far corner does, in fact, have T-shirts. They’re sold out of my size, so I get a large with the same logo from the flyer and hand over a twenty.

“Is there… somewhere I can change?” I ask, looking around for a bathroom.

“Steph?” Izzie’s voice is feather-soft, like sinking into a gigantic pillow. She stands off to the side, dark red electric guitar slung over her shoulder, wearing a leather jacket and black lipstick. Meanwhile, I’m wearing a pint of fermented fruit. Great.

“Hey! Izzie! Cool venue, very wet drinks,” I manage. Totally normal. Nothing weird to see here.

Her lips twist into a smile, a little peak of red popping through as she catches her tongue between her teeth in a laugh. “I can see that.”

“Yeah… about that.” I hold up my new Vinyl Resting Place T-shirt.

“Follow me—you can change backstage.”

Izzie’s hand closes around my wrist to pull me forward and my brain stutters to a stop and all I can think about is her fingers on me. Can she feel my pulse jump beneath my skin?

We wind through a dark hallway into a back room that’s more garage than greenroom. The walls are lined with boxes and kegs and the floor is cracked cement. Three other girls are clustered near the door. One carries an electric bass by the neck and another twirls drumsticks between her fingers.

“There you are. We’re about to go on!” says the third, a redhead with a short bob and a tight tank top.

“Just a sec, okay? Steph needs a place to change.”

I give them a little wave, but the rest of Vinyl Resting Place doesn’t seem all that interested in me. That’s fair.

“Here. For privacy.” Izzie guides me around the back of a dark blue van parked in the greenroom, its bumper adorned with a dozen stickers touting various messages, from a rainbow ‘Steer Queer’ to ‘I brake for Bigfoot.’

I give her a thumbs-up, and when she turns her back, I quickly strip out of my wet shirt and into the new one.

“Okay. All set,” I say, a little breathless.

Izzie turns and looks me up and down. “Bit big.”

I just shrug. “That’s okay—I’ll just wear it as pajamas.”

“Dope.” Izzie grins, wide and genuine.

“Maybe I’ll dream of rock and roll.”

“Izzie!” calls one of her bandmates. “Ditch the groupie and let’s go.”

“Coming!” she shouts back, but doesn’t make a move to leave. Instead, she slides the guitar around so the strap holds it on like a backpack and takes a step toward me.

My breath hitches, and for a moment I think she’s going to kiss me, which is wild. Cool rocker girls don’t just take Steph Gingrich backstage to make out. And even if they did, Ollie and Jordie would never believe me.

But then Izzie takes a fistful of my T-shirt and twists a hairband around it so the fabric cinches in at my waist. Her fingers lightly brush my stomach as she tucks the knot up under the shirt. “There,” she says when she’s done, stepping back to examine her handiwork. “Very cute!”

As she joins her bandmates and heads toward the stage, I follow at a distance, absently brushing my hand against the hem of my shirt where her fingers ghosted against my skin. I don’t even care when I can’t find Jordie and Ollie in the crowd.

The lead singer’s voice crackles over the speakers. “We’re Vinyl Resting Place! Who’s ready to rock and roll over in their graves?”

A cheer ripples out over the audience. I plant myself beside the stage, just a few feet from Izzie as her fingers fly across the strings to play the opening notes to their first song. I can’t see the lead singer, or any of the undoubtedly cool lighting, but that’s okay. The view’s better from here anyway.

*   *   *

Live music is the closest thing to magic I’ve ever experienced. When I GM, magic can be destructive or illusory or even healing, but in the real world, music is everything. I bounce on my feet, dancing in my little scrap of space near the stage as Vinyl Resting Place play their set, notes lighting me up like fire.

If songs are spellwork, then Izzie is a sorceress. Her fingers dance across the strings, a mesmerizing melody spinning from her instrument. I am entranced, a willing victim of her witchcraft. It isn’t until my phone buzzes in my pocket for what must be the ninth time in a row that I finally tear my eyes away to check the stream of texts from the group chat.
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I bite back a grin. It’s about time Jordie and Ollie found each other, and I can’t help but feel overcome with hope at their relationship finally blossoming. Maybe it’s a sign.
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I tuck my phone away and turn back to the stage as the song ends with an explosive chord and a cymbal crash.

“Thank you!” shouts the lead singer. “We’re Vinyl Resting Place—and we’ve been great.”

There’s a collective chuckle from the audience as three of the four band members unplug their instruments and head my way. Izzie stands alone, looking over her shoulder, eyes wide and brow pinched. For a second, I think she’s about to play a solo or something, but then she unplugs her guitar and follows the others.

“You were amazing!” I shout over the noise of the crowd dispersing.

Izzie catches my eye and smiles weakly. “Hey! Thanks.” Her gaze bounces from me to the rest of her band, disappearing into the shadowy hallway toward the greenroom. “I have to take care of something first but… don’t go anywhere, okay? Meet me in like fifteen?”

I nod vigorously. Way too much. Like, my neck hurts from all the nodding.

“Cool.” She flashes me a smile before vanishing, too.

I lean against the wall to wait and scroll social media, but I’m barely looking. A few texts from Jordie trickle in and I do my best to answer, but all my attention is on that hallway, waiting for Izzie to reappear.
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There’s movement down the hall and I stand up straighter. Then I remember I’m the furthest thing from straight, so I contort my body into a casual lean that hopefully conveys that Steph Gingrich is a lesbian dreamboat, available for post-gig smooching, but the voice that carries up the hall toward me isn’t Izzie’s.

“The song just isn’t our sound. If she doesn’t get that, then she’s not right for Vinyl Resting Place.”

It’s the lead singer, sporting short copper hair and a leather vest. The bassist and drummer flank her, nodding.

“Maybe it was harsh, but honestly she needed to hear it.”

“It wasn’t that harsh. We’ve been thinking it for weeks,” the bassist says. “I’m just surprised she didn’t see it coming.”

I push off the wall. The drummer’s shoulder bumps mine and she doesn’t even bother to apologize. My mind races, but not as fast as my feet, which carry me back to the greenroom.

Izzie sits on the floor, guitar laid across her legs, shoulders slumped. She stares at a point across the room with unfocused eyes.

I want to sit down beside her, tell her she was brilliant, hold her hand through whatever she’s dealing with. I remind myself I’m just Steph, some girl she met at a café. I’m not anyone to her. I’m not anyone to a lot of people. But then she says my name and I forget about everyone else.

“Steph? Shit, I forgot. I’ll just… I’ll get my stuff.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I glance over my shoulder to check we’re alone. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah! Totally fine.” Her voice is too high, her smile too wide. Her eyes swim with unshed tears and she sniffles. “Damn it.”

I shrug and lean against the doorframe. “Look, if you want to be fine, then we can do that. We can get a drink and celebrate an awesome gig, and maybe you give me your number.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I push off the wall and cross to her, sinking onto my knees. “But if you’re not fine, we can also do this.” I roll onto my hip and sit beside her, elbows knocking.

“What’s… this?” she asks.

“We sit here and you tell me what happened. I tell you your bandmates are assholes and you’re the real star. And then you still give me your number.”

A laugh breaks through her chest, harsh and a little raw. “I think I’d like that. The second option, I mean.”

“Great, because I have some choice expletives in mind and I’d really hate for them to go to waste.”

*   *   *

Izzie is a pretty crier. Not in the way actresses are, where their face stays the same and they just shed a couple tears. Izzie is pretty when she cries because she really cries. Maybe it’s the crying that’s beautiful because she’s not afraid to show how she feels. Or maybe it’s the girl underneath the tears. Maybe I’d think Izzie was pretty no matter how red her face gets. She’s hurt and she’s angry and I don’t know how to fix it, but then she’s not asking me to.

“They just don’t get it,” Izzie says through a sigh. “They want our original music to be like… I don’t know! Chill vibes only?”

“What does that even mean?” I make a face. “You’re a rock band. That’s not exactly easy listening.”

“I think they mean they want our songs to feel… positive.”

“So, no singing about your recent breakup or how much it sucks to be a hot single rock star.”

“Are you trying to ask if I’m single?” Izzie elbows me in the ribs, but there’s a smile on her lips that wasn’t there before. Then she leans back against her van and her eyes flutter closed. “Here’s the thing, they don’t understand that my life isn’t just rainbows and iced coffee, you know? I’ve seen some shit. And I don’t just want to sing about love and partying. I want to sing about stuff that makes me angry and stuff that makes me sad, too.”

“And they don’t like that.”

She shakes her head. “We were supposed to debut my new song tonight. We’ve been practicing it for weeks and I thought it was good. But I guess they all decided without me that Vinyl Resting Place doesn’t need Izzie Margolis.”

“That sucks.” My eyes fall to her hand, palm up on her dark-wash jeans. It would be so easy to just… put mine in hers. Her skin looks soft and I want to trace my fingertip along the creases of her lifeline. And maybe that would make her feel better. Or maybe it would just make me feel better. So, instead, I look up at her face, at the smeared mascara along her cheekbones and the lipstick flaking off her lips, and I lean in to say, “Can I hear it?”

Izzie’s chin dips to her chest and she rolls her lip between her teeth. “I mean… how? It’s just me.”
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