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“Blow” – Ed Sheeran, Chris Stapleton, Bruno Mars

“Death By Rock And Roll” – The Pretty Reckless

“I Am the Fire” – Halestorm

“Boom Boom” – Big Head Todd and the Monsters, ft John Lee Hooker

“Pride and Joy” – Stevie Ray Vaughn

“Break In” – Halestorm, ft. Amy Lee

“River” – Bishop Briggs

“Life Without You” – Stevie Ray Vaughn

“Gimme Something Good” – Ryan Adams

“Around” – Big Wreck

“Pyro” – Kings of Leon

“Lightning Strike” – Snow Patrol

“Letters From The Sky” – Civil Twilight

“Maybe We Should Fall In Love” – Roger Clyne and the Peacemakers

“I Will Wait” – Mumford & Sons
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CHAPTER ONE

Ali
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The tires of my BMW GS hummed over the gravel road as we rolled into Spanish Vista, Colorado, and a grin crept across my face before I even realized it. Dust plumed in the rearview, catching the late-afternoon June sun like golden smoke. Finally. Somewhere I could just be Ali. Not the Wandering Dog frontwoman plastered across billboards, magazines, and gossip sites. Not the woman strangers whispered about at airports, phones half-raised for a photo they hoped I wouldn’t notice. Just me, helmet hair, tired muscles, and all.

“Bienvenido a Spanish Vista,” Hector called over, his grin as wide as the highway behind us. He swung one leg off his fire-engine red Harley Road King, tugging his long braid free from under his leather jacket. His dark eyes swept across the single street stretched out before us, and I watched the way his shoulders loosened, like even he couldn’t resist the pace of small-town life. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Population three thousand, maybe? You ready for it?”

I tugged off my own helmet, the elastic sting of the braid band loosening as I freed my hair. My scalp sighed in relief. “Ready,” I said, though the word carried more weight than I intended. Ready to be invisible. Ready to breathe. Ready to let the noise of my other life fade, if only for a week.

The street looked like something preserved in amber: quiet, deliberate, timeless. Flower boxes spilled red geraniums and pink petunias over the sidewalks. A bell over the café door tinkled as someone walked out with a paper bag. The smell of fresh bread and coffee beans hung in the air, warm and teasing, and my stomach gave a soft, needy twist. Somewhere a screen door creaked open and shut. A dog barked once, then quieted. Tiny towns like this had a way of making the world feel smaller, safer, like you could actually hear yourself think.

“Perfecto,” I murmured, meaning it. I caught Hector’s look and added with a smirk, “And you’re not going to chase me, right?”

“Nah,” he said, stretching his arms wide. “I’m on vacation. You worry about adoring fans. I’m gonna bedrot.”

I laughed, the sound lighter than it had been in months, and followed him into the sleek, modern hotel he’d picked. At the front desk, Hector signed in with his real name, casual as ever. I used the pseudonym Teresa Martinez, the one I always reached for in small towns where no one asked too many questions. The false name was like slipping on a disguise that felt half-comforting, half-suffocating. Teresa wasn’t weighed down by stage lights, screaming arenas, or press junkets. But she also wasn’t me, not really.

Upstairs, we split into our rooms for an hour. I stood under the shower until the heat pinked my skin, scrubbing away the road grit, the exhaustion, maybe even a little of the past few months. When I emerged, I felt human again. My white dress floated around my legs when I slipped it on, a softness I craved after weeks of denim and leather. The Doc Martens grounded me, heavy and familiar. I braided my hair again, swiped tinted gloss across my lips, and settled my Ray-Ban aviators over my nose. My camera slid into place against my chest with a comforting weight, like armor of a different kind.

When I knocked on Hector’s door, he was already lacing his boots. His grin was easy, boyish. “Exploring time.” We were both eager to set out into the quiet town, on foot for once.

We descended into the soft clamor of the lobby, then out through the wide glass doors. The air was sweeter outside, tinged with pine resin and baking bread. I pulled in a lungful, almost dizzy with how different it was from the diesel-and-smog cocktail of LA.

“Where to first?” I asked.

“Dulce,” Hector said, pointing at the pastel storefront across the street. Sweet Tooth Candy Boutique. Pink-and-white stripes, hand-painted lettering, window displays of taffy ropes and jawbreakers.

I laughed. “You, mi amigo, are nothing if not predictable.”

Inside, he lingered over shelves, debating gummy bears versus saltwater taffy like the choice would define his soul. I leaned against the doorframe outside, camera raised. The click and whir were soothing, each frame a reminder that I could choose what to hold onto, what to forget. Flower boxes. Lampposts painted by sunlight. The angle of shadow across the narrow street. Spanish Vista deserved to be seen, to be remembered.

Hector emerged triumphantly with a small bag. “See?” he said, popping a gummy into his mouth. “No one’s staring. No flashes. No screaming fans. Finally, normal.”

Normal. The word thrummed through me, tender as a bruise. What did it even mean anymore? No arena tours, no frantic interviews, no makeup caked under lights hot enough to burn. Just a street and a camera and a week of silence. It felt delicious.

I drifted a few steps, lens up, catching the afternoon light shimmering on glass and pavement, the faraway reach of the Rockies like a painted backdrop. My chest loosened, a knot unraveling.

Then I saw it.

A bar. Cozy, weathered, dark wood panels warmed by sunlight. A swinging sign: Charlie’s. The doors propped open, spilling amber light across the sidewalk. The air carried hops, cedar, and something I couldn’t quite name—comfort, maybe, or belonging. My pulse quickened. Some places felt like they were waiting for you before you ever arrived. This was one of them.

I brushed my fingertips across the soft cotton of my skirts, grounding myself in texture and weight. The urge to step inside tugged at me, sharp and certain.

“You going to stare all day, or are we actually going in?” Hector teased.

I lifted my camera, framed the sign in the golden light, and clicked. My smile came easy. “Just a peek. But... Yeah. It looks worth it.”

Inside, the air shifted into something cooler, darker, touched by the faint tang of hops and pine smoke. My boots thudded against the wood as I crossed the threshold, and I stopped for a moment just to take it all in.

The walls were thick pine logs, cut from trees that had once no doubt stood only five feet from where I was standing now. Their weight pressed around the room in a way that felt protective, timeless. The chinking between them—a mixture of clay, sand, lime, and ash—still held firm, the pale white lines of it etched like scars that told a story of survival. Under my feet, pine planks glowed a rich honey-gold, polished to a warmth that caught the light from the sconces and made the whole room hum with quiet welcome.

Booths lined the far wall, each one worn smooth by decades of elbows, laughter, and hushed confessions. A scatter of tables filled the middle ground, their chairs not matching but somehow belonging together anyway. To the left, a massive river-rock hearth anchored the space, the faint trace of old fires clinging to its stones even though no flame burned there now. To the right, just past the swinging kitchen door, stood a stage. Simple. A microphone, a few cables, a speaker leaning like it had seen a thousand nights of music. Friday and Saturday, I thought, picturing the hum of guitars, the stomp of boots, voices rising into the rafters.

But it wasn’t the stage or the hearth or the glow of the wood that snagged my attention.

It was the man behind the bar.

He was tall—at least six-five—and lean, but the kind of lean that still carried strength. His forearms flexed as he worked a bar towel over a pint glass, muscles shifting beneath sun-browned skin. The sleeves of his blue-and-black plaid shirt were rolled to his elbows, neat and practical. His hair—long, wavy, and brown with glints of lighter strands—brushed just below his shoulders, as if he’d grown it out without much thought but somehow it suited him perfectly.

Then there were his eyes.

I froze, my breath catching in my chest. His left eye was a warm, steady brown, earthy and grounding. But his right... His right was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Split clean down the middle, the right half the same deep brown, the left an icy blue that looked like a glacier had melted into it. They didn’t just look at you. They saw you, and I felt the weight of that seeing in my bones.

A full beard framed his jaw, clipped short and neat, adding to the sense that he was careful in the ways that mattered. And on his upper right forearm, where the plaid sleeves ended, ink marked his skin. A compass rose, sharp and sure, pointed due north. Two swallows curved around it, wings open as if midflight. A rose nestled beside them, petals inked dark and delicate.

I realized my hand was still on the strap of my camera, fingers brushing the leather like I needed something solid to hold onto. I raised it, snapped a quick candid, then pushed farther inside.

Who was he?
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CHAPTER TWO

Jake
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Her face was like the fire-gold glow of sunset, and the white of her dress popped against the deep bronze of her skin. She looked like some beautiful, fierce Mesoamerican goddess who’d deigned to come down to Earth to slum it with us mere mortals. When she stepped through the door of my bar, backlit by the setting sun, my jaw dropped and I swear I heard a chorus of angels singing somewhere in the background.

A sharp pain in my ribs brought me back to reality. I slanted a glare sideways at my cousin and chef, Ivy, who was smirking back at me. “She’s real pretty, Jake,” she said in a stage whisper before turning and heading back through the swinging door into the kitchen.

The woman—the goddess—stopped in her tracks and gave me a little knowing smile. She must have heard Ivy’s whisper. I tried to shrug it off and play it cool, but I’ve never felt too comfortable with beautiful women. They intimidate me. I get stupid and tongue-tied around them. I forget important things like my name and how to breathe. But I summoned up a smile, however, determined not to be stupid this time, and leaned forward a bit, resting my forearms on the polished surface of the 120-year-old redwood bar in front of me. “Hi,” I said and felt a bolt of pride. I was perhaps not as erudite as I could have been, but I was coherent and that was something.

“Hi,” she said back, her voice deeper than I had anticipated. Beyond the flowing white dress and what appeared to be vintage 14-hole Doc Martens, I saw cheekbones that could have cut glass, and a wide mouth with full, lush lips. I guessed her age at maybe 25, five years younger than me. She was tall, too, a couple inches shorter than six feet, and she moved like a dancer, lithe and confident. But it was the intelligence in those sultry dark eyes that captured me and held me hostage. Yes, she was a smoke show, no doubt, but I’d bet my next shipment of single-malt whisky that she could think circles around me.

She glanced around the room, and I did, too, wondering what she made of the place. It had been in my family since it was opened in 1903, back when Spanish Vista was still a company town. It was named after my great-great-grandfather, Charles Sullivan, who’d built it. Not much remodeling had been done since then, except for modern amenities like indoor plumbing, running water in the kitchen, electric lights, and colorful neon signs advertising Goat Patch Brewery. I was proud of the place and hoped the woman was impressed.

She looked back at me and smiled. My heart seized. My fingers went tingly. Dear God, was I having a heart attack? Was I going to die before I learned this goddess’s name?

“Nice place,” she said. “Are you Charlie?”

I blinked, and while the spell she’d wrapped around me still held me in its grasp, I found I could breathe again. “No,” I replied. “That’s my grandfather. And his father. And his father, too.”

She frowned a little, no doubt wondering what the hell I was talking about, then flashed me another life-altering smile. “So your great-great-grandfather was Charlie? And this is his place?” She had a beautiful accent, something soft and musical. Maybe Mexican. Maybe farther south somewhere. Did angels have accents?

“Yes, that’s it exactly,” I responded with an answering smile. I was right—she was just as intelligent as she was beautiful. I was in big trouble. I cleared my throat and tried to gather my wits, which were wandering around like an unmonitored herd of cats, chaotic and all over the place. I had to look away from her—she was too distracting—so I looked down at the bar. “What can I get you? Are you hungry? Thirsty?” I glanced back up at her and found her staring right at me. The intensity of her gaze, the weight of her attention, threatened to bring me to my knees. Had I ever seen a woman this beautiful in my life? In magazines and movies and TV shows, maybe. Never in person.

“Yes. Both.” There was a look in her eye that said she knew every thought I was having about her, every physical reaction I was enduring because of her. That look said she knew all about it and she liked it and maybe she even wanted more.

“Well, have a seat and I’ll take care of you.” I gestured towards one of the stools in front of me and watched as she approached and slid onto it with the grace of a descending swan. Only two feet separated us now. This close, she was intoxicating. The scent of her filled my head, fresh air and ozone and pine resin, and underneath it all, something warm and spicy, like ambergris and cinnamon or sandalwood and cloves. I knew I was staring at her like some slack-jawed yokel idiot, but I couldn’t help it.

“You serve food?” she asked after what was probably an uncomfortable amount of time for her. For me, it was years, decades, infinity, but none of it was uncomfortable. Quite the opposite. I could probably stare at her for the rest of my life and never regret a single moment.

“Yeah.”

She smiled. The expression held a certain expectation to it. Was she waiting for me to do something? Give her my name, maybe? Or pledge my undying and eternal devotion? Or perhaps hand her a menu? Yeah. Probably the menu.

“Sorry.” I reached down beneath the bar and pulled out the single, legal-sized piece of laminated paper we used as a menu and slid it across the bar to her. 

“Gracias,” she said and lowered her gaze to the menu’s surface.

“Es un placer,” I said, hoping my sincerity was obvious.

She looked up at me with surprise and the feeling of her smile changed. It went from sultry to pleased—maybe even touched—in a heartbeat.

“¿Habla español?” she asked.

“Si. Un poco y no muy bien.”

“No, eso no es verdad. Usted habla muy bien.”

I felt like I was glowing under her praise. If I were a dog, my tail would be whipping back and forth like mad. “Thank you for saying so. I don’t get much chance to speak Spanish here.”

“No? Where did you learn? School, perhaps? When you were younger?”

“Yes, when I was in high school. A foreign language was required, and Spanish made the most sense. I’m Jake, by the way.” I extended my hand to her across the bar. Her skin was warm and soft, and I only released her with reluctance after we shook hands.

“Ali.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, meaning it from the very depths of my soul. “Just passing through?”

The bar’s front doors swung open at that moment and through them came a huge, hulking beast of a man dressed head to toe in back leather and faded denim. He, too, had the look of a Mesoamerican deity—fierce and blood-thirsty and terrifying. I could see him standing atop a pyramid clutching an obsidian dagger and offering the captain of a pelota maya team as a sacrifice to the god of the Underworld.

I nodded to him when he settled next to Ali and handed him a menu as well. “Get you a drink?”

The guy hooked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating one of the neon signs that hung in the bar’s front windows. “Goat Patch? That any good?”

“Oh, yeah. They’re a local microbrew. The IPA is really good. You want one?” The man nodded and I glanced towards Ali.

“I’ll have a Cuba Libre,” she said and tapped one manicured nail against the menu. “And some duck tacos. Those sound amazing. Héctor, ¿tienes hambre? ¿Viste el guisado de búfalo?”

“Si,” the man—Hector—said to Ali before looking at me. “One buffalo stew.”

“You bet,” I said and set to work making their drinks and placing their orders with Ivy. I mixed the Cuba Libre first, letting the rum, cola, and lime come together just so. Then I grabbed a clean pint glass and poured the IPA Hector had requested for himself, though he didn’t seem particularly interested in the beer—just something to do while Ali took her time surveying the bar like she owned it.

Ali had perched her elbows lightly on the bar, camera sitting at her elbow. I noticed the way her fingers traced the edges of the menu absentmindedly, and I had to resist the urge to say something stupid, like the bar’s 120 years old. Instead, I focused on the drinks.

“Ivy’s on the food,” I said, setting down the Cuba Libre in front of Ali. She sniffed it, tilted her head, and took a slow sip. Her eyes lit up, and I swear the bar got a little warmer.

“Perfect,” she said, her voice casual, but with a hint of approval that made my stomach do flips.

I set Hector’s IPA beside him and gave him a nod. He acknowledged it with a grunt, leaning back in his stool. Protective. Dominant. I could feel it, and I respected it, though I didn’t like it. Not because of him, exactly. I just didn’t like feeling like I was being silently judged in my own bar.

I turned back to Ali. “Duck tacos. You’re in for a treat,” I said, sliding the plate in front of her as Ivy appeared from the kitchen carrying Hector’s buffalo stew.

Ali glanced up at me, smiling softly. “Gracias, Jake,” she said, and for some reason, hearing my name from her lips made the blood rush to my ears.

She lifted her camera casually and snapped a photo of the plate. Not just any photo. She angled it, the light catching the colors perfectly. Professional, deliberate, thoughtful. And when she looked back at me afterward, her expression wasn’t condescending, just aware. Like she knew I was noticing.
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