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        Tyler didn’t set out to break my heart… 

        But there are no marks for good intentions.

        Now, I’ll stop at nothing to achieve my dreams. I’m done playing by anyone else’s rules.

        But when Tyler shows up in the last place I expect, with secrets and a confession…

        There will be a reckoning.

        Because the naive girl he shattered is gone.

        And the woman in her place is ready for a fight.

      

        

      
        A Love Song for Rebels is Book 2 in the angsty new adult, academy-inspired Rivals trilogy and should be read following A Love Song for Liars (Rivals #1).
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      A seventeen-year-old girl once told me I don't feel enough.

      She was wrong.

      Am I walking around with a flashing neon sign pointing at my heart saying, “Fuck me over. Here’s how”? No.

      But heading into the grand auditorium at Vanier with a crowd of students my first day of second year, I feel plenty.

      “The demo was great, and you know it,” I state into my phone, talking loudly to be heard above the noise of the crowd.

      “Ty, it’s not the right time,” Zeke answers flatly.

      I rub a hand over my neck. It still feels strange not to have hair curling over a collar, but the black Henley suits me better than Oakwood’s tailored shirts.

      “Is it ever gonna be the right time?”

      “Some people wait a lifetime for a chance. You had a golden opportunity, and you fucked up.”

      My stomach clenches, but the record exec continues. “I could use you Thursday. The studio’ll reach out. You’re on my radar, kid. Don’t make the same mistake twice.”

      He clicks off, and I barely resist chucking my phone into the throng of students.

      “Smile, Ty. This is for posterity.” My roommate’s drawl shakes me back to the room.

      Beck wedges himself next to me, his phone screen trained on us as we make our way toward some seats midway back.

      “I’m Beck, and thank you for following my adventures at Vanier. We’re at twenty thousand subscribers, and I appreciate you. Today’s the first day of second year. For you math nerds, yes, that means final year for those of us in a two-year program, and it’s gonna be epic.”

      He flips the camera outward to survey the scene. The auditorium’s a vast, sweeping space with a thousand upholstered seats. When you see it empty, it’s like a field waiting for battle.

      The stage could be mistaken for part of that battlefield, but it isn’t.

      It’s the prize.

      Beck’s narrative continues. “First day of a new year means assembly, which is a chance to remind us how lucky we are to live in dorms or rodent-overrun apartments with barely enough time to practice for the survival jobs we’re gonna need when we graduate.”

      His easy deadpan has me lifting a brow. Usually Beck’s a hundred percent optimism even when I’m not.

      “You’re cheery after the long weekend,” I note.

      “Came out to my parents. For future reference, Labor Day party in Southampton is a bold choice for announcing you’re bi.” He looks between the camera and me. “On the plus side, everything I own from home will be in our apartment by tomorrow. Including a kickass Bluetooth speaker. The bass will blow your mind… and almost make up for the fact that our fridge broke this morning.”

      I want to ask him about the coming out part, but the recording light’s still on.

      We turn down a row of seats partway back, moving past second years like us and the wide-eyed freshmen.

      I refuse to believe we were that naïve a year ago.

      “Even if I gave a shit what my parents think, there’s no going back. Guys give better head,” my roommate goes on, tripping over classmates as we pass. “Girls are enthusiastic, but a dude knows how to treat a dick.”

      In the middle of the row, I grab his phone, hit the Stop button, and hand it back amidst his protests. “Beck. Seriously. Tell me you’re okay.”

      His grin is lightning quick, but it takes a moment for him to respond. “I will be,” he says at last, clapping me on the shoulder.

      I drop into a seat. He takes the one next to me.

      “What’s new with Cap’n Z?” He nods in the general direction of the cell phone stuck in my pocket.

      “Still won’t offer me a new deal.”

      I could be cutting albums right now instead of busting my ass on etudes for class.

      Beck frowns. “You should’ve told him what happened with your dad after you moved to New York.”

      My entire body stiffens, and I flex my hand on the arm of my seat. It’s been months, but mentioning those events still affects me. Maybe it always will.

      “Zeke is business. Last year was personal.”

      When I left Dallas and moved to New York last summer, I’d thought there was nothing left in me to break.

      I was wrong. Less than a month later, life brought me to my knees.

      The one silver lining is that I poured all my feelings into music. I’m better than I’ve ever been, and I want to get the hell out of this place. I’ve had enough of school, enough of people telling me what to do and how to be.

      “So, I signed up to be a peer mentor this year,” Beck announces. “Got any tips on educating the next generation?”

      I shift back in my seat, scanning the rows of students. “Don’t fuck whoever’s assigned to you.”

      “Appreciate the input. I’m gonna play that one by ear. You got some nerves to burn off yourself, roomie,” he continues. “You keep way too low a profile. And you’re gonna have to start paying me to keep out all the dreamy-eyed people showing up at our door. ‘Tyler around? I need to talk to him about class, the state of the Middle East, the state of my bikini wax…’”

      His exaggeration makes me laugh.

      Yes, I’ve had my share of offers, but it’s been a while since I took a girl up on one.

      It’s ironic because with all the pent-up energy that’s been building lately, I could fuck someone.

      God, could I fuck someone.

      For an hour, a day, a month, until I forget the resentment and frustration and emptiness.

      Most of the people around here would get that I don’t want a relationship.

      It’s like the Olympic Village, an entire community of hot, young, ambitious men and women who need to burn off steam. But at the end of the day, they’re here for one reason—to build a career, a future that’s brighter than what we came from.

      The lights dim, and we train our gazes on the stage.

      Vanier is nothing if not theatrical. The college has a rolling slate of A-list guest faculty including musicians, actors, and dancers.

      Today, several of them perform, and Beck’s phone peeks up between the heads. I wonder what he’s going to edit this into later for mass consumption.

      Finally, the dean—herself a former principle ballerina with a national company—clears the stage for her remarks. “Vanier has the nation’s most prestigious performing arts programs. We are steeped in tradition, a history of commitment and discipline.

      “Some would say technology holds the key to the future, but we believe the arts are more important than ever in these troubled times. Where there is dark, there is also light, and we are seeking to reinterpret this world of struggle, of inequality, of burgeoning possibility and hope, through the lens of the arts.”

      I’m not here to reinterpret the world.

      I’m going to find a way to get my contract back if it kills me. Starting today, I won’t rest until I do.

      The decision fills me with resolve.

      My gaze locks on two girls a few rows up, and I tune out the dean’s words.

      They’re both pretty from the back—whatever the hell that means—but it’s the dark-haired girl who has me straightening.

      Her hair falls in waves, a shiny river that ends somewhere below her seatback. The glimpse of profile when she turns to listen to something the blonde whispers shows full lips, a pointy nose.

      I lean forward as if doing so will let me see more of her.

      She’s wearing some kind of tight, dark sweater that makes me want to check the rest of her out.

      Every part of my body tingles, the frustration transmuting smoothly into attraction.

      I haven’t felt this way since I saw a ghost nearly four months ago.

      Hallucinations—another reason I need to get the hell out of here.

      “Apparently, my roommate, Tyler, has taken up crack over the summer.”

      I blink at Beck’s phone in my face, and I realize the assembly’s done and everyone’s getting up to head for class or their dorms or apartments.

      As we file out of our row, I scan the bodies ahead of us for the girl I was watching.

      I can’t find her. The disappointment is stupid because I’ve never even met her, but there was something magnetic about her.

      Classmates stop us to say hi or ask about our summers. Neither Beck nor I have class for half an hour, so we catch up.

      I think I’ve lost track of my roomie when Beck grabs my arm, his face lighting up. “Hey, Ty! I got someone you gotta meet.”

      He tugs on me. “I told you I was a mentor,” he says, pulling to a stop near the doors. “Here’s my mentee.”

      I stop next to him, and my entire body stiffens.

      The girl I was checking out is wearing black boots and painted-on jeans that make my abs clench. The sweatshirt’s short enough to show a tantalizing sliver of her waist.

      Her hair is longer than I thought, and I’m suddenly deciding how many times I could wrap it around my hand.

      But when I see her face, every muscle in me tightens.

      Full lips, small nose, bright-amber eyes fringed with dark lashes. She’s brand new and so familiar I ache.

      If there’s one small mercy?

      It’s that Annie Jamieson, the girl I was mentally jerking off to all assembly, looks as stunned as I feel.
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      “How many of the guys here eat pussy?” Elle, the blonde girl in the room next to mine who introduced herself when I moved in last night, asks from the seat next to me when the assembly concludes.

      “Half,” I decide.

      “Then of the three hotties I spotted while the dean was waxing poetic about tradition, one-point-five might go down on me.”

      I laugh as the house lights go up.

      “I’ll even share with you,” she says generously as we rise from our seats.

      “Do I get the point-five or the whole one every other weekend?”

      “Depends how interesting you wind up being.”

      The theater is huge and full, and I try not to be intimidated as I follow her out of our row. “So, no boyfriend you left behind in Nebraska,” I say, remembering our conversation from last night.

      “Nope. I do comedy, so everything in my life gets put on display. Guys say they’re cool with it, but the first time you tell a room of people about how you found him jerking off to Meryl Streep, it gets strained fast. You want to be a musician, right?” she goes on without pausing for breath.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell me you’re not waiting to get ‘discovered.’” She uses air quotes. “Because unless you have contacts or crazy-rich parents, that shit does not work.”

      My stomach flips over, the excitement I’ve been feeling tinged with dread.

      “My parents don’t know I’m at Vanier,” I admit. Without meaning to, I feel for the phone wedged into the front pocket of my skinny jeans tucked into black suede ankle boots.

      Elle holds a hand in front of her mouth, mock aghast. “Well, now you’re getting interesting.”

      I shake my head as she links arms with me, and we flow toward the door.

      When I got admitted to Vanier, I decided not to tell anyone here that I’m Jax Jamieson’s daughter.

      I’m in a new city with a fresh start I desperately need. I’ve built my skills and my confidence. This is my chance to prove it to myself and the world.

      But this morning’s assembly in the huge auditorium is a reminder that there are a thousand other students who want exactly the same thing, and we’re competing for mentorship and attention and funding.

      On top of which… I lied to my dad and Haley about where I was going to school. The fact that he’d transferred the money for tuition directly to me, like I’d asked, made it easier.

      It also made me feel guiltier.

      A familiar face near the doors is a lifeline.

      “Hey, Beck!” I call, and the dark-haired guy I met at orientation yesterday turns toward my voice.

      He has a few inches on me, a broad and infectious grin, and sparkling eyes. He knows he’s good looking, and he wants the world to enjoy it as much as he does.

      “Hey, Annie. You survived assembly. That’s the first hurdle. The next is to keep your mouth shut while these people brag about how epic they are.”

      I laugh. “Be deferent. Got it.”

      “Hold on a sec. Don’t move.”

      He disappears, and Elle makes a noise at my side. “Who’s that?”

      “My mentor. You didn’t sign up for one?”

      “No. Clearly I should’ve.”

      Beck returns to us through the crowd. “Annie, this is my roommate, Tyler.”

      It takes a moment to notice the guy at Beck’s side. Once I do, my feet root to the floor.

      Beck’s tall; he’s taller. Beck’s dark; he’s darker. Handsome. Built for sleepless nights and unhealthy obsessions.

      There’s no blue in Tyler’s hair anymore. It’s raven black and spiked at the front.

      He’s wearing fitted jeans, a faded black Henley rolled up at the sleeves. Same tan skin, stubborn chin, but a chest made broader by the years. Ink peeks out from under his shirt sleeve.

      This spring, I walked in for auditions and spotted Tyler in a rehearsal room.

      The second we locked gazes, my number was called and I took off. Somehow, I got through my audition and even made it in.

      I reminded myself Vanier was a big school. We’d probably never even cross paths.

      So much for that.

      Tyler at twenty is different from Tyler at eighteen. If he was handsome before, he’s devastating now. It’s as if the boy I knew walked off the earth, fought countless battles, and returned a man, vowing never to tell a soul except for the shadows flitting behind his eyes.

      He ripped out my heart more than a year ago, but it healed. Maybe it’s not the same shape it was, or the same size, but I patched it up with ambition and resolve. There are no cracks in it anymore.

      Now…

      My chest twinges hard.

      Apparently, I missed stitching a spot.

      “Hi, Tyler,” I say at last.

      With a moment’s hesitation, he holds out a hand. “Annie.”

      His voice. I haven’t heard his voice in over a year, and it rumbles through me like thunder at a distance, a soft promise of inevitable destruction that will leave no part of me untouched.

      I force myself to take his hand.

      Beck and Elle have no idea we’ve met before, and nothing in our greeting would make them suspect.

      The heat of him is familiar, but the electricity traveling from my hand up my arm to my breasts, between my thighs, has me exhaling hard.

      His gaze darkens as if he feels it too.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks roughly.

      “Weird question, bro,” Beck says, laughing, but I lift my chin.

      “Pursuing the finest arts education money can buy in this beautiful free nation,” I say, dropping his hand. “You?”

      His gaze narrows. “Same.”

      “I’m Elle,” my new friend volunteers cheerfully. They shake hands, then she turns to my mentor. “You’re only second year. Do you really know that much?”

      Beck flashes an easy grin. “You know how to score practice rooms during midterms? Get bottomless soda from the vending machine in the library? Hack the staff and faculty meet-and-greet invite list so you can get free booze and mingle with famous alumni?”

      She blinks. Even I’m impressed.

      “Unofficially, you can be my mentee too,” Beck offers generously, stopping to scratch his head. “Wait, isn’t that an animal?”

      “That’s a manatee,” Elle says.

      His eyes light up. “Right. You can be my manatees. You manatees need anything, you let me know.”

      “You live in the dorms?” I ask, avoiding Tyler’s gaze.

      “Nah. They’re mostly for first years. We live about a dozen blocks from here, and only the last four are sketchy. Just a booty call away.”

      “Presumptuous, but I like your style,” Elle says. “She’s six-oh-six. I’m six-oh-four,” she volunteers before I can stop her.

      “Six. Got it,” Beck continues, and my gut twists sharply as I remember what Tyler used to call me.

      “We should get going,” I say. “But I’m sure we’ll see you around.”

      “No doubt.”

      I meet Tyler’s gaze again, and reality slams into me.

      Of all the issues I thought I’d have in a new city at a new school starting a new part of my life, he wasn’t one of them.

      But the guy who destroyed me a year and a half ago… he’s here. Judging by the fact that he’s my mentor’s roommate, I’m going to be seeing him.

      And judging from the look on Tyler’s face, he’s as pissed about it as I am.
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      After the assembly, I head to my room to grab my bag for class.

      But as I get to the top of the stairs and glance down the hall, I realize my door is ajar. What the…?

      I push it wide.

      Inside is a girl with long, dark hair up in a giant topknot. She has on Beats headphones, and she’s brought a backpack and a single trunk that’s wedged at the end of the second bed that’s been untouched since I moved in yesterday.

      “Hey,” I volunteer. “I’m Annie. I guess we’re roommates.”

      The girl doesn’t answer or take off her headphones but reaches for an earpiece to touch a button.

      “Are you Raegan Madani?” I try again. This time, she cuts a glance over her shoulder.

      “Rae.”

      According to the scant roommate info form that included names, contact emails, and majors, she’s in contemporary music like me.

      Rae opens her backpack, takes out a bunch of tiny figures, and sets them on the top of her headboard. They’re little knitted dolls with yarn hair.

      Before I can ask, Rae pulls something else out of her bag. “In or out?” she asks.

      When I don’t respond, she grabs a clean shirt, twists it into a roll, and lays it along the bottom of the door.

      My eyes widen as she lights the joint.

      “I’ve heard stories of students getting expelled for less. It would be awesome if you could do that outside.”

      Rae heaves out a sigh. “Whatever.” She grabs her keys off her desk and brushes past me.

      Shit. I’m not here to make friends, but I don’t want to commit social suicide on day one either. From the look Rae tosses me as she heads down the hall, my new roomie might as soon push me in front of a subway as ride it with me.

      “Nice meeting you!” I call as I grab my things, then lock up.

      With the help of the map on my phone, I find my way on the subway over to the Columbia campus for my first class.

      The excitement that’s been missing since running into Tyler this morning slowly returns, giving my step extra bounce.

      “I haven’t seen you since the weekend!” Pen wraps me in her arms when we spot one another outside our lecture hall, and I hug her back. “It sucked we came in on the same flight only to go different directions at the airport,” she accuses.

      “Gah, I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Whatever. Gotta pursue your dreams, right? Anyway, glad you made it early so we can grab coffee. There’s a café in the same building as our lecture.”

      We head into the building, and she steers me toward a line of students in front of a counter.

      Pen and I scored the same sociology section. I have that, plus English, at Columbia on Tuesday and Thursday. Their campus is only a quick subway ride away, and Vanier has some deal with them so Vanier can focus on arts education while still producing well-rounded grads.

      “My clothes don’t fit in my room,” she goes on. “I might have gone overboard now that we don’t have uniforms.”

      “At least you have a single,” I tell her as we order Americanos. “My roommate showed this morning, and I managed to piss her off by telling her to smoke her joint outside.”

      Pen waves me off. “Etiquette 101. Thou shalt not smoke up in thine dorm room without roommate consent. Or before eleven in the morning because it’s tacky.”

      I sigh. “I missed you.”

      “Have you talked to your dad and Haley?” she asks as we grab our coffees and head and toward the lecture hall.

      “I called them when I got in and texted Dad this morning. Which means I’ve gone nearly forty-eight hours without blowing cover.”

      Pen shakes her head. “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell him about Vanier.”

      “He wouldn’t have let me come. I pitched it to him five times last year. He said if I wanted his support, I would get a real undergraduate degree before deciding whether to, and I quote, ‘piss it all away.’”

      She drops her bag, settling into a seat. “Daddy J is not the best recruiter for the industry.”

      “I know he’s had issues, but they can’t be that bad. Even if they were, he never talks to me about them, so how am I supposed to decide for myself?”

      I take the chair next to her.

      “There’s something else,” I say under my breath. “I ran into Tyler Adams this morning.”

      Pen’s nails dig into my arm. “What the hell?”

      Heads swivel toward us.

      “I told you about seeing him at auditions, but I never thought I’d see him on day one.”

      Before she can respond, the professor at the front clears his throat. “Welcome to Sociology 101. If you’ll take your seats, we can begin.”

      After a moment of looking torn as the prof talks us through the course outline, my friend pulls her phone from her pocket.

      Mine buzzes in my bag a moment later.

      
        
        Pen: AND HOW WAS SEEING HIM???

      

      

      So many emotions flood me I don’t know how to respond.

      
        
        Annie: Weird. Horrifying. Exciting. Scary.

      

      

      The third word slips out without me meaning to type it.

      
        
        Pen: Tell me he grew out of the hot badass look.

      

      

      I bite my cheek. Pen’s brows rise up her forehead, and she kicks my calf lightly.

      
        
        Annie: He grew into it.

      

      

      Maybe you’ll see his girlfriend. I flash back to the girl I saw in his lap the day of auditions, and my gut twists sharply.

      She must be a student, too, but she wasn’t with him at assembly.

      They could’ve broken up.

      Or they could be married.

      It can’t matter. Tyler Adams can date whomever he wants.

      He left because other things mattered more than me. I should be grateful for the lesson—it taught me to focus on my dreams and not my heart.

      This year, I won’t fall for anyone. Especially not him.

      When class finishes, we pack up and I check my phone. “I have English at one thirty, and you have history. Want to get lunch?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “Absolutely. I’m thinking of running for student government, and I need your opinion on my platform. But first, I got you a present.”

      We head to her dorm, and she opens the door to her single with a flourish. “Behold!”

      My gaze lands on the twin goldfish bowls on her desk. “You got us twin fish?”

      “Because we might not be at the same school but we’ll always be friends.”

      Gratitude washes over me. “The best.”

      She grabs me in a hug, then we both turn to study the fish. “What should we call them?”

      I cock my head. “Something that speaks to our enduring love. Like… the world may change around us, and we might grow old and die, but we’ll always have these fish.”

      “To be clear, they live five years.”

      A lightbulb goes on. “I’ve got it. You want Heathcliff or Cathy?”

      Pen snorts with laughter. “Oh my God. You take Heath.”

      “Deal.” I grab one of the fishbowls in my arms, and we head toward the dining hall.

      “So, are you going to at least talk to Tyler?” Pen asks once we’re outside. “You don’t think he’d tell your dad you’re here…”

      I suck in a shallow breath, adjusting my new pet in my arms. “When Tyler left, he left all of us. Dad would’ve said something the last year if they’d kept in touch.”

      “You have to tell your dad eventually.”

      “I will. But not yet. I need a chance to show him he was wrong about me, and Vanier.”
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      By the next morning, I’m learning a few things about my new environment.

      One, my roommate appears and disappears at all hours of the night. When I went to bed after hanging out with Pen for most of the day, doing homework in the library at Vanier, and finally meeting Elle and some other girls from our floor for a late dinner, there was no sign of her except for her trunk and dolls in our room.

      When I got up to use the bathroom at 4 a.m., Rae was sprawled across her bed, fully clothed down to her white sneakers, and snoring.

      By eight, when I get up to shower and dress, she’s under the covers.

      I catch a glimpse of her schedule printed and lying on her desk and frown. Apparently, she has Entertainment Management Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays with me and Elle.

      I cross to her bed and prod her shoulder. “You getting up?”

      Nothing.

      I shrug and head outside to grab Elle for class.

      The professor is a young woman who reminds me of Miss Norelli from Oakwood except she’s wearing a black blazer over dark jeans.

      “In this class, we’ll be talking about how to manage a career. The arts aren’t only about talent. Plenty of talented people will never pay their bills using those abilities.”

      “So, once I pull down these silver jeans,” Elle says, mimicking the prof’s friendly tone from the seat next to mine, “you can practice kissing my ass. A skill that will serve you well in the years to come.”

      I swallow the laugh and return to taking notes.

      I’m most excited for the remaining two classes—my private music lessons, scheduled with my faculty supervisor on Fridays, and my elective.

      I chose a studio acting class, which is Wednesdays. I go to class with Elle, where maybe fifteen students are sitting in desks arranged in a semicircle.

      The woman at the front has me lifting my brows.

      She looks like a librarian, with pale hair twisted up in a knot on her head and a printed floral dress. Her face is wrinkled, but her eyes are sharp beneath her reading glasses.

      “Good afternoon, I’m Ms. Talbot. Welcome to my studio intensive. You’re all acting students, which means this is what you—yes?” she asks, irritated by my raised hand as I look around.

      “I’m in contemporary music, not theater. This is my elective.”

      Her gaze narrows. “Is anyone else here in contemporary music?”

      Two other hands go up—a guy named Jake I met in Entertainment Management and another girl.

      “Wonderful. Dilettantes in our midst.”

      Elle snorts next to me, and she shoots me a “WTF” look as Talbot turns away.

      “Today’s challenge is as follows,” the professor continues. “I will hand you a sheet of paper with a scene on one side and the character’s bio on the other. Read the scene without looking at the bio. Your task is to get into your character’s head quickly and understand them from their words alone.” She points at me. “You want to be here so badly, let’s find out why.”

      I head to the front of the room, squaring my shoulders.

      I can do this. I’ve been in front of far larger crowds. But this feels like my first sort-of performance at Vanier, and it matters.

      “I wish you’d listen to me,” I read off the sheet she hands me. “I know you think I stand in your way, but I’m not trying to stop you. I’m trying to save you.”

      A few snickers sound from my classmates looking at the back of my card. I ignore them and go deeper. I feel the pain in the words. Burrow into it as I read.

      When I finish the scene, I draw a long breath.

      Talbot gestures at my card, and I flip it over.

      “Wait—I’m a crossing guard?”

      The class bursts into laughter, and my cheeks flame as I go back to my seat.

      And it’s Elle’s turn. She gives a more subtle performance, and I realize this is harder than I figured.

      For the last year, all I could think about was coming here, how everything would be solved. Now, as I look at my talented classmates, I realize how far from the truth that is.

      “That was brutal,” I blurt as we head back upstairs after class, passing a dozen practice rooms, all occupied.

      “I’ve been booed off stage before, so I’m not going to lie to you. It was pretty bad,” Elle replies.

      “I need to get out of here,” I decide as we emerge from the stairwell and head down the hall toward our rooms.

      The door to my room is open, and Rae’s inside, at her desk on her computer with headphones covering her ears.

      “Then let’s go out tonight,” Elle says, dropping onto my bed as I set my books on my desk. “I saw this place called Leo’s that looks cool. They have an open mic night Wednesdays.”

      “You’re gonna need ID.”

      We both look over in surprise at Rae’s voice. She turns toward us, tugging off the headphones.

      “My cousin gave me her old license,” Elle says.

      Rae crooks a finger, and Elle digs out a driver’s license. Rae scoffs. “She’s got four inches and thirty pounds on you.”

      “I’m an actor. It’s all about posture.” Elle snatches the card back and shoves it in her pocket.

      “I don’t have ID.” I’m sure I could’ve figured out how to get one, but back home, there weren’t clubs close by.

      An idea strikes me. Beck.

      I fire off a text. The response comes almost immediately.

      
        
        Beck: Two hours. Fifty bucks. I got you, Manatee.

      

      

      After dinner, someone drops off an ID at my door and waits while I get her cash.

      I try not to overthink my outfit, deciding on tight black jeans and a matching tank top with my black suede boots. In case it’s cold, I throw on a denim shirt overtop.

      I twist my hair up in a high bun, then add a hint of mascara, plus some matte red lipstick.

      By ten, Elle and I find ourselves outside Leo’s. It’s beautiful, industrial, like nothing I’ve seen back home. Like an old factory with stories to tell.

      It’s also packed.

      “Who is Leo?” I wonder aloud as we wait in line.

      “Owner’s dead dog,” Rae answers.

      “Really?” I ask. I’m still surprised she came, but maybe this is a spot of hope.

      “No fucking clue.” She ducks out of line, and we stare before trailing after her.

      Rae stomps up to the door. The bouncer ignores the line of people waiting to glance at our IDs and let us inside.

      “How did you do that?” Elle demands of Rae but doesn’t get a response.

      The inside of the venue is exposed brick, long and skinny, and one story with high ceilings and a stage at one end. The bar’s in the center of the room, two thirds of the way from the stage. It’s round with a number of bartenders working different sections. The lights behind the bar are old-school theater style, and they spell out “LEO’S” in a burnt-orange glow.

      A guy’s on stage playing piano, crooning into a microphone. He’s good, and I let myself fall into the spell he’s weaving.

      “You came all the way down here to watch?” Rae tosses at me before disappearing through the crowd.

      “You know what?” I call to Elle. “She’s right.”

      I head toward the stage doors, Elle on my heels, and find the woman in charge of the open mic slots.

      She looks me up and down, from my tight jeans to my plaid shirt to my ponytail. “We’re full.”

      Dismay works through me as I crane my neck to see her list. “The whole night? Can I at least get on the list for next week?”

      “We’re full every week. I can’t bump one of my regulars for you. Gotta keep this crowd happy.”

      I bristle, but Elle grabs me and drags me to the bathroom. “She’s just putting you off.”

      Half a dozen other girls compete for sink and mirror space, washing their hands and touching up their careful makeup. Every one of them looks different, but they’re all unforgettable.

      It’s a reminder I’ve never lived on my own, never truly made my own way.

      I’m in a strange city, lying to everyone about where I am and who I am…

      And for what? To drink and watch someone else play music?

      Fear slams into me as I stare into the mirror.

      “You done?” an unfamiliar voice demands, jockeying for position.

      You didn’t come here to blend in. You survived getting heartbroken, worked your ass off, and now you’re here. Don’t let them say no.

      The resolve I’ve built over the past year is a block of iron in my chest, heated by my frustration until it glows red. I strip off my shirt, leaving the tank underneath, and tug out my elastic, fluffing out my hair so it explodes around my head, falling in crazy waves around my shoulders.

      I pull out a dark pencil and use it to rim my eyes, top and bottom, until my lashes look even thicker and my eyes pop. Then, I pull out gloss and slick it over my red lips.

      “I’m not sure what your plan is,” Elle drawls, “but this doesn’t go with your outfit.”

      She unclasps my necklace and hands it to me. I hesitate before dropping it carefully into my purse.

      “Thanks. Art is art,” I say, turning to inspect myself from the side. “But they need to sell drinks too.”

      Elle lifts a brow. “You sure you want to do this?”

      I take a deep breath. “No.”
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